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Three Earth hours later, they sat on the styroplatform in the center of camp, pretending that nothing
happened. They werelithe, thin and strong, reedy in the way that athletic women were, and not nearly as
brittle as they looked.

Bryer turned on the perimeter, then a punched button which raised the UV roof. He had alot of work
ahead of him, not the least of it protection againgt the Cuiesto. And if the Alliance heard what happened
this afternoon, they would make sure he never worked again.

"No roof, Bryer." Audrastraightened her long legs and leaned her bronze face toward the blazing sun.
"I'd like to experience the d ements.”

"Y ou've been experiencing the dementsdl day." Liv walked toward the semi-permanent canopy
gtretched between the three main tents. "I think we've had enough of experience.”

It wasthe first reference to the day's events, and the first quiet dig.

"I don't careif we're protected or not,” said Kedly. She was the smallest of the three and, Bryer had
noted, the strongest. "All | want isabeer.”

Bryer had been with these three long enough to recognize that statement as a command. Heignored it.

The perimeter wasn't going to keep them safefor long. It would hide their presence and, with the roof up,
makeit impossibleto fire aweapon a them. But it aso blinded them. An ambush could be set up outside
-- glidersfloating above the cutgrass, perhaps, or something more sinister -- and he wouldn't know until it
wastoo late.

"| thought we weren't going to drink until the sun s&t," Audrasaid.
Kedy'sfaceflushed. "I thought we weren't going to bitch about anything.”
"Too late" Audrasaid. "Liv dready Sarted.”

The roof finished closing with aloud click. Kedly jumped asif someone had shot at her. Liv gazed
upward.

Audrasat up. Her dark eyes met Bryer's. "I said no roof."
"Yes, you did." He crossed hisarms. "And | said no shooting without my permission.”

She shook her head. Her red hair, wrapped in braids around her skull, made her look asif she were
wearing ahemet. "Y ou're as bad asthe others."

"No," hesaid. "I'm worse. I'm the one who hasto save our asses."
"Y ou makeit sound like | committed acrime.”

"You did." Kedly got out of her chair and walked toward the cook camp. He heard the portable
refrigerator beep asit dispensed her beer.

"Weredl committing acrime," Audrasaid, leaning back and closing her eyes. "That's part of what were
paying you for."



Technicaly, shewasright. Extreme Safaristook their clients to unsanctioned or dangerous worlds, trips
which could result in seriousfines or, in Bryer's case, theloss of his ship's clearance for those areas. So
far, Bryer had managed to avoid the fines smply by having his clients sgn adocument that said they had
inssted on atrip to the unsanctioned area. He had never had his clearance removed, but he figured it
wouldn't be a serious problem. He could dways charter another ship.

"Y ou shot asentient being," he said. "Y ou didn't pay for that right.”
"Oh?" Shetilted her head toward him. "Isthere ahigher feefor that?'

Hedidn't trust himsdlf to answer her. He could bardly restrain himsdlf from crossing the styroplatform and
wringing her neck.

"Audra, enough." Kedly squeezed her beer. The cap levitated off and deposited itself in the recycler.
"Mr. Bryer isdoing his best."

"If hewere doing hisbest," Audrasaid. "He would have let me take my trophy."
"Y our trophy would have been the head of someoné's child." Hisfists squeezed tight, but he held them at
hissde.

"Everything wekill is someone's child. And sometimes, sentient or not, those creastures missthat child.”
Audra stood up, dusted off her light, crease-free shorts, and headed toward the refrigerator. "You're
being ahypocrite, Mr. Bryer."

She passed him as she said that and gazed into his eyes, challenging him.

"As| sad before thistrip started, there is game and there are natives. We don't hunt the natives." He
wasn't surewhy he was arguing with her. Probably becauseit was preferable to killing her.

"Kind of makesyou guilty of fase advertising, doesnt it?" Audrabent down, grabbed a can of white
wine, and pulled it out of the refrigerator. She squeezed the can, and the cork popped, pausing before
her so that she could inspect it before it got recycled. "After dl, the word 'extreme’ implies something out
of thenorm.”

"My company doesn't sanction murder,” he snapped.
"Redly?' she asked. "Isthat what you think happened this afternoon?!

She had an odd look on her face and he suddenly felt uncertain. He had thought the afternoon's events
had been an accident, but he had never been able to get aclear read on her.

She and her two partners had approached him, asdl of hisclientsdid, and they had paid his exorbitant
feelike everyone else. He never knew who his clientswere. Aslong asthey could pay and abide by his
rules, they could go on hissafaris.

He hadn't regretted that rule until thistrip.

These women, though, seemed uninterested in the various places he had taken them and he had sensed
no thrill at the hunt. He had thought it was because he failed them, failed to bring them game that
chdlenged them.

But something in her gaze made him wonder if he had been wrong. If that afternoon, something hed
happened he hadn't entirely understood.



* * % %

They had used glider cars with their screens down to reach the Range, awide-open section of grasdand
and youngling treeswhere Gracela could be found. Gracela had severd features that made them perfect
for asafari geared to humans.

Fird, the gracelawere hard to find. They were scattered throughout the Range, but their mottled coats
blended with the browns and greens of the landscape. They were among the fastest creaturesin
Alliance-controlled space. When spooked, agracela could hit speeds at over a hundred and fifty
kilometers an hour. And they were ferociousif cornered. Hed seen agracelaturn on ahunter, and shred
the man's skin off his bones using only teeth and hooves.

But most important of al, the gracelawere egant creatures. Long snouts, wide dark eyes, angular ears
that gave the face a beauty not found in the gamein thisfar sector of the galaxy. Hunterswho liked to
follow the ancient tradition of hanging the head as atrophy would have something beautiful for thewall.
The other hunters, who didn't have such barbaric ingtincts, usually had still holos made of themsaveswith
the carcass. A stunning kill was dways more impressive than abig ugly one.

Hed brought the three women this part of Mgasin amost in despair. They were the best huntershed
ever traveled with, taking down game as difficult as the nazon and the quyn with barely any work at al.
Audrakept pushing him for achallenge, and findly he thought of the gracela -- fast, beautiful, and vicious,
rather like the women themsdlves.

But they'd killed two-thirds of their quota of gracelain lessthan an Earth hour and it was only onthetrip
back that they had run into the young Cuiesto.

That was when everything changed.

* * % %

Audrawas watching Bryer. She leaned against one of the support columns, its chegp plagtic distorting
her reflection.

"We wanted a challenge,”" she said softly. ™Y ou couldn't provide one. So | had to do the work myself.”

He stared &t her. She had known exactly what she had been doing. Somehow that made everything
Worse.

It took only a second for that thought to pass through hismind, for his hand to find her throat and pull her
toward him. Her expression didn't change -- or perhapsit did, filled with amusement at his reaction.

He squeezed like she had squeezed the wine can, and part of him wondered if her head would float
toward the recycling bin like the cork had.

Kedy grabbed hisarm, her smdl fingerswarm againgt hisskin. "Let her go.”

He continued to squeeze, watching little bloodshot linesforming in Audras eyes. Her face was turning an
unbecoming shade of red.

"Let her go," Kedly said again, then she reached around his side, grabbing for the stunner.

He caught her with hisfree hand. He held both women for just amoment, to seeif Liv would cometo
their aid. Liv watched from the other side of the styroplatform.



Shedidn't move.

Bryer let Audrago. To hisimmense satisfaction, she staggered backwards and coughed, putting a hand
-- involuntarily, he guessed -- to her throat.

"Youlittlefool,” hesad. "Y ou didn't make this chalenging for you. Y ou madeit chalenging for me. I'm
the one who hasto get us out of here.”

She amiled a him, still hunched over, her fingers playing with her neck. His hand left ared mark there that
was beginning to bruise.

"Then maybe you should pay us," she said, her voice hoarse.
He cursed and lunged toward her, but Kedly held himin place.
"Stop it, Audra. Stop baiting him now. We need him."

Audrastood dowly, her facefilled with hatred. He wondered how he ever thought her beautiful. "We
don't need him. We can manage without him better than well manage with him."

"Fine" he said and twisted himsdf free from Kedy's grasp. He strode toward the organizationd tent,
reached toward the easy access controls and shut off the perimeter.

Around him, the cutgrass spread like an ancient |ake, the sharp blades glittering in the sun. The very
edges of the grass pushed up againgt the Range, outlined like waves againgt a beach.

He had just reveded their presence to the Cuiesto and alarge part of him no longer cared. He nodded
mockingly a Audra

From insdethe tent, his assistant cried out awarning. Nendre must have redlized the perimeter was off.
Bryer heard the dither of tentacles and knew that Nendre would soon join him.

"I thought you were going to leave," Bryer sad.
Audralaughed. "Why should |? Things are about to get very interesting.”
He walked toward Audra. She smiled at him, and let her hand drop away from her neck.

" figured you'd want to play,” she said. "This makes everything so much better. We're not hiding here.
We become visible, we let them cometo us, and then we act. | suggest we take down the camp, go as
far aswe can, seeif we make it before the Cuiesto find us-- "

He grabbed her arms. Shelet out asmal startled shriek, which surprised him. He didn't think anything
made her cry out. Then he shoved her backwards, so that shefell off the styroplatform and into the
cutgrass.

Kedy screamed. Liv continued to watch. Nendre had come out of the organizational tent and was
unfurling atentacle so that he could reach Audra.

"You stop,” Bryer said.
"But Jack, we cannot do this." Nendre's voice sounded even more mechanical than usudl.

Audrastruggled in the cutgrass. She was smart enough not to move much. Any movement she made
would dice her skin. She had on no protection &t all.



"You bastard," she shouted.

He watched from the edge of the platform. He'd shoved her hard and she'd flown at least five meters
away. The clear glass was down near her. He was surprised a blade hadn't diced through her back.

"Turn the perimeter back on," Bryer said to Nendre.
"Youll kill her," Kedly cried.

He reached insde Audra's tent and found her laser rifle -- the very thing she had used to kill the poor
Cuiesto. Hetossed it to her, making sureit landed at least a meter away, so that she couldn't pick it up
andfireita him.

"Turn on the perimeter,” he said again.
Audragot up dowly. She looked toward therifle, then to the camp. Blood dripped off her left arm.
"Regulations, Jack -- "

"Regulations.” Bryer covered the five steps toward the easy access controls. "We are so far outside of
regulations now that this one more case won't matter. In fact, killing her might arguein our favor."

Audraused a booted foot to sscomp down a section of cutgrass. She was moving across it quicker than
he had expected.

Nendre hadn't moved, his hulking round frame, tentacles coming off dl sides; filling the organizationd
tent's doorway. "We can't do this."

Bryer had had enough of can'ts and should haves and regulations. "We can do anything we damn well
please”

He reset the perimeter. With ahum, it shimmered into place, cutting off Audras angry scream outside.
"Let her back in," Kedly said.

Hisfingersfound the rest of the controls. He set the security protocol. Now no one could touch the
perimeter except him.

Kedy pushed at him. "Let her back in."

He caught Kedly's fingerswith his own. Her eyes narrowed and she struggled, but he held her fast. She
may have been the strongest of the three women, but he was stronger than anyone else here.

"MaybeI'll let her back in," he said softly, holding Kedly fast. "In afew hours. By then she might
understand whét it fedlslike to be hunted.”

"Y ou have noright,” Keely said, jabbing him in the ssomach with her elbows.

She had knocked some of the wind from him. "I have every right,” he said, letting go of her handsand
stepping out of her way. "Audragaveit to me by changing the rules. Either you do things my way or you
join her in the cutgrass. And, if that happens, | promise I'll give you the challenge of getting out of heredl
on your own."

Kedly opened her mouth asif she were going to respond and then she dove for the easy access pandl.
When her fingerstouched it, the security system gave her adlectronicjolt.



She cried out and backed away.
"Touch it again,” hesad, "and thejolt will be twenty times higher."
She held her fingers againgt her chest, staring a him like achastised child.

"You'l do thingsmy way," he said, not just to her, but to Liv and Nendre aswell. "Or you won't get out
of heredive”

* * % %

Evenif they listened to him, he wasn't sure any of them would get out of this place dive. Audrahad put
them in aterrible position.

The Cuiesto were one of Mgasin's sentient races. They were at war with another sentient race, the Viotu.
The Viotu were ahighly technical race who subdued the planet the way that humans had once subdued
Earth. The Cuiesto were the only other group on Mgasin that had any technology at dl. But they utilized it
differently. They made it blend with the environment, used it to preserve or improve the life that they had
adwayslived.

The two societies had been at war with each other for the past twenty Earth years. Thewar had been a
cold one -- no action yet, but the possibility of tota devastation. But in the past five years, threats on
both sides had increased.

A lot of private companies outsde of the Alliance had been monitoring the Situation. A non-Alliance war
meant profits for the arms and munitionsindustries. And then there were the terrorist factions, which
looked at a hot war on a planet like Mgasin asaway of roping the Allianceinto aroleit didn't want --
that of choosing sides.

Findly, ayear ago, the Alliance decided there had been too many close cdls. It decided to broker a
peace. For the past nine months, the only humans allowed on Mgasin were peacekeepers and diplomats.
Theworry wasthat al other humanswould confuse the issue and possibly ignite the hodtilities.

A Cuiesto, murdered by ahuman, could do just that.

* k% k% %

Bryer had e ected to leave the body whereit had falen, in the thick brown grass of the Range. He was
beginning to regret that decision.

If he could keep that body from being found, they al had a better chance of getting off Mgasin dive. The
problem was, he didn't want to be caught with it a camp or anywhere near his equipment.

The Cuiesto, for all their show at being smple people, were anything but. They had elaborate tests for
finding the dightest thing that didn't belong -- scents, genetic markers, amere diver of skin that would
reveal someone's DNA. The Cuiesto could prove, beyond adoubt, that a person had been in an area six
months after heleft.

Bryer was aways careful when he wasin Cuiesto country, but this afternoon, he probably hadn't been
careful enough. And he knew that, in addition to getting out of here, he had to cover histracks.

Thefirst thing he had to do was destroy the evidence of the murder. He sat deep insde the organi zational
tent, going over the digital. Nendre, aways competent, had made copies of the day's work -- without
viewing it, of course. Nendre had long ago stopped watching the events of aday's hunt. He found most



of it repetitive and uninteresting.

Bryer took the original disk and placed it in the machine. He was about to hit delete when the image
appeared before him -- not adtill holo at dl, but moving, just asit had that afternoon.

_The gracelaexploded out of the brush, disappearing toward the west. Audraraced for aglider, but
Bryer caught her arm._

"We don't hunt out of vehicles" hesaid.
"l do," shesad._

He remembered the feding held had then, the anger. She had signed an agreement. She understood that
his safariswere a specific kind and he had hisrules. He even explained them to her verbaly: no hunting
out of vehicles because it gave the humans an unfair advantage -- it was their job to outthink their prey,
not smply to outrun it; no explosive weapons that would either destroy the prey or the nearby area; no
contact with the natives, and a complete agreement to abide by the bagging limits set by Extreme Safari.

"Thisiswhy you exiled the woman?' Nendre spoke from behind him.

Bryer froze the holo and turned. He hadn't heard Nendre enter the tent. Nendre's eyes had moved
forward, the staksthat hid behind the eyebdlls completdy vishble. He examined the frozen hologram from
al Sdes

"She did something, hey?1 knew her coldness would clash with yours.”
"I thought you knew,” Bryer said. "Thiswas set to play.”

"I heard the fighting outside. | decided to look. That was when you shut off the perimeter.” Nendre pulled
his eyes back and they went back into the center of hisbody. He folded two tentacles before him and
wrapped the end filaments together, imitating the way Bryer templed hisfingers when he was thinking.

"Y ou know shewill dieout there.”

"That would be the best thing for dl of us"

Nendre raised two other tentaclesin surprise. Y ou fregly admit to committing murder?Y ou would make
usdl accomplices, then. | am not certain | wish to be one.”

Bryer unfroze the holo.

_A Cuiegto did out of ayoungling tree and glanced in their direction. His dender six feet height marked
him asyoung himself. He turned toward them, the golden feathers covering his naked body glistening in
thesunlight._

Bryer had thought the Cuiesto was looking directly at him, but it seemed now that Cuiesto waswatching
Audra. Asif there might be recognition in his scarlet eyes.

_He dtretched, histail tucking upwards againgt his spine. His crest rose, scarlet and gold to match his
eyes and feathers, and then he poised to run after the gracela .

_Audraturned her rifleonhim._
"Thisisnot possible” Nendre said.
_Bryer grabbed her arm, but the whir of the shot already echoed in the Range._



Theydlow light of the laser was hard to seein the bright sunlight, but the resultswere clear: the shot left a
hole in the Cuiesto's torso, and hefell forward into the brush.

Bryer snatched the rifle away from Audra, and she didn't seem to care. Instead she went to the Cuiesto,
crouched over him, and grinned a them.

_"He'sdead,” she sad, removing her flaying knife. "Do | take my trophy here or wait until camp?’_

Bryer froze the holo again. He couldn't look at the fight that ensued. All the markersthey must have lft,
traces of themselves. He should have killed her there, left her, the digitd, therifle and the Cuiesto for one
of the nativesto find.

But he hadn't. He had taken her back against his own better judgement, and she had been angry a him
for not alowing her to take her traphy.

Nendre was staring at the woman, crouched over the Cuiesto. The Cuiesto's crest was dready wilting
and his colors were fading. He would be nothing but bones and feathers come morning.

"What do you plan to do with this?' Nendre asked.
"Y ou mean the holo or the women?" Bryer asked.
"All of it."

Bryer turned to his companion. He and Nendre had gone on ahundred tripsin the past ten years, most
of themillegd as Audrahad charged, al of them extreme. Held taken diensfrom various parts of the
sector, dthough hismain clientele was human.

Most of the hunters werefine, interested in prey, interested in atrophy or two, interested in agrand
adventure that would become the center story of their lives. A few were exceptionaly cruel and needed
great tending.

None had ever committed acrimelikethis.

"I'm getting rid of the digital and al the copies,” Bryer said. "Then I'll worry about the others.™

Nendre studied him, four more tentacles joining thefirst two. "Throw the origind out with the woman."
Bryer started. He hadn't expected Nendreto help him. "I think it's better to destroy it."

Nendre waved histentacles [eft and right, agesture that mimicked the shaking of ahuman head. HeEd
learned it early in his association with Bryer, and humans always appreciated it.

"The Cuiesto will dready know that we are here. Even if you had not left evidence of yoursdf inthe
Range, which | am sure you have, you shut off the perimeter. That will come up on someone's monitor.
Then thereisthe matter of Runners”

Runners were the term the Cuiesto used for their young hunters. From the Cuiesto's fifteenth to twentieth
years, they hit their speed spurt. It lasted no more than five years, sometimesless, and it was the only
time they could successfully hunt gracela

"What about Runners?’ Bryer asked.

Nendre let histentacles drop. "They dwayswork in pairs.”



* * % %

So time was even shorter than Bryer imagined. He kept the origina as Nendre had urged him to do, but
he destroyed the others. Then he began the shut-down procedure that would lead to the breakdown of
camp.

Hedidn' liketheideaof traveling in aMgasin night, but hefet they had no choice. He had left the ship
two hundred klicks from here, in asea cave that was accessible only from the air.

If there had been a second Runner and he had gone to his people, then the Cuiesto were already looking
for the hunting party. The perimeter kept them from being noticed on Cuiesto equipment, but if the
Cuiesto had been searching when he tossed Audra out, then they would know his position.

He couldn't take that risk.

He covered himsdf with weaponry -- two laser pistols at hisside, hislaser rifle Strapped againgt his back,
and an old-fashioned hunting knife hidden in his boot. He also had over ahundred explosives, al smaller
than hisfingernail and powerful enough to destroy avillage, tucked, dlong with the digita, in apouch
agang hissomeach.

No onewas preventing him from getting out of thishdllhole.

He left the organizationd tent. Kedy waswaiting for him just outside the door, arms crossed, face fierce.
"Y ou said we could get Audra.”

"Audrasdead," hesaid, "and if she's not, she will be soon."
"You can't just leave her here”

He stared at Keely. Was she going to be as much trouble as Audra? He had no idea how the other
women felt about the afternoon's events.

"Yes," hesad after along moment. "I can just leave her here.”
"l wont let you."
He made sure hissmilewas cold. "Y ou can stay here with her if you like."

Kedly flushed. She grabbed his arm with her strong hand and he looked down &t it. If she didn't move, he
would rip her hand free, and give her what she wanted: she would die here with Audra.

After amoment, she removed her hand and stepped aside. He walked past her.

Liv was egting adinner she had cooked herself. The smell of roasted game made his ssomach rumble. He
grabbed a piece of meeat off her plate and ate it as he walked to the glider.

He could fed both women looking at him. Nendre was probably watching too. None of them seemed to
redlize just how precariousthis Situation was.

Bryer could fed thetimeticking away. Fortunately, he had designed his camps so that they could be
broken apart quickly. Thelast thing to go would be the styroplatform and the perimeter. He pressed the
computer controls near the glider'sflank, finishing the shut-down.

The entire camp shook. Then he could hear snapping sounds asthe interiors of the tents packed
themselves. The packed bags traveled to their placesin the glider asthe tentsfolded in on themsdlves.



Liv let out asquedl of protest as her plate rose, dumping its contentsin the recycler, and flew to itsown
packing crate. Her chair and table followed, folding themsalves down to their traveling weight so that they
went into the glider aswell.

Kedly kept her place on the styroplatform. Nendre stood beside her, &l of histentacles down. He
seemed to be watching Bryer with great disappointment.

Bryer didn't care how they felt about him, so long asthey got out of here dive.

Heflicked on the glider's engines, felt the rush of warm air benegth it. Now he wished he had brought a
glider built for speed, not one large enough to hold the equipment. He turned on the other two gliders as
well, and punched the last of the computer controls, sending some of the equipment to the third glider.
Normdly, he and aclient rode in the third glider, with the other clientsin the second and Nendre with the
equipment in thefirst. Thistime, hewould have hisown glider.

If need be, hewould leave them al behind.
"Y ou coming?' hesaid to them.
They gtared a him, none of them moving.

"Because once the perimeter goes off, | get in the glider and take gpart the styroplatform. You'll fal into
the cutgrass and you'l no longer be my responsbility.”

Liv waked toward him. Nendre shrugged all of histentacles and followed, heading toward thefirst glider
asheawaysdid. Only Kedly remained in place, saring at Bryer asif he had become some kind of
mongter.

Maybe he had. But his surviva was at stake. A man had the right to do anything he could to survive,

Thelast of the equipment packed itsdlf in the third glider. After he shut off the perimeter, he had to take
the small generator apart by hand. It only took afew minutes, but during that time, he would be
vulnerable.

Then hewould pack it, get into hisglider and go.

Nendre reached the first glider and, using hisfront tentacles, levered himsdf ingde. Glider seatswerent
built for his anatomy, but he managed, as he dways did, to soread himsdf nearly flat and yet be ableto
reach the control.

With an unreadable glance, Liv passed Bryer and climbed into the second glider. She didn't even look at
Kedy.

Bryer shut off the perimeter.

The cutgrass glowed in the dying sun. The grass had its own luminescence, aqudlity that he had once
enjoyed. Thistime, he saw it asaliability. Their presence would be obvious as dark spots againgt the
blades.

He heard the rustle before he caught the movement. A laser rifleraised out of the grasslike an am
waving for help.

"Audral" Kedy caled, her voicefull of triumph. "Bryer, youvegot to -- "
The shot reached him, long and yellow, going in such perceptua dow motion that he actually believed he



could escapeit. He legpt toward the third glider, his hand going to one of hisown laser pistals, asthe
beam caught him in the left boot.

Heat seared through the rendisian leather, igniting the sted reinforced toe. He cursed, landed, and hit the
disconnect on hisboot. It pulled off hisfoot dowly, damaged by the blast.

So Audrawas gtill dlive. She was smarter than he had given her credit for. He had thought she would try
to find away out of the cutgrass, adding to her wounds and speeding up her death. Instead, she had
remained in the same place, unmoving, until she saw the perimeter go off and the camp reved itsdf.

Although that shot must have cost her. All of that movement would have resulted in more cuts on her
in.

Then hefdt amuzzle againg his back. Kedy. Of course. She would help Audra.

Herolled into Keely, knocking her down, and removed her laser pistol from her hand. Then he pointed it
at her chin.

"Stop being anidiot.”
"Givemeadlider,” Kedy sad. "I'll get Audraout of here on my own."

He considered for avery brief moment. On the face of it, hers was a smple solution. Except that they'd
meet him at the ship and he'd have to take them off planet.

He wasn't going to do anything esefor Audra

"No." He grabbed Kedly's collar, pulling her up. Then, still crouching, he dragged her toward Nendre.
Liv watched the entire thing asif it amused her.

Bryer knew that Audra could hear everything, and she could probably see them move beneath the
gliders. But she was waiting for another clear shot. Too many movements, and she'd be too cut-up to
shoot thet rifle.

When Bryer reached Nendre's glider, he offered Keely up like a carcass. Nendre took her in four of his
tentacles and held her against the glider. Then he wrapped afifth tentacle around her neck.

"Try anything," he said, hisvoice sounding even more mechanica than usud, "and | will squeeze.”
Sheglared at Bryer. He didn't care. She wasthe least of his problems.

He went back to the third glider, rose aboveit, and saw the darkness in the cutgrass. Thistime, Audra
didn't shoot at him. But he knew that, like any good hunter, she was biding her time.

She wanted him inside the glider. She wanted to shoot him down so that she could use the glider to
escape. If hewas dead, sheld get off Mgasin. If helived, she wouldn't.

They both knew that.

Hewasn't leaving this place until she was no longer athreat. But it would take arisk on hispart. Still, it
would probably work. She didn't think him all that bright. She might fal for the trap.

Bryer moved around the glider, keeping hisfeet on the styroplatform. Hisleft foot throbbed and his
bal ance was off, but he wasn't willing to remove the right boot. He had reached the very edge of the
platform, pistol a hisside, finger at the ready.



He had made himsdlf as perfect atarget as he could.

Behind him, he heard afamiliar click and whirr. He ducked just in time. The shot came over the center of
the glider, disgppearing into the darkness.

Liv. Liv had shot at him from behind.
He swung his pistol around, fired, hit the computer control on the back of Liv'sglider, and saw it light up.
They had lessthan aminute.

Nendre, knowing what was going to happen, launched his glider off the platform. The glider, unbalanced
by Kedy'sweight, tilted precarioudy toward one side.

But Bryer, still crouching, didn't watch Nendre. Instead, he searched the glowing cutgrass for the dark
areathat marked Audra's position. He found it right where he sensed it would be and fired. The shot
went wild, severing aswath of cutgrass.

Liv was struggling with her glider. Its sides had sealed like they dways did when someone tampered with
the back controls, holding her inside. She couldn't get out, dthough she wastrying to force the interior
controlsto let her.

Audrasrifle rose above the grass, and Bryer shot again. The beam hit her in the belly. Her body flew
backwards, landing even deeper inthe grass.

Thistime, he knew she was dead.

He only had afew seconds|eft. He dove into hisown glider and hit reverse, going off the styroplatform
backwards, away from Liv'sglider. She was pounding against the clear walls, screaming at him, but he
looked away.

The cutgrasswas illuminating Nendre's glider from benegth. 1t |looked odd, the shadows making the
bottom seem uneven instead of flat. The glider was level now, and Bryer didn't see Kedly's head against
the Sky. Nendre had probably let her fall into the cutgrass. She wasn't as resourceful as Audra. If thefall
hadn't killed her, the grasswould.

Bryer banked his own glider, heading toward the edge of the grass. At that moment, Liv's glider
exploded, sending plumes of fire and light into the darkening sky.

If the Cuiesto didn't know where he was before, they knew now. He had to hurry. But first he had to
make sure Nendre was dl right.

Bryer eased his glider beside Nendre's, and gasped.
Hewaslooking at the glider'sflat bottom. The glider was flying upside down.

Bryer lowered hisglider, so that he could see underneath Nendre's. Bryer hoped to find Nendre clinging
by histentacles.

But Nendre wasn't there -- and neither was Kesdly.
The glider was empty.

Bryer looked down. Nendre wasflat against the cutgrass, his body deflated the way his peopl€'s bodies
did when they were dead. A few meters behind him, Kedly lay broken in the grass.



They must have struggled, upset the glider, and fallen to the grass below.

Bryer cursed. He and Nendre had been together along time, working well despite their differing
philosophies. They had been friends.

He hadn't meant to get Nendre killed.

Although Bryer couldn't do anything about it now. Nendre was deed, but Bryer wasn't. And he il had
timeto get out of this godforsaken place. He nudged the glider forward when he noticed something odd
at the edge of the Range.

Runners, dozens of them, stood in front of him, holding awegpon he recognized as cross between alaser
rifle and an old fashioned projectile gun.

Heturned, saw shapesin the darkness al around the cutgrass. His glider's scanner confirmed what his
eyestook in: hundreds of Runners, some visible, some not, waiting for him. He couldn't fly away from
this. Evenif hetried, they'd keep up with the glider. If they fired at him, those weapons would do serious
damage because his glider was not armor plated.

Bryer hovered, safe aslong as he was above the cutgrass. No Runner could venture inside -- and they
wouldn't shoot until they were sure he had seen him. Unlike Audra, the Cuiesto had ethics.

He had one chance. He fingered the explosives he had stored in his pouch. If he used them, he would be
ableto get away. He would probably makeit to the ship and off Mgasin.

But he would leave behind hundreds of dead Runners and the first volley in atwo-pronged war. The
uneasy truce between the Viotu and the Cuiesto would end, and no human could broker a peace. In fact,
the war would probably spread to the Alliance, since humans would have been the trigger -- the spark
that made the cold war hot al over again.

It was just what the terrorist factions wanted. They wanted to destroy the Alliance by involving it in awar
that would divide the member nations. Such awar would show that the Alliance only talked about peace.

Audra had known about the dangers of coming to Mgasinillegaly. In fact, Bryer had explained them to
her before the trip. But as he had spoken, she had watched him with faint amusement, amusement he had
taken for contempt at the rules.

It had been contempt at the information.
Hefinally understood what he should have seen dl dong.
She hadn't been here to hunt gracela. She had come hereto start awar.

She was aterrorist, the Mgasin equivaent of asuicide bomber, whose desperate act had a smdll
probability of survival. Even if he hadn't killed her, the Cuiesto would have -- after she had told them lies
about human involvement in awar the Alliance didn't even know they were going to be part of.

His hand | eft the explosives. Ingtead, he fingered the digitd in his pouch -- the digita he had nearly
destroyed. Asit existed now, it could be what he wanted it to be. Audrawasn't diveto explain her
motivations. He could use the digital to show Audrahadn't meant to start awar -- only that she was
mean-pirited and selfish, a hunter who didn't understand the sanctity of sentient life.

But hedid. He dways had.



And if hekilled the Runnersjust so that he could escape, he would be no better than Audra. In fact, he
would be her pawn for the rest of hismiserablelife.

Bryer cursed softly to himsdlf. Hewas guilty. Guilty of coming to Mgasinillegdly. Guilty of so many tiny
things. He had never thought that such smdl guilts could have such huge repercussions.

Strange that he always considered himsalf amora man. Stranger till to discover here, inthis place, that
he had never acted like one.

It wastimeto Start.

Heraised his hands and, in broken Cuiesto, surrendered.
Everything.

-- END --



