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PART ONE
Crimna

Chapter One

"Get a nove on, nonster meat ... | haven't got all day." The guard grinned as he shoved
Jonat han Renn through the I ock and into the shuttle. Two nore guards grabbed Renn and threw him
down.

He hit the shuttle's durasteel deck with considerable force. It hurt but Renn was used to
pai n. That's because the guards used pain as a universal |anguage. A | anguage whi ch never required
transl ation and al ways got results. Plus, in the inperial order of things, their status was only
slightly higher than that of the prisoners they guarded. The ability to inflict pain was an
i mportant expression of their superiority.

Renn understood all this but it didn't nake himfeel better. He shook his head to clear
his vision. As things cane back into focus he found hinself |ooking strai ght down at a brass plate
set into the deck. It read, ABANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE. The guards | aughed, and rough
hands jerked himto his feet. The whol e epi sode was part of their routine send-off. Well, screw
them He'd given up hope |ong ago.

At first he'd hoped that sonmeone woul d di scover his innocence, free him and convey the
enperor's heartfelt apologies. "Sorry old boy, horrible mstake, can't inmagine how it happened,
can | drive you honme?"

Then the days turned into weeks, and weeks into nonths, and his fantasies of ful
exoneration gradually gave way to another, nore realistic hope. Perhaps the Inperial Court would
be lenient. Yes, he was innocent, but a suspended sentence wouldn't be too bad, at |east he'd be
free to get his

hands on Shinto, and choke the truth out of him Sure, others could ve framed hi mbut he
knew Shinto had. And if they'd turn himloose he'd prove it. And why not? After all, he was a
respect abl e busi nessman, with a clean record and friends in high places. "The court finds Ctizen
Jonat han Renn guilty as charged. However in light of his spotless record, obvious penitence, and
i npressive character witnesses, the court feels a degree of leniency is appropriate. W therefore
sentence Citizen Renn to pay a fine of one thousand |nperials, suspended, providing he stays out
of trouble for one standard year."

Then his trial cane. It lasted fifteen mnutes. His friends in high places never appeared,
the evidence was overwhel mi ng, and the judicial conputer spent 3.5 seconds reaching a verdict.
"For crimes against the enpire Citizen Jonathan Renn is hereby sentenced to spend the rest of his
natural life on an Inperial Prison Planet. The sentence shall commence i mediately."”

He appeal ed of course, and his case went before a panel of sentient judges at nine the
next norning. After conparing stock portfolios, drinking coffee, and trading gossip for an hour
they discussed Renn's case. Five minutes later they decided to support the |ower court, and get
t oget her for |unch.

A prison robot with an electronic lisp delivered their decision a few ninutes after that.
"Thitizen Renn, I'mthorry to informyou that your appeal hath been denied and your thententh
thtands. Wuld you like a cold drink?"

A few days |l ater he and sixty-two other prisoners were packed aboard a shuttle and boosted
up to a supply and transport ship. Even as they entered their tiny cells the ship was breaking out
of earth orbit and preparing to enter hyperspace. A few hours later Renn felt the characteristic
nausea whi ch acconpani es a shift into hyperspace and knew he was on his way. But to where? He
didn't know, because

he was a prisoner, and everybody knows you don't tell prisoners a dam thing.

Weeks passed, and the ship left hyperspace three tinmes to orbit around three different
wor | ds. Renn assuned they were prison planets. He hadn't paid much attention to prison planets in
the past. After all, why should he care about the fate of the enpire's crinminals, deviates, and
psychopat hs? They deserved what they got didn't they? He grinned at the irony of it, and tried to
renenber what he'd read or heard about prison planets.

The concept had originated with the first enperor. Having won a long civil war, he'd built
his enpire on the shattered renmains of an earlier confederacy, thereby uniting hundreds of hunan-
occupi ed worl ds. Afterwards, he faced the task of restoring civil order to planets which had spent
years under nilitary authority. Wile efficient, martial lawis always onerous, and npost worl ds
were eager to get rid of it. So when the war was over, nost noved to establish approved forns of
pl anet ary gover nnent.

As the new governnments were phased in, and the mlitary governnents were phased out, nost
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pl anets experienced a sudden upsurge in crine. As a result, newy restructured court systens swing
into action, convicted wong-doers at a record pace, and stuffed theminto already crowded
prisons. "Build nore prisons,” the enperor's advisors told him but he resisted the idea, know ng
prisons were expensive, and easily used to synbolize governnental oppression, fancied or real
What's nore, he felt an enpire should offer its citizens a certain anmount of consistency, and
couldn't see how equitable prisons could be constructed on hundreds of different planets. So what
was the answer?

The answer came, as many answers did, while the enmperor lounging in the confort of his
daily stimbath. O course! It was so obvious! Wiy hadn't he thought of it

before? For a long tinme he'd been concerned about the many second- and third-rate pl anets,
whi ch though inside the sphere of his control, were unsettled. Such worlds nade tenpting targets
for the neighboring Il Ronnian enpire. As human and alien enpires grew steadily towards each
other, each did its best to establish footholds in the other's territory, and unoccupi ed worl ds
were especially tenpting. So why not use some of those worlds as prisons? By doing so he could
simul taneously get rid of the prisoners and make those particular planets less attractive to the
I'l Ronn.

The nore the enperor thought about it the nore he liked it. Although unpleasant, nmany of
the worl ds were not only capable of supporting hurman |ife, they al so contained val uabl e resources.
Suddenly the enperor saw a way to nmake the prison planets self-supporting as well! Once dirtside,
the prisoners would be on their own. There would be no cells, no guards. They could settle for
mere survival if they chose, or if they wanted sonething nore, they could work for it. If they
want ed of f - pl anet technol ogy, supplies, and products, they'd have to pay for them and that neant
produci ng sonet hing of value. What they produced would vary depending on the resources of their
particul ar planet and the denmands of the narketplace. Slouching back in his stimbath, the enperor
smiled, and rewarded hinmself with another five minutes of relaxation

The enperor wasted no time putting his idea into effect. The requisite planets were soon
sel ected, surveyed, and eval uated. Experts froma variety of disciplines exani ned each planet's
geol ogy, mi neral resources, mjor ecosystens, weather patterns, and nore. Fromthis know edge they
desi gned basi c equi pment packages, cured potential diseases, and chose which products the
prisoners shoul d produce.

Then, to discourage unauthorized arrivals and departures, autonatic weapons systens were
pl aced in orbit around

each planet. Soon thereafter the first prisoners arrived and went to work. By now the
first enmperor had di ed, having passed the throne along to his son, but his prison systemlived on
and showed every sign of continuing to do so.

So whenever the ship swng into orbit around a prison planet, Renn listened to the
clangi ng of cell doors, the nuffled shuffle of manacled prisoners, and wondered if they'd come for
himthis time. But they never did. Shuttles would cone and go, the noises would gradually die
away, and the whole thing would start over. Wy certain prisoners were assigned to certain
pl anets, and not others, remained a conplete nystery. He'd even asked a guard once, and the guard
beat him not for asking the question, but because he didn't know the answer, either.

More weeks passed, each as featurel ess and nondescript as the one before, until suddenly
and wi thout warning, his cell door clanged open, his nane was called, and he was nmarched down the
gl eami ng corridor towards an unknown future. Now others watched himgo, peeking through the ration
slots in their cell doors, feeling a m xture of envy and pity.

He was half carried and half dragged through the shuttle's inner |ock, down a corridor
and into the main cargo area. As the hatch cycle closed behind him he | ooked around, screw ng up
his eyes against the harsh glare of the loading lights. They threw bright pools of greenish |ight
onto the scarred surface of the deck. For a noment he thought he was al one, but then he heard the
scrape of a boot on durasteel, and a guard stepped into a pool of light and dropped a | arge
cylindrical bag near his feet. It hit with an audible thunp. He beckoned Renn forward.

The guard's uni form hat threw a heavy bl ack shadow down across his face, nmaking it
i npossible to see his eyes, adding to his already om nous presence. Renn was stil

three feet away when a huge hand flashed out, grabbed a fistful of his coverall, and
jerked himin close. Two quick blows rocked his head back and forth.

Renn tried to ignore the pain. He knew from experience that resistance brought only nore
pai n. Nonethel ess he wanted to hit back, and it took all his self-control not to do so. The
guard's eyes were bright sparks in dark sockets. Thin lips were pulled back to reveal rows of
yellowing teeth. As he spoke, the guard's fetid breath made Renn gag. "That's just to get your
attention nonster neat. My nane's Murphy. Captain Mirphy to you. Accordin' to Section Thirty Six,
page forty, of the Inperial Prison Regs concer-nin' scumbags |like you, |'ve gotta waste ny
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valuable time briefin' you on your new home . . . the planet Swanp." Mirphy grinned happily. "So
pay attention . . . cause |I'monly gonna say it once."

The guard reached into a shirt pocket and wi thdrew a hand-held holo projector. As he
snapped it on a mniature planet popped into existence between them It was about two feet in
di ameter and | ooked quite real. It had a slight axial tilt, and outside of the heavy cloud |ayer
obscuring much of its surface, seemed otherw se unremarkable. A host of tiny automatic weapons
platforns orbited around it along with a small gl obe. Renn wondered what it was.

Mur phy nodded towards the holo. "That's where you're headed nonster nmeat . . . and it's a
real beaut. | won't bother you with a lot of boring stats on nass, lunmnosity, orbita
eccentricity and stuff like that, cause it ain't gonna nake a dam bit of difference to the |likes
of you. Al you need to know is that Swanp has enough gravity to keep your ass there forever, an
at nrosphere you can breathe, and an ecosystem full of swanp nonsters for you to kill. You kill 'em
skin "emand sell 'emand you stay alive. Fail and you die. Even a scumbag |ike you oughtta be
able to understand that. Questions'?"

Experi ence had taught Renn that questions often | ed to abuse, even when invited, but he
decided to take the chance. "lIs that satellite a noon?"

Mur phy | aughed. "No, scumbag, it ain't no noon. It's a space station, full of eggheads
with nothin' better to do than play grab ass, and stare at sone stupid pus ball planet all day
long. On those rare occasions when you can see the sky ... look up and wave . . . nmaybe they'l
take time out to piss on your head." The guard touched a button on the holo projector and the
pl anet suddenly vani shed. As he returned the device to his shirt pocket Mirphy said, "Now the
manual says |'ve gotta take you on a tour of your gear . . . it's amazin' they don't have ne
Wi pin' your nose too."

The guard bent over, released the seals on the black bag, and withdrew a neatly fol ded
bundl e. Straightening up he threwit at Renn. As Renn caught it he realized it was sone sort of a
one-piece suit. It was surprisingly heavy. Holding the suit by its shoulders he allowed it to
unfold. It had lots of zippers and pockets, sone of which had things in them plus built in
hol sters for hand weapons. An environnental suit—for a rather unpleasant environnment. Suddenly
Renn began to have sonme very bad feelings about Swanp. As if reading his mnd, Mirphy grinned, and
said, "It'Il protect you fromthe elenents, plus sone of the smaller life forns. It ain't body
arnor ... but it sure beats bare skin. Put it on."

Renn obeyed. As he put on the suit, and the heavy boots that went with it, Muirphy
continued to talk. He named each itemas he plucked it fromthe black bag, explained its purpose,
and showed how to use it. Hi s voice had taken on the rhythm ¢ singsong quality of someone who's
given a lecture so nmany tines he has it nenorized. "This here's a Sanders-Hexon nodel 86

recoilless blast rifle . . . mnus power pak naturally . . . wouldn't want you to shoot

yourself in the toe aboard ship . . . which'll be your main armanent. A bit dated ... but
not a bad piece if you take care of it. You also get a hand blaster and a slug gun . . . both
unl oaded of course . . . and a force blade for skinnin' all themnonsters you' re gonna kill. Then
there's your collapsible shelter . . . sanme kind the marines use ... first-aid kit ... thirty days
of energency rats . . . you can also use 'emto poison swanp nonsters . . . and a nifty array of
solar cells . . . though God knows when you'll ever see the sun."

There was much nore, but somewhere along the line, Renn stopped listening. He'd accepted
his fate, but it had seened di stant sonehow, and not entirely real. Now, as Mirphy inventoried his
supplies, he realized his situation was not only real, but nuch worse than anything he'd ever
i magi ned. For one thing he was conpletely out of his element. Sure, he'd handl ed bl asters and sl ug
guns occasionally, but he'd never really nmastered them Like his father before him Renn was a
busi nessman. H s weapons were | aw suits, option clauses, and delivery dates. Now those things were

suddenl y neani ngl ess, and he was supposed to kill swanp nonsters using a set of skills he didn't
have. Maybe things could be worse ... but he couldn't see how
Marl a snarled as the guard opened the door to her cell. The guard, a very unpl easant young

man called "Zit," peered in rather cautiously and then entered. He was stupid, but not that
stupid. Marla had inflicted a nasty slash on his right thigh only a few days before. It was stil
heal i ng. So when he saw her nuzzle was still strapped in place, a big grin split Zit's pock-narked
face, and he grunted with satisfaction. "Come on you cyborg bitch ... try it." He tapped the palm
of his hand with the nerve | ash.

Marla was sorely tenpted to accept Zit's invitation. In

spite of their earlier run-in, she'd managed to conceal nost of her special capabilities,
and this seened a poor tine to reveal them And Marla's capabilities were quite extraordinary.
Al t hough she | ooked |ike a rather |arge German Shepherd, Marla was nuch, nuch nore. She wei ghed
about two hundred pounds, had durasteel teeth and claws, enhanced infrared vision, multi-freq
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audi o i ntercept, power-assisted nuscul ature, and the full intelligence of a female human with a
tested 1Q of 125. Had she wi shed to, Marla could have popped the |eather muzzle, and ripped Zit's
throat regardl ess of the nerve lash. Wile enotionally satisfying, she knewit would al so be

poi ntl ess. The ot her guards would sinply hunt her down and kill her. So Zit would |ive.
Subl i mati ng her anger, Marla forced herself to adopt a subm ssive posture and whined in the back
of her throat. Though she was not really a dog, acting |like one often worked to her advantage.
Even when peopl e knew Marla was a cyborg, she still |ooked |ike a dog, and no nmatter how hard they
tried, they couldn't resist the urge to treat her the way she appeared. Zit was no exception

"That's better bitch,” Zit said nodding his satisfaction. "Now get your mserable flea-
bitten ass out into the corridor."

Marla circled around Zit, her tail held between her legs, trying to exit the cell without
giving himwi th an opening. It didn't work. As she scurried through the door he delivered a
vicious kick to her left rear haunch. Linping, she preceded himdown the gl eam ng corridor
gl anci ng over her shoul der now and then to nake sure she stayed well ahead of him Meanwhile he
provi ded occasional directions, such as "Right, bitch," and "Left, bitch."

Before long they left the ship via a guarded | ock, and entered a shuttle. Marla was spared
the ritual with the brass plate. Zit and his fell ow guards assumed anything that | ooked |ike a dog
couldn't read.

Marl a's heart sank as she scurried down the next corridor. This was it, the final trip
down to sone godforsaken prison planet to spend the rest of her life—-ooking |like a dog. Double
puni shrent, it seened to her

She stopped in front of a closed hatch. In spite of her many special abilities, there were
sonme things Marla just couldn't do. Qpening hatches with her paws was one of them Zit caught up,
opened t he hatch, and then kicked her into the shuttle's cargo hold. It was his |last chance to
denonstrate his superiority.

As she spun around, Marla was dimy aware of the two nen, but nost of her attention was
centered on killing Zit. The last kick was one too many. Pain, plus her frustration and fear
conbined to override the logical part of her mnd. Gone were her good intentions and determ nation
to maintain a low profile. She popped the nuzzle and snapped at the closest part of Zit's anatony.
As luck would have it Zit's foot was coming forward in another kick. Marla's power-assisted jaws
cl osed around his ankle and sliced through it Iike a knife through warm butter

As his right foot hit the deck with a soft thunp, Zit began to scream spraying hot bl ood
over Marla's face as he toppl ed over backwards.

Mur phy pulled his stunner, flipped the setting to max, and fired. It hit Marla like a bl ow
froman invisible club. She dropped like a rock as all her systens |ocked into a spasm

Renn wat ched in amazenment as Murphy calmy holstered his stunner, hit an alarm button on
t he nearest bul khead, and proceeded to kick the dog's stunned body. Renn reacted w thout conscious
t hought. He junped on Mirphy's back, w apped one arm around the guard's thick neck, and squeezed
with all his strength. It was a waste of time. Reaching over his shoul der, Mirphy ripped Renn
| oose, and proceeded to beat hi m sensel ess. Fortunately, the environmental suit absorbed a good
deal of the punishnent. Miurphy was still poundi ng away when the ship's nedics arrived and went to
work on Zit.

Marl a was consci ous. Her nonorgani c conponents had served to protect her brain and spinal
cord fromthe full effects of the beam It should have knocked her out. Still, she couldn't nove.
Al'l she could do was watch Miurphy beat Renn's unconsci ous body and curse himfromthe bottom of
her heart.

Havi ng stopped the worst of Zit's bleeding, the nedics took a nonent to haul Mirphy off
Renn's notionl ess body, and tried to cal mhi m down.

Marl a | ooked Renn over. There was blood all over his face, but his chest continued to rise
and fall. At |east he was alive.

VWil e part of her mind considered the situation at hand, and wondered what kind of
puni shment Murphy woul d nmete out, another part, a part she hadn't used in a long tine, noticed
Renn was good-I|ooking. Ignoring the blood, she saw light brown hair and even features. The way
Mur phy had taken himapart, the idiot obviously knew nothing about hand-to-hand conbat. But he had
guts, by God, guts enough to fight for what he assuned was an abused dog. Sonething deep down in a
hi dden recess of her being softened, and then gave way entirely, causing the other part of her
mnd to groan in disgust. "You' ve got to be kidding, you a femal e cyberdog, falling for sone
i nconpet ent clown who can't even throw a decent punch! Don't you have enough problens? Al he'l
do is cause you nore pain. How stupid can you get?"

The hi dden part of her sighed, and answered, "Very, very stupid I'mafraid."

Suddenly Mirphy's voice cane from sonmewhere behind her. She tried to turn, but nothing
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happened. Hs voice was tight with rage. "All right, all right, I'Il |eave him al one
| still say 1 oughtta kill themboth right now ... but you're right . . . those clowns in
Internal Affairs would go crazy ... so l'Ill let Swanp do it for ne. Strap "emdown . . . we're

goin' dirtside."

Seconds | ater two nedics picked her up, carried her across the hold, and dunped her into a
cargo net. They were none too gentle, but thanks to Murphy's stunner, she couldn't feel a thing.
Moments | ater Renn was dunped in beside her. He bounced a couple of tines and then lay still
Al t hough the net was designed for fragile cargo, and was suspended by a network of shock cords, it
wasn't intended for |iving organisns. Apparently the ride down would be part of Mirphy's
puni shnent .

A few nminutes |ater repellor beans pushed the shuttle out and away fromthe | arger vessel
Seconds later it blasted down towards the planet below The shuttle's pilot was a cheerful m ddl e-
aged wonman ni cknamed Aunt Sally. She had the pleasant easygoi ng manner of a favorite aunt. And her
graying hair, lined face, and matronly figure did nothing to ruin the image. Matronly or not, Aunt
Sally was one hot shuttle pilot, and everybody knew it. As she slipped the shuttle into a
descending orbit, she lit a cigarillo, and watched Mirphy out of the corner of her eye. He hated
t he dammed t hi ngs which was reason enough to snoke them As she puffed the cigar into |ife Mirphy
wrinkl ed his nose. She knew he wanted to conplain but didn't dare. Aunt Sally grinned. Screw him
He nmight be the captain of the guards, but this was her shuttle.

At first the descent wasn't too bad. But as time went on, and the effects of the stunner
began to wear off, things got worse. Now nore and nore sensory input was making it through to
Marla's brain, and she wished it wasn't. She'd al ways been prone to notion sickness . . . and her
transformation into a cyborg hadn't | essened the problem Each tinme the shuttle hit a new |l ayer of
air, it bucked violently, causing the shock-nounted cargo net to nove every which way. It nmade her
dizzy. Gitting her teeth, she fought the darkness that threatened to engulf her. Battle-trained
Class Il cyberdogs don't faint.

Meanwhi | e Renn groaned and tried to turn over. He was coming to.

"Good, " she thought. "Because God knows what's waiting dirtside." Then the shuttle hit an
air pocket, and seened to drop like a rock, and a wave of bl ackness pulled Marla under

At first Renn thought he'd passed from one nightnmare into another. He could still see
Mur phy' s huge fists comi ng at himand hear the neaty thunp as they hit his face. It had continued
long after he'd ceased to feel it, and ceased to care. Then cane the wel cone darkness of death.
But now his peace had been shattered by a confusing m x of sensations. The pain he could

under stand—t mi ght be part of death—but the notion didn't nake sense at all. How could you fee
nmotion if you were dead? Maybe he wasn't dead after all. The thought depressed him

H s eyes popped open. Dam. He was alive all right, if you could call laying next to a
dead dog in a gyrating cargo net living. No, the dog was still warm so maybe it was alive, too.

The shuttle shuddered, and the whol e cargo net swayed in synpathy. They were maki ng an at nosphere
| andi ng. He'd made sone tricky atmospheric | andi ngs hinself, enough to know what they felt |ike,
al t hough he'd never made one in a cargo net before. He tried to sit up, but the conbined forces of
Swanp's gravity, and the shuttle's erratic notion, made that inpossible. Besides it hurt |ike
hell. Renn forced hinself to relax and gather his strength. Ten to one he'd need it.

Aunt Sally blew out a thin stream of noxi ous gray snoke and sniled. The shuttle was
scream ng over the swanpy terrain at about 900 miles an hour just 300 feet off the ground. This
was fun. Tal k about a rush! They'd have her ass on any other planet. A globe-circling sonic boom
doesn't inprove your popularity. But if a few prisoners lose a little sleep ... so what?

Bel ow, an endl ess canopy of green flashed by, obscured now and then by broken cl ouds, and
di vided by a thousand channel s of sluggish brown water. Just part of the endl ess equatorial swanps
whi ch gave the planet its nane. Aunt Sally knew the planet had other, nore attractive |atitudes
both north and south, but those were enpty of the swanp nonsters which fueled the planet's
econony, and therefore enpty of prisoners as well. Because even in the nore pleasant |atitudes you
needed weapons, nedical supplies, and a hundred other things to survive. And there was only one
way to get them-hunt swanp nonsters, or support those who did. She shivered. God hel p the poor
bast ar ds.

Aunt Sally scanned her readouts and gently cut power. The LZ was ninety standard miles
ahead. As the ship slowed, she stubbed out the cigarillo, and grinned when Murphy heaved a sigh of
relief.

Silently cursing the shuttle pilot, Mirphy touched a series of keys and activated the
shuttl e's automati c weapons system SOP for any prison planet, but especially Swanp. The place was
hone to sone very hostile alien |ife forns, plus about a hundred thousand prisoners, all of whom
wanted to | eave. And even though the orbiting weapons platforms would burn any ships lifting
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wi t hout the proper codes, there were still prisoners willing to give it a try as had happened five
years before. Two thousand of them had joined forces to anbush a supply shuttle. Mirphy sniled at
the thought. Home-nade rocket | aunchers agai nst ship's weapons. It was no contest. The shuttle's
ener gy weapons cut them down in bloody swaths, started a forest fire around the LZ, and boiled the
surroundi ng channels tenporarily dry. Wien it was over and the ship lifted, only forty-seven
prisoners were still alive, nost of them badly wounded. Muirphy sighed. He'd been on | eave and

ni ssed the whol e thing.

As the shuttle lost all forward notion, Aunt Sally's blunt fingers danced across the
control panel, and they started dropping towards the surface. Qutside, the ship's repellors made a
| oud scream ng sound, and deep in the swanp sonething heard, and rai sed a nassive head to answer
in kind. Oher things heard too, quickly slithering into turgid brown water, or scurrying deeper
into lush vegetation. Thousands of insects took to the humd air. Each was the size of a snal
bird, and the conbined sound of their wings filled the air with an om nous hum Soon they filled
the sky and threw a shadow across the |and bel ow

As that shadow swept over them a small group of men paused, and | ooked up with hungry
eyes. Then without a word they resunmed their march. They were tough, as nmean as the swanp itself,
and just as heartless. Their |eader was a full seven feet tall. His giant strides set a nean pace,
and the others hurried to keep up. But they didn't nmind, because greenies didn't arrive every day,
and when they did, it was easy pickings. To thema sonic boomwas a call to action. An omen of
good things to come. So they hurried forward while the swanpy trail squished and sucked at the
sol es of their boots.

Moments |ater the shuttle thunped down onto the glazed surface of the LZ. In its own way
the LZ was a high-tech work of art. Initial surveys had shown the spongy | and woul dn't support
anyt hi ng heavier than a scout. So the Inperial Engineers had made a few changes. First, they set
up a conplex network of interlocking portable force-field generators. Each was situated to create
an invisible cylinder of energy. One end of the cylinder rested on a small island and the other
reached a mle up into the sky. Having done this, they dropped a mniature hell bonb right down
the mddle of the invisible shaft. Wien the bonb went off, its energy was channell ed strai ght up
and down. The result was an island of fused rock and earth a quarter-mle across and a nmle deep
Voilal A crude but serviceable | anding zone. So far, not even the conbined effects of tinme, swanp,
and weat her had managed to danage the LZ's bl ackened surface. W nd-bl own soil occasionally
collected here and there, quickly giving birth to a fantastic variety of plant life. For a while
I ush foliage would grow, and then, when it became too thick, the next shuttle in would burn it
off. Aunt Sally considered doing so on this trip, but decided it wasn't necessary quite yet. There
was growh working its way in fromthe edges of the LZ, but there was still plenty of roomin the
m ddl e, and that's where she set the shuttle down. Putting all systens on standby, she pulled out
her knitting, and started a new row.

 Marla regai ned consci ousness as they pulled her fromthe cargo net. Al though she had

full sensory input her body was still paralyzed. Renn was nowhere to be seen so perhaps they'd
taken himfirst. One man held her up, grunting at the effort involved, while another slipped a
cargo sling under her stomach. Then each grabbed one end of the sling, lifted, and carried her

towards the main cargo hatch. The hair on the back of her neck bristled as the sluggish breeze
brought her the corrupt snmell of the surrounding swanp. A grow formed deep in her throat and she
carefully suppressed it. They'd |l ove to stun her again.

When they reached the open hatch, Marla saw it was ten or fifteen feet to the ground, and
there was no | adder in sight. The nen began to swi ng her back and forth in concert. They were
going to throw her out! Desperately she tried to regain notor control but felt no response. Dam!

Dependi ng on how she hit, the fall could kill her. Suddenly Mirphy was there |aughing.
"Bye bye bitch! Hope you can fly!"

And then she was flying. Flying and falling towards the hard surface below. She hit hard
but felt no pain. Had she been | ucky enough to | and on sonething soft? Then she felt novenent
underneath her. "Damm! You're a heavy dog. That's the last tinme |I'mcatching you till you I ose
sonme wei ght." Suddenly Renn was standing over her. For the first tine she realized he was a bit
chubby.

She tried to say, "Look who's talking," but found herself nmaking a growl i ng sound i nstead.
Anyway she didn't nean it. He'd obviously risked injury to break her fall

Then she heard Murphy's | aughter, and saw Renn turn in that direction. Her own head stil
refused to nove

Mur phy stood framed in the cargo hatch, hands on hips, the |large equi pnent bag on the deck
besi de him Looki ng down he shook his head in nock synpathy. "In a few hours you'll be dead neat,
scum bag, and the thought nakes ne sad, not because | |ike you, but because you deserve a few
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years on Swanp before you die." Mirphy shrugged. "But themis the breaks. Here, 1'Il even |eave
your gear, not that you've got the slightest idea what to do with it." Wth that Mrphy picked up
the bag and threwit. It hit Renn in the chest and knocked hi m over backwards. Mirphy was stil
| aughi ng as the cargo hatch cycl ed cl osed.

As Renn got up, the ship lifted on screami ng repellors, danced to the far side of the LZ,
and bl asted towards the sky. As Aunt Sally fed power to the main drives, she lit another
cigarillo, and grinned. By the tine Mirphy reached the control roomit would be full of snoke.

Chapter Two

Renn watched the shuttle Iift with m xed enotions. Unpl easant though it was, the prison
shuttle was a connection with the past and everything famliar. As it dwindled to a spark of
light, and then vani shed al together, he knew there was no turning back. But at |east he was free
He'd make a new start, find a way off this dammed pus ball, and get the bastards who'd framed him
Woul dn't they be surprised when he showed up to even the score!

As quickly as the fantasy cane it was gone, replaced by the stark reality of the brooding
swanp, the humid air which settled over himlike a cloak, and the strange noises all around. The
dog made a sound deep in its throat and he knelt by its side. He gave it a reassuring pat on the
head, and said, "Take it easy boy . . . you'll be OK ... it takes awhile for the effects to wear
of f. That bastard Murphy nust have set his stunner for nmax."

“You idiot!" Marla thought desperately, trying to speak but produci ng a whinper instead.
"I'mnot a dog, not a boy, and not nearly as stupid as you are. Can't you hear then? Damm, they
sound like a herd of elephants . . . and the snmell ... ny God they stink! Break out a weapon and
load it. Do sonmething for God' s sake!"

But Renn didn't do anything. He didn't have her anplified hearing, enhanced sense of
snel |, or experience in dealing with physical danger. So when the nen stepped out of the dense
undergrowth a few seconds later he wasn't ready. There were five of them all dressed in hand-sewn
| eather. They seened to fade into the thick green vegetation behind them Al were heavily arnmed.
One was seven feet tall, and so intimdating his weapons seemed superfluous. H's huge frane was
topped with a big, bony head, a blade-like nose, long greasy hair, and a single eye. It gleaned
with mal evol ence. Not stupid nmal evol ence, but intelligent nmalevol ence, the kind that chooses evil
over good because it seens |ike the nost |ogical decision. Shiny netal filled the giant's other
eye socket, flashing in the broken sunlight, and showi ng Renn a picture of hinself. It didn't |ook
good. When the giant spoke, his voice was surprisingly cultured.

"Well, well,"” he said, turning to his friends. "What have we here gentlemen? A newconer it
woul d seem A newcomer and his pet dog. How touching. |I never thought I'd see the day when
prisoners were allowed to bring pets . . . but,"” he said, turning to Renn, "we are forgetting our

manners. Wl conme to Swanp stranger. For sonewhat obvious reasons | amcalled 'Cyclops.' Wile not
the nane ny nother and father chose, it is in keeping with the culture of this planet, and has a
somewhat intimidating quality. The four gentlenen behind ne are variously known as the Bl aster
Kni fe, Trap, and the Scuz."

Renn nodded and smiled. "It's a pleasure gentlemen. Geat set of nanmes. You should open a
law firm™"

When Cycl ops | aughed the sound was cold and harsh. It sent a chill down Renn's spine. "COh
that's a good one isn't gentlemen? The stranger has a sense of hunmor. | like that. Tell ne

stranger, how do you like our planet so far? | hope our informal spaceport and sonmewhat shabby
appear ance do not offend you?"

Not sure of how to handle this strange conbination of threat and civility, Renn tried to
smle. "No of course not,

"Then you agree we | ook shabby?" Cyclops interrupted. "Wiy no," Renn replied, "I just
meant t hat "

"He thinks we | ook shabby," Cyclops said sadly turning to his nen, all of whomdid their
best to | ook offended. "He has only been on our beautiful planet for a few mnutes, and he is
already criticizing the way we dress, and the condition of our only spaceport. It nmakes nme sad.
Does it nake you sad, too?" "Renn watched hel pl essly, as the other four took turns saying that
they felt sad. Cycl ops was obviously playing with him

Cycl ops nodded, hol ding up one hand for silence. "I hear you gentlenmen, and understand
your unhappi ness, but hark, for | bring you glad tidings!"
The other four did their best to look interested. "I feel certain that out new citizen

menti ons our shabbi-ness only because he intends to renedy it! Yes, that nust be it!" Wirling
back towards Renn, Cyclops said, "That is correct is it not? In that bag you have fine rainments to
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i mprove our appearance? Snall conveni ences with which to inprove the quality of our |ives?"

Marl a groaned internally, and struggled against the lingering effects of the stun beam
but it was hopel ess. Although the effects of the stunner were wearing off, she was still far short
of full nmobility, and nothing | ess would get the job done against five arned opponents. "G ve 'em
the bag," she said, alnobst croaking it out, but growing instead. "Now s no tine to fight. They've
got you out nunbered and out-classed. Just give 'emwhat they want." She managed to rai se her head
slightly, her eyes seeking his, hoping he'd sonehow receive her thoughts via nental telepathy. One
| ook nmade her groan and slunp back. The fool was getting ready to fight. It showed in the tense
way he held his body and the determ nation on his face.

Cyclops sawit, too, and smiled. It would be nmore fun this way.

Renn gul ped back his fear. "Look, Cyclops, or whatever your nane is, why don't we just cut
the crap. You intend to steal mnmy equipnent. You're arned, plus there's five of you, and only one
of me. Its too bad you haven't got the guts for a fair fight."

"Afair fight!" Marla wailed inside her self. "If you had a rocket launcher he'd stil
win! Gve 'emthe bag!"

Cycl ops rubbed his chin as if considering Renn's challenge. Then he turned to his
conpani ons. "Well gentlenmen, what do you think? The stranger wants to give us his many gifts, but
begs the honor of personal conbat first. Wat say you?"

Not too surprisingly, the other four all agreed that personal conmbat sounded |ike a good
i dea. Turning back to Renn, Cyclops shrugged, as if to say, "Well there you are, what can | do but
compl y?"

As Cycl ops made a production out of |aying down his weapons, Renn went through a series of
war m ng-up exerci ses, nmuch to the anusenent of Blaster, Knife, Trap, and the Scuz.

Marla felt proud and sad at the sane tinme. Proud that Renn had the guts to fight, and sad,
knowi ng the certain outcone.

Renn knew he nust be a ludicrous sight, dancing around and shadowboxi ng, but it was better
than standing still, and besides, if his plan worked he'd have the last |laugh. It was a desperate
pl an, and one which he knew had little chance of success. Nonetheless, it was better than nothing.
At | east he hoped it was.

Havi ng unl oaded all his personal weapons, and |laid themout neatly on the surface of the
LZ, Cyclops smiled, and flexed his fingers. "Cone and get it stranger."

And Renn did. Putting his head down he charged straight at the giant, hitting himin the
stomach, and bowl i ng hi mover. The maneuver caught Cycl ops conpletely by surprise. As he fell, he
took Bl aster and the Scuz down with him

Meanwhi |l e Renn roll ed sideways, and scrabbl ed anong the weapons Cycl ops had placed on the
ground. One was a .50 caliber sem -automatic handgun. It was a weapon with which Renn was slightly
famliar. If he could just get hold of it, Renn was reasonably sure he could rel ease the safety,
and fire it. The rest would be a matter of luck. And there it was, just beyond the end of his
fingertips, if he could reach it. ... Just as his fingers closed around the cool plastic, there
was an expl osi on of pain, followed by—not hi ng.

He opened his eyes to total darkness. Was he blind? O dead, and confined to sone corner
of hell so renpbte, so desolate, that |ight never reached it? Suddenly two red eyes came at hi m out
of the dark and he tried to nove, to escape, but a jagged |lance of pain held himpinned where he
was. And then, when it seened the red-eyed nmonster would lunge for his jugular, it stopped, and he
heard an unfanmiliar femal e voice. "What the hell are you doing? Can't |eave you for a nonent
now stop that and lie down. You re not ready to go anywhere yet."

Suddenly a cold wet nose brushed his cheek, and a furry head nudged hi m down. He heaved a
sigh of relief. It wasn't some sort of nonster after all ... it was the dog. The dog! The dog was
tal king! He tried to sit up but once again the pain drove hi mback down. Now he coul d make out a
faint outline of the dog's head and shoul ders against the cold light of the stars.

"Ch, | get it," Marla said apologetically and sitting back on her haunches. "You j ust
di scovered |I'mnot your average mutt. Sorry about that. You' ve been coming and going for quite a
while. | didn't realize you were here for keeps this tinme."

When Renn spoke his voice sounded strange in his own ears. "Then you're for real ... a
tal ki ng dog?"

"Sort of," Marla agreed. "Actually I'ma fenale cyber-dog, trained for security work."

"Cyberdog?" Renn asked dully. "Some sort of cyborg?”

"That's right,"” Marla answered. "But we can play

"what's a cute little cyborg like you doing in a place like this' later. R ght now we've
got sonme nore pressing problens . . . like your head for exanple."

Renn reached up to touch his head. Hi s fingers cane away sticky. He couldn't see ... but
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he knew what it was. Blood. "Wat the hell happened anyway?"

He heard a soft chuckle. "You tried to knock One-Eye down and kill himw th his own gun
One of his friends shot you. Knife | think ... or was it Trap? Anyway the slug only grazed the
side of your head, but it nade one helluva ness, so they left you for dead. They tal ked about
shooting ne, but decided to save the ammp. Said |I'd nake a nice snack for sone swanp nonster." She
| aughed. "Not unless swanp nonsters |ike steel and plastic."

"So they left?"

" Yup. And took your gear with them They've been gone for three hours and twenty-six
m nutes. "

"Three hours and twenty-six mnutes?"
"Being a cyborg has sonme advantages . . . including a built-in chononeter with tine |apse
and the works."

"Ch," Renn replied stupidly, his next comrent forgotten as something big screaned a | ong
way of f, and was answered from somepl ace near by.

"And that's our other problem"™ Marla said calmy. "Wiile we're waiting for you to
recover, various things would Iike to have us for dinner. I've killed two snaller carnivores in
the | ast couple of hours . Night feeders nost likely, attracted by the snell of your blood."

Renn t hought about that for a noment. For reasons he couldn't fathom he had a very unusua
friend. One who'd already risked her Iife on his behalf. He should be pulling his share of the
| oad instead of lying around |like so much dead nmeat. Suddenly he had an idea. Patting his pockets,
he di scovered they still had things in them and wondered why Cyclops and his friends hadn't
stripped himof the suit itself. "They didn't search ne?"

"No," she replied. "What'd they mss, a collapsible field hospital ?"

"No," he said smiling in spite of the pain, "sonething al nbst as good. A survival kit. And
nmost survival kits cone with a lighter. | wonder if that undergrowth is flamuable." "Not bad for a
head case," Marla conceded. "Let's find out." Wiile he went through his pockets trying to figure
out which packet was the survival kit, Mrla disappeared into the night. She returned a nunber of
times, dragging various kinds of vegetation in her teeth. Meanwhile he managed to find the
survival kit and the lighter it contained.

"OK, " Renn said, "let's give it atry. There's no point in you working your tail off if
this stuff won't burn.”

"Tail off? Is that your idea of a joke, chubs?" Renn was taken aback by the hostility in
her voice

"No . . . it's just a figure of speech. | neant no offense.”

"Well all right," Marla grow ed sel f-consciously. "It was probably nmy fault anyway. I'ma
bit oversensitive sonetinmes."

"Think nothing of it," Renn replied lightly. "Let's see if this stuff burns." After about
ten minutes of experinmentation, they found three varieties of vegetation that refused to burn at
all. Afourth gave off such a horrible stench that Marla had to haul it away, and the fifth burned
with a bright crackling flane.

Thus encouraged, Marla gathered nore of the fire plant, and they soon had a respectable
bonfire. Al though Marla kept watch, the fire seemed to have the desired effect: no nore carnivores
vent ured near.

Renn had al so discovered a small first-aid kit tucked away in one of his pockets, and used
it to clean his lacerated scalp, and cover it with a dressing. He al so took some broad spectrum
antibiotics plus a couple of painkillers. They both stared into the fire for awhile, each curious
about the other, but afraid to ask. Then the painkillers took effect, and Renn found hinself
becom ng drowzy. Although the night was not especially cold, the warnth of the fire felt good, and
before he knew it, he had drifted off to sleep

It was still night when he awoke. In front of himthe fire burned bright, surrounding him
in a dancing orange glow, and revealing that his conpanion still kept watch. She was curled up
beside him her eyes on the fire.

He wat ched her for awhile, wi shing he could reach out and pet her, but unsure of how she
m ght react. What was it like in a dog's body, he wondered? Not very pleasant he supposed. She
certainly didn't like it. Renn wondered what she'd | ooked |ike before her transformation into
what ever she was. He pictured her as a brunette, with shoulder-length hair, a pretty face, and a
slimfigure, probably because that was the kind of woman he |iked best. Renn found hinself w shing
he'd known her then. He felt sure he'd have |liked her. God knows he owed her a |lot. Not many
peopl e woul d' ve stayed to help him He decided to break the silence. "Thank you."

She turned to look at himwith her big brown eyes. Her lips pulled back fromher teeth in
a parody of a human snile. "You're welcone, but it's | who should thank you."
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"For what ?"

"You tried to defend ne aboard the shuttle, and frankly, it's been a long tine since
anyone tried to protect nme from anything."

Renn shrugged. "It just seened like the right thing to do, although |I didn't do it very
well, and it hardly conpares with fighting alien carnivores and the like. By the way, |'m Jonathan
Renn." He held out his hand and then jerked it back. "Sorry."

She | aughed. "Well don't be. It shows you think of ne as a person and not a dog.
apol ogi ze for what | said earlier. | get stupid sonetines. My nane's Marla. Marla Marie Mendez.
Here, shake." Sitting up she held out a paw

Leani ng on one el bow, Renn accepted her paw and shook it. "Pleased to neet you Marla Marie
Mendez. Like you said earlier, what's a nice cyborg like you doing in a place like this?"

She | ooked into the fire. "Wat you really nean is, why did | become a cyborg? And what
did | do to wind up here?"

Renn started to speak but she interrupted. "No, that's OK, it's a perfectly reasonable
question. I'Il tackle it in two parts.” She paused for a nonent, as if gathering her thoughts, and
t hen began.

"When | was twenty years old—tet's see, that's about four standard years ago now-31 was
injured in a very bad air car accident. My boyfriend and | were coning home froma skiing trip. He
fell asleep at the controls. You know how t hey work, you rel ease your grip on the stick, the
aut opi | ot cones on, and an al arm goes off. Anyway that's what's supposed to happen, only it
didn't. There was sone kind of malfunction. As a result we hit an eighty-story condo conpl ex at
about eighty mles an hour. Fortunately, it was under construction so we didn't kill anyone
besi des oursel ves. My boyfriend was pronounced brain-dead at the scene, but they decided | had a
chance, and rushed ne to a hospital. He was in the front, 1 was asleep in the back, and apparently
that snmall difference saved ny life. Two days later | cane to. | couldn't see, but |I could hear in
a distorted sort of way, and talk, at least if | felt Iike talking. | heard a voice, a kind voice,
that sounded as if it were far, far away. It asked me questions and 1 answered. Then it went away
and | drifted off to sleep. But soon it was back. Sonetinmes it asked nme questions about how
felt, or what | was thinking, and sonetinmes it just kept nme conpany. It said that while ny
injuries were quite severe, the doctors were doing everything they could, and that everything
woul d turn out just fine. It went on like that for a long tinme. Months in fact. Then the voice
came for one last tine. | knewit was the same voice, but it was different sonehow, sadder, and
sort of hollow It said my injuries were so severe the doctors couldn't save ny biol ogi cal body.
The voice was sorry, but there was nothing anyone could do, and I nust face up to it. The voice
said | had three options. "

Marl a paused here, and though she nade no sound, Renn felt certain she was close to tears.
Wt hout thinking he reached out to pet her, running his hand down the soft fur on her back
feeling the shudder that ran through her body. "Marla, there's no need ..."

She cut himoff, her voice tight with enotion. "Yes, there is a need. | want you to know.
As | was saying, there were three options. | could opt for self-authorized euthanasia, | could
continue ny present existence, which | |earned was nothing nore than a brain and spinal c.ord in a
conputer-nonitored nutrient bath, or | could become a cyborg. Well, it didn't take me long to

deci de on nunber three."

"I"'mglad you did," Renn said softly stroking her back. She | ooked back over her shoul der
and he saw sonething that m ght have been gratitude in her eyes. Then she returned her gaze to the
fire and continued her story.

"There was only one problem It costs a |ot of nobney to construct a cyborg body. You can't
mass- produce them Each one is custom engi neered for the person who occupies and uses it ... and |
was broke. On top of that, the insurance noney was all gone, and while the governnent m ght stake
me to a life-long nutrient bath, they wouldn't pay for a cyborg body. And since ny father was
killed fighting the pirates in the Battle of Hell, and my mot her di sappeared out al ong the
frontier shortly thereafter, there was no famly to bail me out."

"She just di sappeared?”

Marl a | aughed. "Yeah, Momwasn't the matronly type. | suspect she's keeping sone
prospector warm at night. Anyway, the voice told nme there was a way. Certain |arge conpanies are
willing to pay for the creation of a cyborg body, provided that you indenture yourself to themfor
a certain nunber of years, and provided that you accept the kind of body they're willing to
construct."

"Don't tell nme, let me guess,
mat ches the task they have in mnd."

"Exactly," Marla agreed. "And that's how | wound up as a cyberdog. A conpany called

Renn said. "The kind of body they're, willing to construct
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"Intersystens |Incorporated,' had need of sone very special security guards. Guards w th human
intelligence, because security work takes a certain anount of smarts, a confortable appearance,
because nobody wants an ugly | ooking autoguard hangi ng around all the time, a capacity for

physi cal violence, since that provides an effective deterrent, and conplete trustworthiness,
because any other kind of guard isn't worth much, and these particular guards woul d have access to
the conpany's nobst sensitive data-banks."

"Wait a minute,” Renn interjected. "Intelligence is a given, the dog-image is confortable,
and allows for the possibility of violence, but | don't see why it makes you nore trustworthy
around the conpany secrets.”

"This is why," Marla replied holding up a paw. "Ever tried to operate a conputer keyboard
usi ng one of these babies? Take ny word for it . . . don't bother."

Both were silent for a nonent, and then Renn said, "You've had sonme tough breaks, that's
for sure. OK that's how you wound up as a cyberdog, but what about the rest? Wat brought you
her e?"

She grinned, revealing a pink tongue and rows of white teeth. "I"'ma thief. My origina
peri od of indenture was for ten years. At the end of that tine | could | eave Intersy stens, or
continue to provide themwith nmy services under contract. | had it all planned out. 1'd serve ny

ten years, continue under contract, and save up enough noney for a humanoi d body. They're dammed
good these days. You can do everything but have babies, and |I nean everything.

"Sounds like fun," Renn said m schievously.

"As | remenber it was,"” Marla countered in the sane spirit. "In any case, | had it al
pl anned out, Then 1 |earned Intersystens had stacked the deck. Every once in awhile they'd pull ne
in for a check-up, or a nodification, and that cost them nobney, so they'd add six nonths or a year
to ny indenture."

"They planned to use you forever."

"Exactly. So, to make a long story short, | waited for one of the rare tines when | was
guardi ng some cash. About a million and a half in gold Inperials. All | needed was a quarter
mllion, so that's all | took. | used robots to substitute an equal anount of weight, | oaded ny

| oot on a freight flier, wi ped the robot's nenory, and headed for a well known cybernetics clinic
in Switzerland."

Renn gave a |l ow whistle. "Smart. But how does a cyberdog nove around wi t hout being
noti ced?"

Marla grinned. "Sinple. | just hired an actor to acconmpany nme. Man and dog, what could be
nor e i nnocent ?"

Renn | aughed, and then touched the side of his head. The pain had started to return. "And
t hen?"

Marl a returned her gaze to the fire. "And then | got caught. During one of those
nmodi fications | nentioned, they'd installed a mni-beacon in my chest, ancl it was a sinple matter
to follow the beacon's signal to its source. 1 was arrested entering the clinic in Switzerland."

For awhile the sound was that of the crackling fire. Then Marla broke the silence. "So
that's nmy story . . . what's yours Jonathan Renn? Wat's a nice guy like you doing in a place |ike
t hi s?"

Renn chuckl ed. "On hindsight, I'd say ny crine was stQpiditj? Wen ny father passed away

he left ne a successful inport business. For years he'd done pretty well by inmporting

specialty items fromthe frontier planets, you know, exotic spices, herbs, perfumes, things like
that. "Keep it light and keep it small,' he always said, 'otherwise the freight will kill us." And
he was right. Wien 1 took over | decided to '"keep it light' and expand the business. At first |
added a line of exotic freeze dried foods, then a line of off-world wines, and finally | began
bringing in some pharnmaceuticals, nostly for research purposes.”

"By that tinme | had ny own ship, a tidy little ex-navy scout, which | christened Pegasus.

Li ke all successful business people, | had competitors, sone nice, and sonme not so nice. Suffice
it to say that having conpleted a business trip to the Rm 1 returned to Terra one day, and
suddenly found nyself in deep trouble. | had a small shipnent of pharnmaceuticals aboard, sone new
anti-coagul ants devel oped on Weller's Wrld, but that was all. So imagi ne nmy surprise when a

custons agent found a pound of Yirl hidden in ny quarters, and placed ne under arrest."

Everyone knew about Yirl, and Marla was no exception. Use was said to produce sonething
akin to a prolonged orgasm along with permanent nerve damage, and total addiction. Yirl was
illegal by order of the enperor hinself. O course that didn't stop some people fromselling the
stuff, and others fromusing it, but Renn didn't seemlike the type. "So you were framed."

Renn nodded. "It woul d appear so. | can't prove it fromhere, but I'mpretty sure it was a
slimy little bastard naned 'Shinto.' He was a conpetitor, and a crooked one at that, so framng ne
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woul d be just his style. | know this sounds absurd, but sonehow |'mgoing to find a way off this
slime ball, and track Shinto down." He shrugged. "But at the nmonment it seenms revenge will have to
wait."

"Yes," Marla agreed, "l guess it will. I'msorry Jonathan." "Me too," he answered, running

a hand over her soft fur. "Me too." And with that he rolled over next to her, rested his head on
her side, and drifted off to sleep

Chapter Three

Marl a awoke to the sound of distant thunder, followed a few seconds |ater by a sudden
del uge of warmrain. It cane down in sheets, quickly extinguishing the fire, and matting her fur.
In spite of the downpour, Renn remained where he was, curled up in a fetal position, soaked to the
skin. She tried to gently nuzzle himawake. No reaction. Worried, she tried licking himw th her
long pink tongue. Still no reaction. Really worried now, she pawed at him and called his nane.
"Jonathan, it's Marla, wake up." He groaned a little, nmunbled sonething she coul dn't understand,
and returned to his senmi-comatose state. It didn't take a medical degree to see he was very, very
ill. Probably an infection of some Kkind.

Marl a sat back on her haunches and consi dered her options. She could stay, hoping he'd
recover enough to travel, or go for help. Wile gathering fireweed she'd stunbled across a trail
and logic dictated that it | ed sonmewhere, quite possibly a settlenent. Settlenents and spaceports
just naturally went together. Then too, Cyclops and his nmerry men had shown up without packs,
whi ch neant they'd conme from sonmewhere cl ose by. She could inmagine themsitting in a sal oon
hearing the shuttle pass overhead, and then heading for the LZ. Mybe it was part of their regul ar
routine. In any case it seened certain that some kind of town nust be | ocated nearby. The nore she
t hought about it, the nore she realized there was very little choice.

She nuzzl ed the side of his face again and said, "lI'mgoing for help Jonathan, you just
stay here and rest, OK?" There was no answer.

Turni ng, she wal ked a dozen paces, stopped, and | ooked back. Renn hadn't noved. He | ooked
pitiful lying there in the pounding rain. For a nmoment she just |ooked at him and then she said,
"1 love you Jonathan."” He made no response and she expected none. Turning away she activated al
of her senses and | oped towards the swanpy trail

Renn awoke when the little two-headed snake took a bite out of his calf. The two-headed
snake wasn't especially partial to human flesh, but nmeat was neat, and one nust take what's
avai l able. And Renn's plunp white calf was available. Wiile the snake's eating head took a
tentative bite, its cognitive-sensory head maintained a sharp | ookout. After all, there were
plenty of larger predators who |iked to nibble on two-headed snakes. It didn't occur to either
head t hat di nner mi ght suddenly wake up and attack themw th a rock

Havi ng crushed the two-headed snake with a flurry of pani cked bl ows, Renn | ooked around,
and tried to renenber where he was, and why. Then it canme rushing back. The shuttle, Mirphy,

Cycl ops and Marla. Marla! Where's Marla? He called her nane, but heard only the rattle of rain on
nearby | eaves, and the dull runble of distant thunder. Maybe she was away gathering fireweed ..

no ... that didn't nmake nuch sense in the rain. Then he had it. O course! He'd been such a fool
She'd left himfor dead. And why not? She didn't owe him anything. The bitch! He felt a wave of
self-pity roll over himand gloried init. So he was going to die was he? Well, he'd show her a

thing or two! Gathering all his energy he tried to stand, and al nost made it, before crashing to
the ground. He lay there panting for awhile allowing the rain to patter down against his face and
trickle between his lips. Walking was out. And, if he renenbered correctly, so was riding and
flying. That left crawming. No problem he knew how to do that. Wth a mghty effort, Renn rolled
onto his stomach and crawl ed towards the other side of the LZ

Marla ran with the sane easy grace as a Terran wolf, a tireless |ope, which conserves

energy and eats niles. It felt good after weeks in a snall cell. Her eyes probed ahead, constantly
novi ng, searching for any sign of danger. Her ears nonitored not only the surrounding area, but
nunerous radio frequencies as well, listening for signs of life. So far she'd neither seen nor

heard anythi ng unusual. Only the muddy trail hinted at a human presence.

The trail was quite wi de. Wde enough for ground vehicles, and, indeed, it appeared sone
sort of tracked vehicles had used it quite recently. Delivering sonething to the LZ, or picking up
supplies, it really didn't matter.

As time wore on, the trail becane nore and nore swanpy, slow ng her progress. About three
i nches of nuddy brown water covered the trail's surface, rippling here and there, as the driving
rain sumoned nmud-dwelling Iife forns fromtheir underground hones. They slithered off in every
direction, eager to get out of her way, and go about the inportant business of eating and
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reproduci ng. Up ahead, the rain nmade an endl ess pattern of interlocking circles on the surface of
the water. Mdre than once she tripped in hidden pot holes, fell, and got up again. It was
exhausting work, but she forced herself onwards, driven by the nenory of Renn |lying huddled in the
rain.

To the right, her infrared vision picked up the warnth of two | arge bodi es, skulking al ong
beside the trail. Waiting to attack? She ignored them Probably scavengers of sone kind. Predators
woul d have attacked by now.

Up ahead she saw the trail wi den, and beyond, a blur of crudely constructed wooden
bui | di ngs. They seened unusual ly tall at first, but as Marla got closer, she saw they were built
on five-foot pilings. The water apparently got pretty deep sonetines, which would explain the
wooden boats were propped up agai nst every available wall. It wasn't nuch of a town. There was a
single street, with eight or nine buildings to a side, and a larger structure at the far end of
town. It |ooked |ike a warehouse or sonething very simlar

Well, it didn't matter as long as they had a doctor. She chose the right side of the
street, trotted up a short flight of worn stairs, and pattered al ong the wooden board wal k. She
wasn't | ooking forward to all the stupid comrents and questions she'd have to deal with. "Look
Martha ... a talking dog! Oh Frank! Can we keep her? She's so cute! She'd nake a swell pet." If
only Renn were with her he could have defl ected sone of that stuff. It always helped to be with
sonmeone. Better to be taken for a dog than to explain things endl essly. She sighed, and read the
signs as she wal ked along. "Let's see, some kind of a store, another store, a tannery, whoa, what
have we here." The sign read, "Doctor Lester Fesker, MD." And in smaller print, "I'myour only
hope, so cone in." She grinned. A doctor with a sense of hunor

Standi ng up on her hind | egs Marl a pushed against the door. It refused to give. For the
mllionth tinme she wi shed for hands, and swore under her breath. Using her right paw to scratch at
the door, she also tried yelling "Open up in there," at the top of her lungs. One of the two
strategi es nmust have worked, because a few nonents | ater she heard the thunp of approaching feet,
and a male voice called, "All right, all right, don't get excited, and if you're bl eeding, be
damed sure you don't get any on ny new rug. It cost nme six skins, and I won't have you bl eedi ng
onit."

Then the door was jerked open by a niddle-aged black nman. He had a two day growth of salt
and pepper beard and wore a filthy snock. He | ooked right, left, and finally down. "A dog ... we
don't have dogs on Swanp."

"Well you do now," Marla said. "You re Doctor Fesker?"

The doctor nodded in amazenent.

"Good, because |'ve got a patient who needs your help."

Renn tackled the trip to the other side of the LZ in stages. First he'd cram ten to
twenty feet, and then he'd pass out. O the two, he liked passing out the best. O course,
crawl i ng provided a sense of acconplishment, and, God knows, that's always wel come, but still,
oblivion had a lot going for it, too. But somewhere along the line things got all out of whack
For sone reason he couldn't crawl anynore. He had odd, disturbed dreanms. He dreant of strange
faces that cane and went, of warm bl ankets, and a bot hersone jerking notion, that seenmed to go on
and on. Sleep tried to pull himdown, but he fought it, certain there was sonething he shoul d be
doing. But try as he might, Renn couldn't renmenber what. So finally he decided what the hell, and
let go. And as he fell through many |ayers of darkness he decided oblivion really was the best
after all.

He awoke with considerable reluctance. At first he tried to ignore it, but the sound
woul dn't go away, and before |long he found hinself waiting for it, anticipating the next tine it
woul d conme, and dreading it. And then it came. Ping! Ping! And the cycle would start all over
What could it be? Reluctantly, he opened one eye, then the other. Overhead, raw planks sl oped
sharply upward towards the juncture of a peaked roof. Two or three little creatures took turns
skittering across its surface. They | ooked like flat brown | eaves. Leaves with wire thin | egs,
whi ch they used to dash fromone tiny neal to the next, occasionally pausing to say grace, or
burp, he wasn't sure which. Ping! Ping!

Sitting up in bed he wondered where he was. The roomwas quite small, and except for his
bed, quite bare. Ping! Ping! Aha! The sound water makes as it hits a nearly enpty netal pan
Apparently the roof |eaked. Mystery solved. He slunped back against the pillow He really should
get up and find out where he was. But the soft drummi ng of the rain, and the warnth of his bed
sapped himof all energy. He decided to give hinself just a few nore nminutes. Soon he was sound
asl eep.

Pl op! Plop! Renn opened his eyes. Qutside the rain still beat on the roof, and inside it
still fell into the netal pan, which was nearly full. He noticed his bladder was full, too. He
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threw back the covers, swung his feet over the side of the bed, and stood. He felt a little light-
headed for a noment and then recovered.

Just then the door burst open to admt an energetic black man. He wore a filthy snock, a
day's worth of beard, and a big smle. He had a tube of burning vegetable matter clenched between
his teeth, and a cloud of noxious snoke hung around his head |like a gray halo. "So, sleeping
beauty lives, another testanent to ny nedical genius! Here, let nme give you a hand."

Wth the other man's help, Renn made his way downstairs to a small bathroom where he
enptied his bladder into a nmetal toilet bow. It had been liberated fromthe weckage of a crashed
shuttle. "I couldn't save the crew. . . but | did nanage to salvage that," the black man said as
he di sappeared down a hall

As instructed, Renn nade his way to a confortable sitting room and sat down in front of a
crackling fire. Moments later his host entered with a cup in his hand. "Here, tuck that inside
you. Wrks better than nost pharnaceuticals.”

Renn took a sip, and found it to be a delicious soup. It had a creany texture, tasty
chunks of nmeat, and was piping hot. As the soup hit his stomach, a warm gl ow seenmed to spread
t hroughout his body. "Thanks," Renn said gratefully. "You should get a patent on that stuff."”

Leani ng back in his chair, the black man nodded snugly, and enmtted another cloud of
noxi ous smoke. "True. Just one of the nmany commercial possibilities.”

Renn put the soup down on a highly polished wood table, and stuck out his hand. "By the

way . . . |I'm Jonathan Renn."
"I know." The black man's grip was dry and firm "1'm Doctor Fesker, though nost people
around here just call nme 'Doc.'" He shook his head sadly. "I suppose it was inevitable, though a

man of ny education and superior intelligence deserves a little nore respect.”

"I agree, Doctor," Renn said solemmly, wondering what Fesker had done to end up on Swanp,
and hoping it didn't involve professional negligence. "They are ... | guess | should say 'we are,
lucky to have your services. Speaking of which, where aml, and how did | get here?"

The doctor waved his cylinder of burning vegetation in an expansive manner. "At the nonent
you are in the thriving netropolis of 'Payout,' so named because this is the closest settlenment to
the LZ, and LZ is where the shuttles |and, and pay off the Hunter's Association."

"How poetic."

"Quite. And, as for how you canme to grace ny hunbl e abode, that was at the work of your
furry friend."

"Marl a? She was here?"

"Of course,"” Doc Fesker said agreeably. "She cane to ny door, and inforned ne of your
situation. Shortly thereafter | dispatched a couple of nmen to go get you. Apparently you'd craw ed
a few hundred yards in the wong direction, so they had a little trouble finding you, but they
managed, and subsequently brought you here." Fesker coughed, gave the tube of vegetation a
critical glance, and continued. "You were damed | ucky. Lucky you weren't killed and | ucky you had
a friend. A sonmewhat unusual friend, but a friend nonetheless. Friends are hard to come by on
Swanp. "

Renn flushed as he renenbered what he'd thought about her, what he'd called her. He owed
Marl a an apol ogy and a | ot nore. "Were is she? Wiere'd she go?"

Fesker shrugged, and di sappeared behind a cloud of snoke. "I heard she went to work for a
hunt er named Skunk, but | really couldn't say for sure. Here on Swanp it's considered bad formto
stick your nose into other people's business.”

Renn felt disappointed, and abandoned sonehow, but knew he shouldn't. He continued to ask
questions, but either the doctor couldn't provide answers, or didn't choose to, which anounted to
the sane thing. So eventually Renn gave up, and took another tack. "So when can | be up and
around?"

The doctor rubbed his unshaven chin and sniled. "How soon can you get dressed? You'll be
shaky for a few days . . . but basically you' re cured. Swanp is honme to a plethora of nasty bugs,
and when that slug creased you, half of themjunped in the open wound. Thanks to the efforts of
the original survey team however, we've got a pretty good array of drugs to work with, and you're
respondi ng nicely."

"Thank you doctor ... | really appreciate all you' ve done." Renn glanced out a near by
wi ndow to see only darkness. "If it's all the same to you . . . |I'll leave in the norning. | don't
suppose there's any chance of recovering nmy gear?"

Fesker smiled. "None at all. Cyclops and his cronies regard the LZ as a fertile field

which is theirs to harvest, and barring a hidden talent for physical violence, your chances of
taki ng your gear back are just about zero."
"There's no | aw t hen?"
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"None but that which we nake for ourselves."”

Renn nodded. "I figured it was sonething |like that, which raises a problem How wll | pay
you?"

The doctor waved his snmoking wand in a negligent manner. "Consider it ny gift. Perhaps
sonme day you will find some way to performa small favor in return. Care for a cigar?" So saying,
he proffered a box containing nore green tubes like the one in his hand.

Renn wrinkled his nose in distaste. "No of fense doctor, but those things hardly qualify as
cigars. Wiat is that horrible snmelling weed anyway?"

Fesker held the snoldering roll of |eaves between thunb and forefinger, and frowned. "You
are somewhat tactless, sir. However |'mafraid you're right, this does | eave sonething to be
desired." He shook his head in disappointnment as he placed the of fending vegetation in the lid of
an enpty drug canister, and stubbed it out. "It is part of ny ongoing search for a tobacco
substitute. Unfortunately, the noble weed refuses to grow on Swanp, so | have dedicated nyself to
finding an acceptable substitute. Such a discovery would bring me personal succor, plus if it was
good enough, conmercial rermuneration as well. My fellow citizens would pay well for a good snoke."

"But doctor," Renn objected, "what about the effects on their health? Surely you don't
condone a habit which causes cancer?"

Fesker | ooked shocked. "Surely you jest! O course | do! After all, cancer can be cured,
and what good is a cure without a disease? |Inmagine, they buy a tobacco substitute fromne, enjoy
it, becone cancerous, and | cure them There's profit at both ends and happi ness all around!"

Renn did his best to | ook agreeable, took another sip of his soup, and wondered if the
doctor was serious or just putting himon. The two nen continued to talk for sone tinme, an
activity which Fesker obviously enjoyed, and one which provided Renn with a ot of information
about his new hone. For exanple, he |learned there were about a hundred thousand prisoners on
Swanp, give or take a few thousand, because while sone died every day, others were constantly
arriving. There were three other major towns besides Payout, named Ditch, Black Head, and C over.
The latter was naned for a person and not a plant. The planet's econony was centered on one thing,
nmonst er hunting. Mnsters canme in various shapes and sizes, sonme having nore conmercial val ue than
others, and sone being nore difficult to kill. Basically, nonsters fell into one of two conmercia
categories, which were referred to as "stinks" and "skins." "Stinks" it seened, were hunted
primarily for a small hornonal gland | ocated near the third of their seven sub-brains, which when
properly treated, yielded the main ingredient for sone very exotic and expensive perfunes.
Repeated attenpts at synthesis had so far fail ed, making Swanp the only source of this valuable
stuff.

Here Renn really perked up his ears, since this was not only valuable information, but it
al so had a bearing on his previous life. Having inported perfumes hinself, he knew how protective
the |l arge conpani es were of both ingredients and sources, and wondered whi ch fanmous brand was
based on swanp-nonster hornones.

Fesker went on to explain that while stink skins were OK, other monsters, the ones called
"skins," were hunted for their valuable hides. Though not as valuable as stinks, skins were still
quite profitable, and a lot easier to find. Properly tanned, their hides nmade a very distinctive
| eat her which was not only waterproof, but damed near bulletproof as well. Yet in spite of its
t oughness nonster hide renmai ned supple and nore inportantly retained the capacity to match the
color and texture of its surroundings. Skins, it seemed, had a chaneleon-like ability to di sappear
into the background. And, for reasons no one had yet figured out, their hides retained that
ability even after the death of the nonster itself. As a result, nonster skins were sought after
for use in high-fashion clothing which constantly shifted color to natch the wearer's
surroundi ngs, and |ight body arnor, which was quite popular with both mlitary officers and
pr of essi onal assassi ns.

In fact, the doctor said, the scientists who worked in Swanp's orbiting space station were
trying to crack the biological nystery represented by an epidernis which continued to function
after the death of its owner.

Here Renn was rem nded of the |eather clothing sported by Cyclops and his nen, and how it
had bl ended with the background. No wonder they hadn't stripped himof his environnental suit.
They had sonething better.

As their conversation continued, Renn | earned that while the econony centered around
monster hunting, only a small proportion of the popul ation were so engaged. The mpjority nmade a
living by either supplying nonster hunters with products and services, or robbing them after
they'd been paid. This took two forns. There was the out-and-out theft of the sort practiced by
peopl e |like Cyclops, and the nore subtle kind, carried out by ganblers, prostitutes, and
shopkeepers.
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"So," the doctor added, throw ng another piece of wood on the fire, "unless you have a

special set of talents like mine ..." Renn shook his head, "then your choices are clear.

Shopkeeper is out because that requires capital which you do not have. That |eaves a choice

bet ween hunting, stealing, or ganbling, the call for your sexual services being sonewhat limted
It happens that Swanp is blessed with nore nen than wonen. All things considered | would recomend
the profession of ganmbler. It's nice clean work, only occasionally violent, and has considerabl e
financial potential. After anmassing a sufficient anpbunt of capital, you could open a store, or
engage in sone other legitimate formof enterprise. Excuse ne, | think there's soneone at the
door.

Privately, Renn couldn't picture hinmself as a ganbler but kept his own counsel

As Fesker headed for the door he warned the party outside of dire consequences should even
one drop of their blood fall onto his brand new rug. He needn't have worried. The patient was nore
than a little drunk, and was suffering froma self-inflicted blaster wound. Like many bl aster
wounds this one was sel f-cauterizing and the rug was spared.

Retiring to his bed, Renn listened to the ping of water in the recently enptied netal pan
and wondered where Marla was, and if she was all right. Wiy woul d she go to the troubl e of saving
him only to di sappear without so nmuch as a goodbye? It didn't nake sense.

Eventual |y sleep came, and with it a dream It centered around a beautiful brunette with a
slimfigure. She ran across a field of wild flowers with himclose behind. No matter how hard he
tried he couldn't catch her. Finally she tripped, and as she fell he caught her, eager to cover
her lips with his. But as he pulled her into his arns, she seened to w ggle, and suddenly becane a
dog. The dog smiled, and then |laughed a barking |augh, which went on and on and on

Chapt er Four

As Renn | eft Doc Fesker's place, he felt a strange conbination of fear and elation. The
fear was easy enough to understand. For the first time in his Iife he had nothing nore than the
cl othes on his back. The elation was harder to explain, but after a little reflection, he decided
it cane fromthe sane source as the fear. H s situation was frightening, but it was exciting too,
and rmuch to his own surprise he was al nost | ooking forward to it.

So as he stepped out onto the boardwal k, he did so with a light spirit, and only a snal
rock riding in the pit of his stomach. Taking a nonment to | ook around, he saw the town was
organi zed al ong one nain street, now invisible under a foot of water. And, judging fromthe rain
the water would get even deeper. Al of which explained why the buildings were built on pilings.
Most were one or two stories tall, and constructed of roughly-nilled wood. El evated boardwal ks
served to keep pedestrians up and out of the water. And there were plenty of them-people cane and
went all around him

Most were a rough and ready | ot, dressed in skins and carrying a variety of weapons. A
few, however, wore finer attire, and had the | ook of shopkeepers, prostitutes, and ganblers.
Nearly everyone managed to | ook right through him except for the prostitutes, who net his eyes
with bold smles. Renn wasn't surprised. From his business trips out along the frontier he knew
outsiders were always excluded. If he wanted a place here, he'd have to earn it.

Suddenly he heard a strange coughi ng sound. At first he didn't recognize it, but then it
settled down into the steady roar of an internal conbustion engine. Sure enough, a few seconds
later a large flat-bottoned scow energed from between two buil di ngs, and crui sed down the nain
street. Init, one man | eaned on a long steering oar, while two nore sat under a nakeshift canopy.
As the boat passed, the hel msman said sonething to the other two and | aughed. Renn had the
unconfortable feeling they were tal king about him Neverthel ess, he continued to watch, fascinated
by the boat, and how it worked. The noi se seened to come froma netal box |ocated towards the
stern. Fromthe sound, Renn guessed it was a |arge two-cylinder engine, and a crude one at that.
He'd seen sinmilar engines on a variety of frontier planets. They'd been outlawed on Terra for
hundreds of years due to the pollution they caused. However, sone worlds couldn't afford anything
better, and if they happened to have |large oil reserves, found gasoline engines irresistible.
Though noisy and dirty they were also quite effective. As if to prove his point, the scow had
al ready reached the other end of town, and di sappeared from sight.

Interesting, Renn reflected as he started down the boardwal k. Gasoline engi nes. So Swanp
had at |east one oil well and a refinery. Plus a foundry and nmachi ne shop. The engine had to cone
from somewhere. Al facts to add to his grow ng hoard

"Well," he told hinself, "enough sight-seeing. It's tine to choose a suitable profession."
He smiled at the thought. Apparently there weren't many choices. In spite of Doc Fesker's advice,
Renn had no intention of becom ng a ganbler. He' d never enjoyed ganbling, and besides, why wait

file:/l/F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20Dietz%20-%20Prison%20Planet.txt (16 of 88) [1/21/03 11:23:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20D:i etz%620-%20Pri son%20P! anet.txt

for the nmoney to come to you, when you could go to it? Yes, hunting was for him On this planet
the hunters were in control. Plus, they knew how to deal with Swanp on its own terms, and that
appealed to him H's mnd was made up. Sonehow he'd becorme a hunter.

And beyond that, he had a second | arger goal. Sonehow he'd get off Swanp, find Shinto, and
clear his nane. He didn't know how. But he'd do it or die trying. It felt good to have goals and a
purpose, no matter how inpossible they nmight seem There was a spring in his step as he noved down
t he boar dwal k.

The sign said "SALOON'. He had no noney, or whatever served as noney, but perhaps he could
get some information for free. Stepping inside, Renn found a | arge open room which, though filled
with a clutter of m smatched furniture, was al nost enpty of people. There was a man kneeling in
front of the bar, a scattering of tools and wood chips all around him two bored | ooking
prostitutes sharing a corner table, and a ganbler, who sat with his back agai nst the wall
endl essly shuffling his cards. The customers would come in later. It was a bit early for serious
drinki ng, even on Swanp.

The bar ran the length of one wall. It was actually a single tree trunk, which had been
squared of f and pl aned snooth. The wood was jade green all the way through, and had a fine texture
with no sign of grain. A carved nural decorated a third of its length. It was beautifully done,
and seened to depict the history of the planet, starting with the first survey ship to touch down,
t hen showi ng subsequent confrontations wth hideous |ooking swanp creatures, and the construction
of a town.

As Renn wal ked the length of the bar, he realized the man kneeling before it was actually
the artist, hard at work, adding still nore detail to his masterpiece. H s back was turned, and he
was down on hands and knees, using a small chisel to detail the foliage behind some kind of
nmonster. He worked quickly, his left hand scooping out delicate scallops of green, while his right
swept constantly back and forth over the nural's surface. His long greasy hair swung this way and
that and he nmunbl ed while he worked. Stopping to peek over the artist's shoul der, Renn was
i npressed. It was wonderful work. There was a restrained energy in the nonster's corded nuscle and
sinewy grace, which threatened to spring off the wood and into the room Renenbering his decision
to become a hunter, Renn sincerely hoped the nonster was a product of the artist's inagination
and not a portrait of the real thing.

"You do wonderful work," Renn said.

"I'mglad to hear it," the artist answered wi thout turning around. "Tell ne, does the
texture of the foliage seem consistent to you?"

Renn eyed the section in question. The foliage had been carved with an al nost nachi ne-Ilike
precision, so that it took nothing fromthe nonster in the foreground, yet added depth. "It | ooks
perfect."

"Excellent," the artist replied, getting to his feet. "That neans it's time for a drink.
Ch, gargon!"

"My nane ain't 'gargon', booze brain," a wizened little man said, appearing froma back
room "Wat do you want now?"

"Sone of your despicable swill would do nicely."

"Did you finish the section?"

"I did," the artist replied indignantly, "as ny friend will attest." So saying the artist
turned towards Renn.

Wth a sense of shock, Renn found hinself staring into a whorl of ridged scar tissue. He
could see no sign of the eyes which had once been there. A single black hole narked the man's
remai ning nostril, and when he spoke, it was through a lipless slit.

“Well, tell the man. Is the foliage conplete or not?"

"I't's conplete,” Renn managed to answer.

"All right then," the barkeep replied reluctantly, starting to turn away.

"And sonething for nmy friend," the artist said.

The barkeep stopped, and | ooked Renn up and down. He smiled. "You the one who tried to
kill Cyclops with his own gun?"

Renn nodded. Like in any snmall town news travel ed fast.

The barkeep | aughed. "Mista been sonething to see. Have a seat. This'1l be your first and
last free drink in the Payout Sal oon."

As the barkeep poured two drinks, the artist stuck out a calloused hand. "This is an honor
i ndeed. A man who not only has an eye for fine art, but the heart of a lion as well. My nane is
Maxwel | . "

"Jonat han Renn. \Wat? No ni cknanme?"

Maxwel | chuckl ed. Hi s |augh made a dry, rasping sound. "No, | am anong the few spared that
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particular indignity. No one can bring thenselves to call nme 'scarface,' or sonething equally
obvi ous. Wuld you be kind enough to bring the drinks?"

Renn said he would, accepted the drinks fromthe bartender, and followed Maxwell to a
corner table. Fromthe confident manner in which the artist noved through the maze of tables Renn
knew he did it often

“"Now, " Maxwel | said, taking a seat, "to taste the fruit of my labors." Picking up his
drink the artist took a careful sip. "Ahhhh, repul sive as al ways."

Renn took a sip of his own drink. It was strong and had the faint taste of mnt. At a
guess, it consisted of about eighty percent alcohol. After burning a trail down his throat, the
stuff hit his enpty stomach like a sl edgehanmer. "Wiew Wy drink this stuff if you don't I|ike
it?"

Maxwel I's mouth formed a twisted snmile. "Because | aman al coholic, and disgusting though
this tipple is, it packs a wallop. As soon as we finish our conversation | will return to work. In
hal f an hour or so the gargon will grudgingly give ne another drink. | will consume it, and the
cycle will begin anew. If all goes well, the effects of this slop will be cunulative, and | will
pass out at about ten or eleven tonight. Doing so is ny only anbition

"Well you're certainly the nost organi zed alcoholic |I've ever net," Renn said evenly.

"Thank you."
"The nmural ," Renn said, "imagination, or the real thing?"
Maxwel | took another sip, careful not to spill a drop. "The real thing, friend Jonathan

Just as ny eyes saw it."

"You were a hunter?"

Maxwel | paused for a monent, and nodded slowy. "Aye, | was a hunter. One of the best. But
that was before the battle, and before this." A hand went up to touch the scar tissue which
covered Maxwell's face

"Battl e?"

"Aye. It was a stupid thing to do, but a few years ago, many of us banded together to
anbush a shuttle. W hoped to capture it, and then use it to get aboard the supply ship." He
shrugged. "Needl ess to say, we didn't succeed. The lucky ones died. | survived."

"I"'msorry." Renn thought of his own hopes to get off Swanp. Al right. The shuttle was
out ... but he'd find anot her way.

Maxwel | drained his glass and set it gently on the table. "Thank you, friend Jonathan.

sense your sorrow holds no pity . . . and for that | thank you doubly. But enough of my troubles.
Unless | mss ny guess, you have problens of your own."
"Not really," Renn replied. "I"'mconpletely broke . . . but otherwi se fine. You wouldn't

know where | could get a job, would you?"

"No special skills?"

"No, but I'd Iike to become a hunter."

Maxwel | nodded sagely. "Are you going to finish that drink, friend Jonathan? If not |
woul d happily dispose of it for you."

Renn pushed his gl ass across. "Please, help yourself."

Maxwel | did, draining the glass to the very last drop, and licking thin lips. "Thank you
Now i f you really wish to becone a hunter, and have no resources, there is only one solution. Did
you notice the large building at the north end of town?"

"Yes."

"Well, that is the Hunter's Association warehouse. That is where they sell their skins. It
is also where they pick up indentured assistants."

"I ndentured? As in near slavery?"

Maxwel | | aughed his dry laugh. "Aye. But it is not as bad as it sounds. In return for a
one-year indenture, nost hunters provide a full set of gear, food and | odging, and a first-class
course in nonster hunting. If you really wish to become a hunter, it would be the best way to
|l earn, even if you had funds."

"It sounds like the way to go," Renn replied as he got to his feet. "I'Il check it out.
Thanks. "

Maxwel | stood and extended his hand. As Renn shook it, the artist said, "It was ny
pl easure, friend Jonathan. You nmeant what you sai d? About the nural ?"

"It's beautiful, Maxwell," Renn answered sincerely. "The best |'ve ever seen."

Maxwel | nodded. "Good. Kill lots of nonsters, and after you do, renenber to buy ne a

drink."” Then, with head up, and back straight, the artist returned to his work
Qutside it was raining harder than ever. Al though nost of the buildings had extended
eaves, which covered the boardwal ks, there were gaps and nunerous | eaks. Wiile his suit kept him
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dry, Renn's hair was soaked by the tine he made it to the other end of town, and crossed the plank
bri dge which connected the boardwal k to the warehouse.

The first thing he noticed as he stepped into the warehouse was the snell. It wasn't
unpl easant —ust strange. An acidic nustiness filled the air. A chenmical snell. Sonething to do
wi th nmonster skins, perhaps.

He | ooked around but there was no one in sight. Athough it was dim he coul d nmake out the
angul ar shapes of two large crawl ers parked towards the rear of the building, and in front of
them rows of pallets, sone enpty, and some piled high with skins. Follow ng the sound of distant
voi ces, he wound his way between the piles of skins and stepped into an open area. Three nmen and a
wonman sat around a rickety wooden table playing rockets and stars. Beyond them were rows of
backl ess benches, enpty now, but clearly used for neetings. A single |ight dangl ed over their
heads fixing themin a cone of yellow light. At the sound of his footsteps they turned as a group
Al were dressed in skins, and all wore sidearnms. The worman spoke first. She had piercing blue

eyes, high cheekbones, and wore her hair in a crewcut. "I'mabout to clean these jokers out, so
keep it short."
"That' Il be the day," one of the nmen replied, eyes twinkling. "W cheat better than she

does." He was short, barrel chested, and unless Renn m ssed his guess, strong as an ox. He had an
open face and a friendly snile

“I"'mlooking for work. I"'mwlling to accept indenture."

The wonman | ooked hi mup and down. "Kinda chubby for nonster hunting, aren't ya?"

Renn found hinmself blushing in enbarrassnent.

"Who sent ya?" The question canme from anot her one of the nen. He had one armand a
belligerent thrust to his chin.

"“A man nanmed Maxwel | ."

The first man nodded. "All right then. W'lIl see what we can do. As usual, there's a good
many hunters who need an assistant. Deal nme out . . . and I'll show the lad around."

"Sure, SIim" the woman said, pushing a pile of nmetal stars his way. "The minute you start
losing it's "deal nme out.'™

“I"1l tell you what, lass,"” Slimsaid nmischievously, "if you'll spend the night with ne,
I"lI'l give you all that's on the table."

“I't"ll take a lot nore than that to get ne in bed with you," she replied with a snort.

"Li ke a brigade of Inperial marines."

"Cut the crap and deal," the belligerent man said, glowering fromunder bushy brows. The
third man, al nost invisible behind the snoke fromhis huge pipe, nodded in agreenent.

Slimshook his head in nmock sorrow, scooped up his wi nnings, and dunped theminto a pocket
of his nonster hide jacket. Renn saw it shift to match the dark wood on the wall behind him
Turning, Slimheld out his hand. "The nanme's Slim"

"Jonat han Renn. Pl eased to neet you."

"Well, Jon nmy lad, follow ne back to ny office and we'll fix you up."

Renn foll owed himback to a corner office, which boasted a makeshift desk, a host of odds
and ends, and a sheet netal stove. A wonderful warmh suffused the room As Slimopened a crudely
made door, and threw in another chunk of wood, Renn held out his hands and enjoyed the heat.

Turning to his desk, Slimsorted through the tools, weapons, maps, clothes and other junk
whi ch covered its surface. Finally he uttered a grunt of satisfaction, and pulled out a keyboard.
"She ain't fancy . . . but she gets the job done," he said, brushing aside some nore debris to
reveal a battered screen and consol e.

"What do you use for power?" Renn asked, sonewhat surprised.

"Cot a generator out back," Slimreplied, his blunt fingers already tapping away at the
keyboard. "Maybe we're nothing nore than a pinple on the enpire's backside, but we've got our
rules. Rules on buying, selling and making rules. So many we can't renenber 'emall unless we
wite them down. And that's where the conmputer conmes in." Slimsighed. "It gets worse all the
time. Well, let's start with your full nanme.”

Renn's nane was only the beginning. By the tine Slimdeclared hinself through, his
battered conputer had consuned i nformati on about Renn's parents, his education, his profession on
Terra, his medical history, and a good deal nore. Everything in fact which Renn knew about
hinsel f, with one notable exception. There hadn't been one single question about his crimna
record. Why?

He was still wondering about that a half hour later, when, arned with some durasteel coins
advanced by SIim he entered the town's only restaurant and ordered a sandwich. It cane with a
bow of hot vegetable soup and a cup of inmtation coffee. It tasted wonderful

As he ate, Renn considered what he'd | earned so far. Wthout conscious thought he |apsed
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into the kind of business anal ysis which always acconpani ed expansion into a new market. First, a
conpl ex econoni ¢ system was evol ving on Swanp. The popul ati on had al ready nmoved out of the hunting
and gathering stage, and into something nore specialized. A snmall nunber of people hunted, while a
| arger nunber perforned tasks which directly, or indirectly, supported hunting. Included were
activities like refining oil, building engi nes, shopkeeping, and prostitution. All were part of a
growi ng service econony. Technology in the formof the gasoline engine was being used to
counteract a chronic | abor shortage, and as a result of all these factors, the wealthier nenbers
of society had begun to enjoy a small surplus—ike Doc Fesker's precious rug. And, in order to
keep their increasingly conplex econony running, the locals had been forced to create sone

rudi mentary civil law, plus a systemof records to back it up. Gven that, could a crimna
justice systembe far behind? Due to the fact that all the current citizens were crimnals, they
m ght resist such an idea at first. However, that would change over tinme. Eventually they'd tire
of people like Cyclops and clanor for |law and order. Al this, Renn realized, explained why SIim
hadn't inquired about his crimnal record. Either consciously or unconsciously, the citizens of
Swanp were starting a brand new society. A record was assumed, but not considered inportant. In
fifty or a hundred years, society would probably be just like that found on nost frontier planets.
The majority of the people would be good | aw abiding citizens, hardy fol k, who conpl ai ned about
the small nunber of crimnals in their mdst, and built new prisons to house them He sniled at
the thought. Self-refornming prison planets! Had the enperor foreseen such a possibility? O was it
entirely fortuitous? There was no way to tell.

Renn killed the rest of the day wandering in and out of stores, analyzing the goods he saw
in them and watching the citizens of Swanp go about their daily chores. There were a | ot of
hunters in town. Apparently the onset of the rainy season signaled the end of one hunting cycle
and the start of another. As a result, many hunters cane in to sell their skins and stinks, and
buy supplies. As he noved anpbng them Renn kept an eye peeled for Marla. He didn't see her, or any

other dogs for that matter. Damm it ... where was she anyway? He'd even asked SIim hoping the
answer might be in his conputer. But the hunter had sinply sniled, saying the records were
confidential. Well, she had to be sonewhere, and he'd keep | ooking until he found her

As he drifted around town, Renn kept an eye out for Cyclops and his nmen too. Under the
i mpression that they'd cancelled his ticket, they might resent his sudden resurrection, and seek
ways to reverse it. And much as Renn wanted to even the score, he knew he wasn't ready yet. He
needed weapons and the ability to use them Revenge would have to wait. Fortunately, he didn't see
them and the afternoon passed wi thout incident.

At about six o'clock he joined the steady dribble of hunters entering the warehouse. As
they flowed around him Renn paid close attention to their clothes, weapons, and style. After all
they were what he planned to becone.

As the hunters drifted into the open area, they gradually filled the rows of bench seats.
For a while profanity, crude jokes, and |oud conversation filled the air. Then Slim nmounted an
enpty ration case, whistled, and stonped one foot for order. "All right, quiet down. This neeting
of the Hunter's Association is hereby called to order. Al right, under old business we got this
matter of grading. Sone of you clowns have been softening class-three skins with chemicals and
passing themoff as class two's. It ain't gonna fly anynore. Starting next cycle, the |Inpies say
they're gonna pull a random check on every load. They'll be checking for chenical treatnent,
nmechani cal stretching, everything in the book. So it was nice while it lasted, but the party's
over. Don't make me pull your trading rights for a nonth. Al right, new business. L

There was a great deal of new business, including everything fromterritorial squabbles
bet ween hunters, to the question of which refreshnents should be served at the Hunter's Ball four
nmont hs hence. After a while Renn | ost interest and began day-dreanming. He was right in the mddle
of a wonderful fantasy involving a large bed, and the rather attractive brunette seated to his
ri ght, when soneone called his nane.

"I assure you Citizen Renn is normally nore responsive,'
"Are you with us now | ad?"

Fl ushing with enbarrassnent, Renn nodded.

Slimsaid to general |aughter

"Well, good. Perhaps you'd be kind enough to stand and | et everyone have a peek at you."
Renn stood, doing his best to ignore all the comrents, rude and otherwise. "He's a bit
over-fed ain't he?" "lIs he the one what al nost cancelled the Cops?" "No ... | think you' re wong

you just gotta train "emright that's all
monster takes his head off and it's all wasted."
“"I"lIl take him Standard one year contract . . . plus one percent of everything over ten
thousand trading units." The voice had a deep booning quality that rolled over the background
noi se. Turning towards the sound, Renn saw a man with white hair, a goatee, and a gigantic beer

And the second you train one, sone
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bel l'y.

"W have an offer fromthe Boater,"
you accept ?"

Renn was a little unsure of what was going on, but he got the inpression his services were
up for auction, and apparently he had veto power. Before he could answer, another voice cut
t hrough the conversation. "Unlike the parsinmonious old skinflint with the protrudi ng abdomen, |
of fer a standard year's contract, plus two percent of everything over ten thousand units." An
appreci ati ve chuckl e swept through the audi ence, interspersed with a few cat calls and whistles.

Turning to his left, Renn saw this bidder was a woman, although her voice was deep enough
to be a man's. However, her figure left no doubt as to her sex, and Renn perked up. Six nonths in
the swanps with her m ght be very entertaining i ndeed.

Sli m nodded, clearly enjoying the conpetition along with the rest of the audi ence. Renn
got the inpression the process was considered nore entertai nment than business. "W have anot her

Slimintoned evenly, "what say you Citizen Renn? Do

bid Gtizen Renn ... do you wish to consider it?"

Once again Renn's answer was preenpted. "If my opponent's brain were half as big as her
chest, she'd perceive that this pathetic specinmen is unworthy of one percent, nuch |ess two.
However, | raise rny offer to five, hoping to spare this poor wetch her inconpetence, thus saving
his Iife." As Boater finished his speech, he used both hands to shift his enornbus gut into a nore
confortabl e position, and glared his defiance.

"Well, Reload," Slimasked, "do you want to make a counter offer?"

Rel oad dism ssed the possibility with the flick of a wist. "I think not. Stupid though he

is, my opponent is correct about the worthl essness of this rather corpul ent candidate, and if he
desires to pay five percent so be it. My offer stands at two." The audi ence reacted to Reload's
statement with | oud appl ause and foot stonping.

By this time Renn was ndfe than a little angry with both of his potential enployers. He
realized there was a certain anmount of ritual involved here, but was grow ng increasingly
sensitive about his weight, and didn't appreciate the title "corpul ent candidate.” He reacted
therefore nore out of anger than |l ogic, choosing to reject the nost recent insult.

"I"lIl take the five percent offered by Boater."

Rel oad took her seat, while Boater bowed to the audi ence, and accepted their applause. A
few m nutes later the neeting broke up, Renn thunbprinted a standard one-year contract conplete
with a five-percent clause, and becane the tenporary property of Boater Smith, one-time crinme
I ord, now nonster hunter. Then, as Boater and Slim shook hands, Renn glinpsed a tall woman with a
streak of white running through her jet black hair, |eaving the warehouse. And wal ki ng by her side
was a huge dog. "Marlal!"

Renn | eaped over two benches in succession and ran for the door. Hunters swore as he
pushed between them and struggled to get through the crowmd. Finally he broke free and ran across
the bridge and onto the boardwal k. He stopped and | ooked in every direction. There were people all
over the place, but the tall woman and the dog were nowhere in sight.

Chapter Five

Boater Smith woke Renn bright and early the next norning. It was just a taste of the weeks
and nonths yet to cone. "Get off your butt Jonnie ny lad ... there's work to do."

And there was work to do. Lots of it. They'd slept aboard Smith's boat. It was both his
pride and joy and the source of his nicknane. Boater called the boat "Fred," because wonmen were
not hi ng but trouble, and he'd be dammed if he'd use a fermal e nane on sonething as inportant as his
boat. And Boater insisted that Fred be cleaned "fore and aft” first thing every norning, a task
for which he thought Renn especially suited. "After all,"” Boater said, tugging his goatee, and
squinting at Renn through tiny bl oodshot eyes, "you ain't good for nothing else.”" And with that
Renn's enpl oyer adjusted his paunch, and started breakfast, a job he refused to entrust to soneone
ot her than hinself.

As Renn noved the length of the craft, scrubbing and cl eaning, he quickly canme to
appreci ate the boat's design. It was constructed of wood, was flat bottomed, to handl e shall ow
wat er no doubt, and about thirty feet long. Later he'd | earn swanp boats never ran much nore than
thirty feet. Longer boats couldn't maneuver in the smaller channels with their tight turns.

The first ten feet of Fred's Iength were given over to an open cockpit. It was about ten
feet wide, and Iined with thin sheets of durasteel, which were joined together by sonme neatly
execut ed wel ding. The bottom of the cockpit featured a built-in tilt frombow to stern. As Renn
hosed it out, the water ran downhill, collecting nonentarily at the bottom before disappearing
into drai nage tubes which carried it over the side. It rem nded himof a huge netal sink. And he
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suddenly realized that's exactly what it was. A sink for cleaning and skinning swanp nonsters.

The deckhouse was just aft of the netal -lined cockpit. Here Boater had opted for confort,
meki ng the structure well over six feet tall, and fitting it out with two bunks which served as
seats during the day, a clever little galley, and even a small head, conplete with flushing
toilet.

In an effort to be friendly, Renn commented on the head as he nade the bunks. "I'mtoo
dammed old to go any other way," Boater said grunpily, as he pushed sone sizzling meat around the
bottomof his frying pan. "At nmy age it ain't dignified to hang your rear over the side."

"Plus it might scare the hell out of sone poor swanp nonster,"” Renn thought silently.

The stern featured another open cockpit. It was surrounded by weat her-seal ed netal storage
units which contained an incredible variety of gear, all neatly stowed and well nmintai ned. There
was rope, heavy tackle, floats, shoul der weapons, ammunition, explosives, tools, spare parts, and
lots nore. Monster hunting clearly called for a large capital investnent, plus a |ot of expertise.
No wonder Maxwel| suggested he indenture hinmself. There wasn't any other way to learn, and while
Boater Smith was no prize, he did seemto know what he was doing. Still, a nore congenial tutor
woul d' ve been nice. Reload's figure cane to mind and he smled. Another one of his brilliant
deci si ons.

Boat er had noored Fred under the Hunter's Association warehouse, and al though the
structure sheltered them from much of the rain, some still nanaged to get through. It felt good to
step into the cozy cabin and cl ose the door behind him The wonderful smell of real Terran coffee
filled the small space and caused Renn's stomach to growl in response. Boater had pl aced breakfast
on a fold-down table and it | ooked good. There was lots of fried neat, Renn didn't ask what ki nd,
and fresh rolls nmade frominported flour. Maybe Boater's conpany |left sonmething to be desired but
he sure knew how to cook

As he lowered hinself into his seat, Boater fixed Renn with a malignant glare. "I pray
bef ore each nmeal, so shut up." Wthout waiting for Renn's reaction, Boater dropped his head, and
muttered the ancient words his nother had taught himseventy years before. Wien he was fini shed
Boater | ooked up, glaring. "So what the hell are you |ooking at? Haven't you ever seen soneone
pray? No, of course not. Ignorant heathern." Boater continued to nunble while he served breakfast
with a generous hand.

For a long tine neither man spoke, Boater because he was too engrossed in his food, and
Renn because it hardly seenmed worthwhile. No matter what he said Boater seenmed to take offense
Still, they'd soon be stuck with each other, so maybe it was worth one nore try. He waited unti
the other man was sipping a final cup of coffee, and then said, "That was an excell ent breakfast,
Boater. You're one hell of a cook."

Renn saw the other nan's features soften for a fraction of a second, and then drop back
into the famliar harsh lines. There was a | ong pause while Boater swallowed his coffee. Then cane
a nuffled, "Umpf. Gad you liked it, Jonnie lad."

A full mnute passed before Boater spoke again, and when he did, his face registered
somet hi ng approachi ng genuine pain. "I watched your work this norning and it coul d ve been worse."
Then, relieved to have the conplinment behind him Boater heaved hinmself to his feet and gl ared
down at Renn. "Well, cone on, get off your butt, we've got supplies to buy. Another couple of days
and the rain'll stop. Then all the water drains into the swanps. Could |l eave Fred with his ass in
the air. Can't have that."

Renn struggled to hide a snmile, and did his best to nod gravely. The nan was incorrigible,
but human. At least it seened that way at the nmonment. By dinner tinme that evening he wasn't so
sure. The process of buying supplies was a nightmare. Or perhaps a day mare. In any case, a
shopping trip with Boater was an incredible experience. It started with Boater noving down the
ni ddl e of the wooden board wal k, his paunch thrust out before himlike the prow of a mighty ship,
di viding the other pedestrians right and left. As he noved forward Boater's beady little eyes were
firmy fixed on his next objective, and woe be to the animate or inani mate object which barred his
path. And once that objective was attai ned things got even worse.

Boater didn't enter stores, he exploded into them scattering clerks and shoppers alike in
every direction. Then, sweeping the unfortunate establishment with a steely gaze, he woul d demand
to see the proprietor. Once that unlucky individual stood quaking before him Boater would | ook
himup and down in the manner of a sergeant-major inspecting an errant private, and shake his head
sadly. "So you're the one responsible for this collection of over-priced junk."

Renn soon |l earned this was the way Boater always opened negotiations. And it usually
wor ked. Even shop-owners who'd dealt with Boater before still seened intimdated by his inperious
gaze and abrasive nanner. And so it went in store after store, while Renn nmade constant trips back
to Fred, |oaded with every conceivabl e kind of supply. Included were various kinds of equipnment, a
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goodly quantity of food, anmunition, and, Renn noticed with amusenent, no snall anount of booze.

The final stop of the day, however, was dedicated to Renn hinmself. Bursting into a store
bearing the sign, PERSONALS, Boater rounded up a depressed | ooking shop owner, pointed a quivering
finger at Renn, and proclained, "Qutfit that nan." Renn knew that under the terns of his
i ndenture, Boater was obliged to provide himwith a "full outfit,"” but was free to define "ful
outfit" any way he chose. And given Boater's parsinmoni ous ways Renn feared it m ght be on the
skinpy side. But, in fact, Boater seened to take an absolute delight in nmaking sure his assistant
was fully equi pped.

By the time he energed a couple of hours later, Renn owned three sets of hunting skins,
one set of fancier dress skins, two pairs of boots, and everything he needed to go with them He
had a set on and they felt good. Hurrying to keep up with Boater, Renn said, "Thanks Boater."

Wt hout | ooking back, Boater said, "Umpf. You may | ook |like a hunter, but you still don't
know your ass froma hole in the ground."

Renn shook his head in disgust and foll owed al ong behi nd.

A few nminutes |ater Boater led the way into a store full of weapons. The proprietor had a
CLCSED sign in one hand, and was just about to turn them away when he saw Boater's expression. H's
denmeanor suddenly changed. "Yes sir? How may | hel p you?"

"My assistant needs sonme personal weapons." Wat ensued was an interesting mxture of
bar gai ni ng and ballistics. The owner woul d suggest possibilities, Boater would either shake his
head i n di sagreenent, or tug on his goatee thoughtfully while he haggl ed over the price.

VWhen it was over, and the shopowner was still scurrying around after anmmunition and
vari ous accessories, Boater pointed to Renn's new arsenal, and said, "Meet the only true friends
you'll ever have on this planet, lad. You take care of them and they'|ll take care of you. From
now on you'll wear at |east one of themat all tines."

Renn | ooked at the weapons spread out before him It was quite a collection. First there
was a heavy duty .75 caliber sem -automatic pistol. It could fire expl osive, or arnor-piercing

ammuni tion, and woul d provi de back-up for his brand new blast rifle. Then there was the |ight hand
bl aster for personal protection, an ugly little two-shot hide-out gun, a force blade for skinning,

two throwi ng knives, and a hide-out blade disguised as a belt buckle. "I don't know, Boater, |
appreci ate the investnent, but aren't we overdoing things a bit? | notice you don't wear any
weapons. "

There was a sudden blur of motion and Renn found hinself | ooking down the bore of an ugly
little handgun. "Wong, |ad. Take a monent to think. Mnutes after you | anded, the C ops and his
men dammed near killed you. Then, soon as they left, the planet sent things to eat you, and water
to drown you. So here's your first |lesson. Everyone and everything on this planet is dangerous.
Only the strong survive here. Forget that for one second and you'll w nd up dead." There was
anot her blur of motion and the gun di sappeared.

Renn gul ped, and nodded his understanding. Wth Boater's advice, and the shop owner's
hel p, Renn put on his full arsenal. The hand bl aster went into a shoul der hol ster conceal ed under
his short jacket, the .75 recoilless hung low on his right thigh, the little hide-out gun went
into his left boot top, and he had knives all over the place. He felt self-conscious, and nore

than a little dangerous, in spite of the fact that his weapons were still unl oaded.
Boat er | ooked himup and down as if judging a side of beef. "You look like a hunter
Unfortunately you don't think |ike one. Ah well, one thing at a tine."

It was al nbst dark by the tine Renn and Boater energed fromthe store and wal ked t owards
the warehouse. The light was dim and she was on the other side of the street, but thanks to her
enchanced vision, Marla recogni zed Renn right away. She |unged forward but the heavy chai n brought
her up short. The wonan call ed "Skunk" had secured it to the railing with a strong |ock. Mrla
wanted to say something, to call Renn's name, but she couldn't. Skunk had al so wapped three feet
of durasteel wire around her nuzzle. She said dogs shouldn't talk. And try as she might, Mrla had
been unable to break the wire. Neverthel ess she strained at her chin and whi ned deep in her
throat. If only Renn would | ook her way, he'd free her, and she'd rip Skunk's throat out. But the
two men continued on their way. Marla swore silently as she watched them out of sight. Once they
were gone, she sighed internally, and lay down to wait. In three or four hours Skunk woul d energe
fromthe saloon, throw up over the rail, jerk Marla's chain, and drag her off to their filthy
quarters in a shack at the edge of town. It was going to be a | ong unpl easant year

Bright and early the next norning Boater filled Fred' s tank with gas, conplained bitterly
about the price, and reluctantly paid the bored | ooking man who ran the Association's fuel barge
But he smled when Fred's engine roared into life. "Good boy," he said, patting the engine cover
and noddi ng hi s approval

As Renn cast off the last nmooring line, and pushed Fred away fromthe nearby pilings, he
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noti ced the rain had stopped. According to Boater it rained on and off all the time, with six
maj or rainy periods spread throughout the year

As they slid down Payout's main street, Boater |eaned on his steering oar, and waved
regally to the fewearly risers. Mdst waved back and shouted a cheerful greeting, although Renn
saw at | east one rude gesture, and got the feeling Boater was not universally |oved. Surprise,
surprise, he thought with a grin.

"Stop grinning like an idiot, and pay attention," Boater said as they neared the far end
of town. "From now on you'll use what little intelligence you have to nenorize our route. Lesson
nunber two. The swanp constantly changes. O d channel s di sappear and new ones open up. So even
with the latest satellite maps it's easy to get |ost. Suppose your inconpetence gets ne killed?
How the hell are you gonna find your way back here to spend all ny hard earned credits? Aha! That
got your attention, didn't it, Jonnie |lad? Wl good. It night save your worthless life."

Once out of town, Boater turned Fred into a broad channel many miles wi de. |In between
rainy seasons it was a river, but at the nonent its regular banks had di sappeared beneath a fl ood
of nmuddy rainwater. Great rafts of floating debris rode the current. Boater carefully steered
around nost of these, occasionally cutting through others, sonehow able to distinguish between
t hose which were solid, and those which weren't. Fromtinme to time a fin or tentacle would break
the river's surface offering omnous hints of a world bel ow

As Fred putt-putted along, Renn did his best to scan his surroundi ngs, conmpare themto the
satellite map Boater had spread out before him and sinultaneously field strip the .75 recoill ess.
Boater insisted he |learn howto strip, clean and load all his weapons blindfol ded. As Renn funbl ed
the barrel into the receiver mechanism he decided the blindfold part would have to wait for
awhi | e.

Lunch cane and went, as did the rain, and gradually the .75 went together with | ess and
less effort. In fact Renn was enjoying himself. A good |unch, a period of warm sun, and the exotic
scenery had all conbined to make himconfortable and a little drowsy. Leani ng back agai nst the
cabin he was soon asleep. So he didn't notice when the huge shadow fell across him and the lifter
dropped out of the sky. The lifter's huge wi ngs pushed a wall of humid air into his face as it
| anded beside him and bent a long curving neck towards his face. He awoke as the lifter's beak-

i ke mouth opened in a squawk of victory, and its fetid breath washed over him Wthout conscious
t hought, Renn brought the .75 up and pulled the trigger. The explosive bullet entered the lifter's
narrow chest and bl ew up sonewhere inside. The creature shuddered from hydrostatic shock but

remai ned upright. Renn pulled the trigger again. Another explosive bullet followed the first and
this one did the job, severing two maj or vessels, showering himw th greenish blood. The big bird
gave one | ast squawk and col | apsed.

Swearing a blue streak, Renn nmanaged to wiggle out fromunder the bird s corpse. \Were
the hell was Boater? Getting to his feet he | ooked back towards the stern, and to his shock, saw
Boater |eaning on the steering oar, a big grin on his face.

Seei ng Renn's expression, the older man shook his head in amusenent, and yelled over the
noi se of the engine. "Lesson nunber three, lad. Don't sleep in the open, don't sleep deep, and
don't sleep when you should be working."

"Damm you Boater . . . you let it attack nme!"

Boat er shrugged. "Try to | ook at the bright side Jonnie. Lifters are good skins. There's a
prime patch of |eather under each wing. So you | earned sonething, and we picked up a few credits
to boot. Not a bad deal, huh?"

"Not bad? Not bad?" Renn spit the words out one at a tine. "Hell, you used ne for bait!"
"And fine bait you were | ad," Boater agreed smugly. "By the way, always fire two rounds,
not just one. Like you just found out, nost of the critters around here take a lot of killing. So

if one's good, two's better."

Boater went forward and ordered Renn to steer. Grunting with the effort, he dragged the
lifter into the center of the netal-lined cockpit, and went to work. It didn't take long. H's
force bl ade hunmmed, incisions appeared, blood gushed, and huge gobbets of neat went over the side.
Renn noticed these were eagerly pulled under the water by things unseen. He nade a note to give up
SW mi ng.

Soon only the lifter's wings were left, and Boater skillfully stripped those of the soft
underskin, throwing the rest into the channel. The wings floated on the surface of the water for
awhi l e, and then, when Renn | ooked away for a nonent, suddenly di sappeared.

Renn refused to speak with Boater for the rest of the day. But he paid close attention to
their route, and worked unceasingly with his weapons, constantly scanning his surroundings for
danger. Next tine he'd be ready.

When eveni ng came Boater nosed Fred up to a large tree isolated sone distance from shore
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Moments | ater Renn passed a nmooring line around its snmooth trunk and nade it secure. Boater cut
the engine and allowed the current to push Fred down to the end of the nmooring |ine.

Silence fell around themlike a heavy curtain. Tentatively at first, and then with
i ncreasi ng eagerness, the night sounds gradually crept in. Before long a chorus of grunts,
screeches, and howl s conbined to hint at events unseen. H dden by the dark enbrace of the swanp,
things gave birth, hunted for food, and died. Violent death was the rule, not the exception. In
the swanp no quarter was given or expected. Renn's fingers unconsciously strayed to the butt of
the .75. Boater saw and sniled. The boy was | earning.

By norning Renn was speaking to Boater once again, though he was still angry, resentful
As a result he took pleasure in finding little ways to annoy the older man, |ike taking the |ast
bi scuit out fromunder his enployer's descending fork, and snatching the |ast piece of neat. But
Boater refused to rise to the bait. Instead he belched loudly and retired to the stern cockpit
with his coffee.

Renn did the dishes and energed fromthe cabin expecting to see Boater casting off.
Instead the older nman was still seated sipping the last of his coffee. "Finally. | swear, you're
t he sl owest di sh washer |'ve ever had."

"Ch yeah? How nmany have you had?"

Boat er tugged on his goatee thoughtfully. "Can't quite renenber ... but it seens like ten
or fifteen by now "

Suddenl y suspici ous Renn asked, "Wy ne, then? What happened to your |ast assistant
anyway?" As soon as the words were out of his mouth Renn knew he'd been set up.

Boater's face broke into a wide smle. "Wiy, a stink got him Silly bastard m ssed his
shot." Boater shook his head sadly. "Too bad. | kind of liked him. . . though he snored sonething
awful . "

"And?" Renn asked, his voice heavy with sarcasm

"And, the same thing could happen to you, shit-for-brains,'

"I hit the lifter didn't 17?"

Boater rai sed one eyebrow. "Wiy yes you did, Jonnie | ad. From about three feet away. Now
let's see you hit that snag over there." He pointed to the right. "Take your tine. If you hit it
first shot . . . I'lIl take over all your chores today."

Renn | ooked at the dead tree. It was about three feet in dianeter and nmaybe fifty yards
off. Pulling the .75, Renn took careful aim He felt Fred nove gently up and down beneath his
feet. No problem he'd conpensate for that. He felt the Iight breeze against his left cheek. Al
right . . . he'd allow a hair for windage. He took a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger tw ce,
just as Boater's plastic cup hit himin the face. Both shots went w de.

Whirling, Renn forned the words "You tricked me" in his mnd, but bit themoff. Boater had
just made anot her point. Turning back towards the snag, Renn pointed the .75 as if pointing a
finger, and squeezed the trigger fourteen times. The first two hit the water at the base of the
snag, and the rest wal ked their way up its length, knocking huge chunks out of the rotten wood as
they exploded. As the last slug left the gun Renn thunbed the magazi ne rel ease, allowi ng the enpty
to land at his feet, and slammed a fresh one into the butt. Then he turned back towards Boater. To
his surprise the old man was sniling.

"Not bad Jonnie, not bad. From now on target practice every norning after breakfast."

As the day progressed, Renn noticed a change in Boater's behavior. For one thing, he spent
a lot of time |ooking back over his shoulder, and for another, he kept pulling into little side
channel s, where he'd shut off the engine and wait. Renn wanted to ask Boater what was goi ng on but
didn't want one of the old man's sarcastic replies. He nmanaged to resist questioning himfor nost
of the day but finally his curiosity got the better of him and he caved in. As Boater pulled into
a small cove and cut the engine, Renn said, "All right, Boater, what the hell's going on? You' ve
been | ooki ng backwards and taking breaks all day. | thought you were in a hurry."

Boat er shook his head in pretended amazenment. "Well, 1'Il be dammed. He was payi ng
attention. So here cones |esson nunber four. We're getting close to ny lodge. A hunter's lodge is
where he lives between trips into the deep swanp. It's where he stores his supplies, skins, and
stink. Knowing that, the dops, and others Iike him try to follow hunters to their |odges. Once
they know the |ocation they go away. Meanwhile the hunter works his ass off for the better part of
a year, piles up skins and stink, and dreans of the day he'll load up for Payout. Then, just when
he's about to head in, they kill himand clean out his | odge."

Both men were silent for a nonent. Then Renn spoke. "So you' ve been watching to see if we
were followed. Were we?"

Boat er shrugged. "I don't think so. But you can never be conpletely sure. No natter how
careful you are, if sonmeone wants you bad enough, they'll find you in the long run. O just

Boat er sai d am cably.
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stunbl e over you by accident. Either way it adds up to the sanme thing."

Boat er | ooked suddenly weak and vul nerable in Renn's eyes, and with a sudden flash of
i nsight, he knew that deep down the gruff old hunter was scared. Scared that one day they'd comne
and take the little bit he had. Age brought no privileges on Swanp. No retirenment hones, no
governnment living allowance, no synpathetic relatives. Only the nerciless swanp in which living to
ol d age was the exception, and violent death the rule. As quickly as the nonent canme it was gone,
as Boater heaved hinself to his feet, and growed. "Well cone on . . . if we get a nbve on we can
reach my | odge by nightfall."

And reach it they did. A few hours |later Boater sent Renn into the bow with a | ong pol e,
and instructions to fend off obstructions. Then he pushed the steering oar to the starboard, and
Fred made a hard turn to port. Wth the engine just barely turning over, the boat slid silently
into a narrow side channel

From Renn's vantage point, it |ooked |ike another dead end, simlar to countless others
they' d passed along the way, but nmonments later the channel opened to the right and became a small
bay. A sturdy-looking dock dom nated the bay, and beyond that, he saw a small | odge nmade of | ocal
tinber. It blended into the surrounding jungle and al nost di sappeared. That, plus the nondescri pt
channel , woul d nake Boater's hi deaway al nbst inpossible to find. Wich is the whol e idea, Renn
t hought, as he used the pole to fend off a subnmerged log. A lot of thought and work had gone into
Boater's hi deaway. The threat fromraiders nust be very real indeed

Fred fit the dock as if it had been made just for him which it had, and was soon secured.
As they followed a short path up towards the | odge, Renn noticed Boater was carrying a short, ugly-
| ooki ng energy weapon, and pausing frequently to | ook around. Then he'd grunt his satisfaction and
nmove on. |In coming days Renn would also learn to ook for the tiny signs which would signal a
foreign presence. The flat rock in the middle of the path with two pebbles on it, the al npst
invisible thread across the steps, the piece of wood which should lay just so, and many nore.

Finding all as it should be, Boater unlocked the door to his | odge and | ed Renn inside.
Moments |later lanterns filled the cabin with a yellow gl ow. Though not fancy, the | odge did have a
warm homey feel, and Boater was visibly proud of it.

There was one big room which served as both kitchen, dining room and |living room plus a
separate bedroom for Boater, and a curtained-off corner for Renn, A back door led out to a
substantial wood pile, an outhouse, and a tiny dock at which a small flat-bottoned skiff was
noor ed.

In answer to Renn's questioning | ook, Boater said, "That's |esson nunber five, |lad. Al ways
| eave yourself a back way out, and if they have you out nunbered, have the good sense to use it.
It's better to | ose your |odge than your ass. That there's a different channel than the one we
came in on, and there's enough stuff hidden under the seats of that skiff to get us all the way to
Payout if need be."

Renn remai ned for a nonent after Boater had stunped back into the cabin. As darkness fel
the night sounds no |onger frightened him He was used to them now. As he went inside Renn decided
it was a good onen. For the nmoment this would be hone.

Wi | e Renn unl oaded Fred, Boater prepared an excellent dinner, and they ate in
conpani onabl e silence. Later, after the dishes were done, they sat before a roaring fire and told
each other stories. It seened Boater had been sonething of a nminor crinme lord on one of the inner
pl anets. He declined to say on which one, but some of his adventures were absolutely hilarious, so
that by the tine Renn crawl ed into bed he was happier than he'd been in a long tine.

Wthin mnutes he'd drifted off to sleep and started to dream He found hinsel f wal ki ng
the surface of a dark planet. A place where flowers bl ossoned only at night, shivered in the pale
Iight of three nmoons, and hid within their |eaves during the short day. Around hi m dogs pranced
through the twilight on hind | egs and spoke of many things. One in particular caught his
attention, and without choosing to do so, he found hinself follow ng her towards the top of a
softly rounded hill. As she reached the sumit, the moonlight fell on her like a soft cloak of
white, she seened to shinmrer within its glow, and was suddenly transformed. She was a dog no
| onger. Suddenly she was tall and slimw th | ong brown hair cascadi ng down around a perfect heart
shaped face. She sniled and | aughed fromthe pure joy of being alive. He rushed forward, and just
as she entered the circle of his arns, she di sappeared. And all around himthe dogs danced and
| aughed while he stood in the noonlight and cri ed.

Chapter Six
The next few months of Renn's life were like a visit to hell. A green hell, in which he
must Kkill, or be killed. Al of his activities centered around that one grimreality. Each day
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started the same way, breakfast, then target practice. Boater was al ways there, sipping a fina
cup of coffee, grunting his approval, or shaking his head in disgust. He started with stationary
targets, booze containers thoughtfully enptied by Boater the night before, and gradually
progressed to noving targets, which were placed further away each day. As tine passed Renn's
proficiency inproved. He worked with each weapon until it was a part of him an extension of his
will. Then Boater invented ganmes to further hone Renn's skill. His favorite involved creating a
target range out behind the | odge. Once the targets were in place, Boater would call for certain
weapons. "The pond, lad, use the .75, first the right hand, then the left."

Renn's right hand dived for the big .75, bringing it up into a two handed grip. There were
ei ght chunks of wood floating beyond the skiff. Renn squeezed his shots off in groups of two,
working fromleft to right, blowi ng the chunks of wood into splinters, until only two slugs were
left. Shifting the weapon to his left hand, he squeezed the trigger tw ce, watching as both
targets ceased to exist. Then he rel eased the enpty nmagazi ne and slamred a fresh one hone.

"Bravo Jonni e! Now your blast rifle. Take the nonsters."

Renn knew Boater was referring to the large pieces of plastic secured to the trees on the
far side of the channel. A light breeze was tossing and turning themthis way and that. Renn
reached back, pulled the blast rifle fromthe scabbard on his back, and brought it to his
shoul der. A quick squint through the open sights, a double tap on the firing stud, and two beans
of blue light screamed across the water to punch holes through the first target. A quick shift to
the right, and the second sheet of plastic met a sinmlar fate.

"Blast rifle malfunction! Quick behind you!"

Renn rel eased the blast rifle as he spun around and saw the glint of Boater's coffee cup
spi nning high over his head. He could have hit it with the .75, but chose the hand bl aster
i nstead, knowi ng he needed the practice. He fired without aimng, feeling the al nbst nagica
connection between weapon and target which flows fromnuscle nmenory, experience, and intuition
The coffee cup disappeared in a flash of blue light.

"To your left ... the stunmp . . . throwing knifel"

Renn flexed the nmuscles in his left forearmjust so, triggering the spring | oaded sheath,
whi ch delivered a doubl e-edged throwing knife into his right hand. In one snooth notion his hand
went back and then forward. The perfectly bal anced bl ade flipped end over end twel ve tines,
thudded into the stunp, and vibrated like a tuning fork

And so it went, until even Boater expressed grudging satisfaction. "Unpf. You' re death on
stunps lad . . . but nonsters fight back. W'Ill see how you do agai nst them"

But it was a long tine before Renn took on any nonsters. There was a great deal to learn
first. Boater's |essons began with swanp ecol ogy. Renn soon di scovered his enployer had nenorized
every word of the original survey teamis bio scans, had added his own experiences and observations
to that considerabl e body of know edge, and was determi ned that his assistant do |ikew se.

First Renn | earned about stinks. Fromthe shots in Boater's little hand-held hol o tank,
Renn deci ded they | ooked Iike |arge rubber balls. Adult specinens grew to be twenty or thirty feet
in diameter. Boater explained that their external appearance stemmed fromthe |large air bl adder
whi ch surrounded their internal organs. The air bladder allowed themto roll across |arge bodies
of water, and to use rivers the sane way ground cars use hi ghways. They coul d nove freely wherever
there was water, including nmarshy areas, but couldn't nove through dense undergrowth. By expelling
air through the vents spaced across the surface of their bodies, stinks could control both the
direction and speed of their novenments. Boater said he'd al so seen themtake advantage of the
wi nd, allow ng thenselves to be bl own across |arger |akes, content to go wherever the wi nd took
t hem

"Still," Renn said lightly, "one shot and they nust pop |ike balloons."

"That woul d be nice," Boater agreed dryly. "Unfortunately nother nature wasn't that kind
I nstead of just one chamber, their air bladders contain nmillions of little air tight conpartnents.
You coul d shoot "emall day long and they'd still float. No, you' ve got to hit sonething vital
preferably the fifth subbrain which provides their notor control."

"And how the hell do you nmanage that?" Renn asked, trying to figure out how soneone could
hit a single organ within such a | arge body.

"Very carefully," Boater replied with a grin. "Now let's take a look at their diet."

Though quite | arge, stinks were vegetarians, existing on a diet consisting of three nmain
pl ants. One by one Boater showed Renn each plant, described its life cycle, and forced himto eat
portions of the two that were nontoxic. Al three plants lived in marshy areas, where the stinks
could roll up to them extrude up to four tubular feeding organs, and inhale a few hundred pounds
of the dripping stuff. Boater couldn't prove it, but felt sure the stinks played sone role in the
reproductive cycle of at |east one of the plants, sinilar to the relationship between bees and
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sone Terran plants.

"So they're hard to sink, eat a lot, and cross-pollinate plants,’
sound |i ke easy pickings."

Boater took the holo unit, ran the recording ahead, and handed it back. "Take a | ook at
that, lad."

Renn held the unit up and gave it a gentle squeeze. (bediently it played back. What he saw
was a large stink rolling up a narrow channel of water towards the canera. In its path was a snall
i nflatable boat. A wonman was paddling with short desperate strokes, trying to outrun the stink
and steadily losing ground. She | ooked back over her shoul der, and then back towards the canera,
and Renn could see the horror on her face. "Go to either side!"™ Renn urged. "It can't follow you
into the undergrowt h." But of course she didn't. As the stink canme up behind her, it extruded
t housands of needl e sharp spines and rolled right over her. Renn wi nced as she threw up her hands
and the spines came out through her chest, tipped with red. Then she was gone, rolled under by the
advanci ng nonster, reappearing nonments later as the stink's forward noti on brought her up and over
the top. She was crucified on a hundred spines, her eyes bul ging, her nouth open in a silent
scream Then the viewer went black as the stink rolled over the holo cam and destroyed it.

"My God, Boater, that was horrible!" Renn said, as he handed over the viewer. "Wy didn't
the canera operator do sonmething to help her?"

Boat er accepted the viewer with a phil osophical shrug. "There wasn't any camera operator.
She was a xeno biol ogist attached to the first survey team The canmera was running on autonatic.
Now let's take a | ook at sone skins."

Skins, it turned out, came in a nunber of shapes and sizes. And al though Boater assured
himthey were all related, Renn found it hard to believe since they | ooked so dissimlar. One type
appeared quite snake-like, having a |long sinuous body, and an evil-|ooking bul bous head. Unlike
Terran snakes, however, it came equi pped with ugly-Iooking suckers, which helped it clinb trees,
and al so served as tiny nmouths. Another |ooked like a Terran kangaroo, about the sanme size, with a
long tail and large hind |l egs. Except it had a mouth full of needl e sharp teeth, wal ked rather
than junped, and didn't really have a tail. The tail was actually another skin, linked with the
roo nonster through synbiosis, and quite dangerous itself. And there were others, too, even
ai rborne variations—+ike the Iifter which had attacked Renn earlier

Di fferent though these creatures were, Renn eventually began to see the simlarities. They
all shared the chanel eon-like ability to match their surroundings, and they were all carnivorous,
ovi parous land dwellers. As with the stinks, Boater insisted next that Renn understand the food
chai n which supported them

Hi s | essons began with a nicroscopi ¢ exam nati on of swanp water. Boater's m croscope was a
primtive instrunent, far frompowerful, and relied on reflected light. Still, it was nore than
adequate for the task at hand. Carefully preparing a slide with a drop of swanp water, Boater
| ooked through the eyepiece, nade a fine adjustnent, and grunted his satisfaction. "There they are

the little critters who make skins possible.”

Looki ng through the scope, Renn saw the water was teeming with small al nbst transparent
creatures. They seened to cone in three or four basic shapes and sizes. They w ggled this way and
that, bunmping into each other, busily filtering the water for nutrients.

It was their role to nourish small marine creatures, which provided sustenance to |arger
mari ne creatures, which were eaten by airborne and land dwelling lifeforns, who in turn were
consunmed by the skins. "So," Boater concluded, "those little nmtes are a hunter's best friend. If
you hurt 'emyou hurt yourself."

And the | essons continued. Boater gradually introduced Renn to the swanp itself. Through
the older man's eyes, Renn learned to see both its beauty and ugliness. He learned that while it
could kill, it could also nourish and protect. And he learned the skills which would enable himto
survive there

In spite of the older man's considerable bul k, Boater could glide through the swanmp like a
ghost. He showed Renn how to nove so that the thick carpet of dead vegetation would nuffle his
foot steps, how to pause every few yards to look and |isten, how to fade into the background,
all owi ng his nonster skin clothing to conceal him

G adually Renn | earned howto tell firmground fromweak, good plants from bad, and

Renn said. "They stil

harm ess life forms fromthose which could kill. His fat nelted away to reveal hard flat rnuscle,
hi s movenents becane snoother, and nore coordi nated. He learned to trust nothing but hinself, to
kill without conpunction, to place survival before all else. Gadually, without fully realizing

it, he started to welcone his tine in the swanp and even seek it out. Seeing this, Boater decided
his pupil was ready for one final test. He delivered the news over breakfast the next norning. As
usual he was sitting down while Renn was up and doi ng the dishes.
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"Well, Jonnie we've wasted enough tinme and anmmunition on your training. It's tinme to get
sonme work out of you."
Renn didn't bother to point out that he already had done nost of the work. He knew from

experience the irony would be | ost on Boater. "Good," Renn replied. "It's about tine. Wien do we
go after sone nonsters?"
"Soon," Boater promised. "But first | have a little errand for you. |I've got an energency

cache about twenty nmiles fromhere. It hasn't been checked out for a year or nmore. Who knows? By
now it coul d' ve been fl ooded out, or |ooted. Anyway here's a map. Take the skiff, sonme supplies,
and see if everything's still there.”

Renn dried his hands on a rag and accepted the nap. There was sonethi ng about the
expression in Boater's beady little eyes he didn't Iike, but he wasn't quite sure what it was, so
he just nodded and tucked the nap into an inside pocket. No matter what his enpl oyer m ght be
cooking up, the idea of getting out on his own for a few days sounded very good i ndeed. "Fine,
Boater. I'Il get ready."

A few hours | ater Renn poled the | oaded skiff away fromthe dock, as Boater stood on the
shore, and smled. He even waved goodbye. Renn was very suspicious as he waved in return. Boater
smling? Boater never smled unless he was getting the best of sonebody. But how did that apply
here? The question continued to plague himas he entered the main channel, took a conpass beari ng,
and headed north.

Miuch to his own surprise Renn felt quite confortable as the skiff slipped silently through
the swamp. It was a warm hum d day. Dappled sunlight found its way down t hrough the lush green
foliage to splash the skiff with light. Colorful insects, sone the size of snall birds, flitted
fromone tree to another, their wi ngs humm ng. Sonewhere a lifter croaked its victory cry. And
every now and then, a light breeze stirred the branches overhead, causing themto rustle gently.
In fact there were noises all around him but he knew what nmade each of them and knowi ng made all
the difference. He wasn't afraid. Well, not much anyway. Besides he had his weapons. They were
part of himnow The blast rifle in its back scabbard, the .75 on his hip, the hand blaster inits
shoul der hol ster. Thanks to them he could take on whatever the swanp had to offer, stinks and
ski ns i ncl uded.

A short tine |later Renn steered the skiff over to the bank, brushed aside some branches,
and pushed his way into a small, tight channel. As the branches fell into place behind him he
became invisible fromthe main channel. Then, by rearranging his supplies a little, Renn created a
confortable place to lay down. Shrugging off the rifle and scabbard, he nmade sure the weapon was
close to hand, and stretched out. Placing his hands behind his head, he | ooked up through the
branches towards the distant sun, and sniled. This sure beat hell out of running and fetching for
Boater. He closed his eyes but didn't go to sleep

Ti me passed, and then, right in a nmddle of a rather pleasant daydream he heard it, the
gentle putt-putt of Fred's engine. Sitting up he peered through the branches. The noi se got
gradual Iy louder until Fred's famliar shape slid into view, Boater and all. So the old bastard
was up to sonething after all! Renn grinned. Well, all right, whatever the gane was, two could
play as well as one.

Renn waited until Boater had di sappeared from sight, eased the skiff out into the main
channel, and followed. Nornmally it would be inpossible to keep up, but Boater was barely noving,
apparently afraid he'd overrun Renn, so Renn managed to tag al ong behi nd.

And so it went for the rest of the day, Boater putt-putting along, with Renn bringing up
the rear. Boater paused twice, to fix sonething to eat, Renn decided, and both tinmes he al nost
blewit. But luck was with himon both occasions and he managed to pull back w thout being seen
After the second such occurrence, Renn nade it a habit to peer around curves first, and that
sol ved the problem Wen night fell, Boater pulled into a side channel, fixed hinself an el aborate
dinner, and retired early. Renn knew this, because he was watching fromthe undergrowth as it
happened. Crouched there in the darkness, he had ni xed enotions. He was proud of his ability to
wat ch Boat er undetected, ashanmed of doing so, and scared that it was so easy. The old man | ooked
so vul nerabl e as he noved around inside his cabin, huming a Terran tune, and cooking his dinner.
For the second tine Renn realized his enployer wasn't young any nore. Suddenly he felt like a
child, who, used to seeing his parents as all powerful, is suddenly confronted with obvious
weakness. Careful not to nmake any noi se, Renn stood, and faded back into the night. As he left,
Boat er | ooked up and sniled into the darkness.

The next norning Renn awoke early, cooked a sinple neal on a chem cal stove, and followed
when Boater headed up channel. The second day passed nuch like the first. Good weat her, easy
progress, and occasi onal stops while Boater prepared a snack. Renn used these breaks to consult
the map Boater had given him saw they were sticking to the original route, and should arrive by
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ni d- afternoon. But why the charade? What was the old geezer up to anyway? Was he foll ow ng al ong
in case Renn got into trouble, or was there sone other reason? Renn heard Fred's notor start up
He shrugged. Only one way to find out. Tucking the map back into his inner pocket, he picked up
his pole, and pushed away fromthe bank

Three hours |ater they reached the destination Boater had nmarked on the map. Peeki ng
t hrough sone thick vegetation, Renn saw a large lake, with an island towards the niddle of it.
Even without a | ook at the map Renn knew that Boater's squiggly line ended at the island. Wat the
hel 1 ? He watched as Boater steered Fred towards the island. Just when it appeared certain that
he'd run Fred aground, the boat suddenly di sappeared.

Renn pushed of f and headed for the spot where Fred had vani shed. As he got closer Renn
decided the island had a spooky feeling. He couldn't put his finger on the reason, but he knew it
was different somehow, and didn't like it.

The vegetation grew thick and heavy al ong the shoreline, and even though he knew
approxi mately where the channel was, it was still hard to find. In fact if it weren't for the
freshly broken branches he woul d've gone right by it. They practically screaned at Renn to foll ow
Why? Did Boater know he was follow ng al ong behind, instead of |eading the way? But how could he?
Troubl ed, Renn forced his way through the foliage and into the narrow channel

As he pol ed along, his earlier feelings becane even stronger: spookiness, mxed with
sonet hi ng el se, danger of some kind. He unconsciously reached back to touch the stock of his blast
rifle, his eyes scanning right and left, his ears attuned to the slightest sound. Everything was
qui et. Too quiet. Gone was the humm ng of insect wings, the distant call of swanp birds, the
rustle of small animals. Probably just Fred' s recent passage he told hinself.

Then he noticed it. Pushing over to the side of the channel, he grabbed a nachete, and
used it to scrape away the thick | ayer of vegetation that slanted down to the water. It couldn't
be! Running his hand over the snmooth surface thus exposed, Renn knew he was touching an artificia
surface, something like duracrete, only different, nore finely textured. The symmetry of the
channel had given it away. The damed thing was as uniformas an Inperial expressway!

Except no Inperial engineer had constructed this. Before its designation as a prison
pl anet, Swanp had been an undevel oped frontier world. Everyone knew that. And Swanp didn't have
any indigenous sentient life forns. Suddenly Renn realized what that nmeant. Swanp was an artifact
wor | d!

He knew there were others of course, many had been di scovered during the early days of
space exploration. In nost cases they weren't much to ook at, enpty ruins nostly, worn down by
the effects of weather and the passage of tine. Commonalities in architecture, and other
archeol ogical simlarities, made it certain that all the ruins were the remmants of a single
gal actic culture. But what of the Builders? Wiere had they gone? Artifact planets were al ways
devoid of intelligent life, except where native life forms had evolved into sentience, long after
the Buil ders had departed. \Whatever the answer, the Builders had once |lived here, and Boater had
known about it for sone tine.

The feeling of danger persisted as Renn poled his way up the channel. A few nonents |ater
he saw Fred's, honely shape and pul |l ed up al ongsi de.

"Boater? Hey Boater, what the hell is this all about?" No answer. Cinbing over the side
Renn checked the cabin. Nothing. Boater had evidently gone ashore.

St eppi ng up onto the bank Renn saw a narrow path which led off into the jungle. A gane
trail fromthe | ooks of it. Something was using it on a regular basis, and unless the Buil ders
were still hangi ng around, ganme was the nost |ikely answer.

Pulling the rifle fromits scabbard, Renn started up the path. Around himthere was only
the brooding silence and humid stench of the jungle. Not knowi ng what to expect, he tried to | ook
for everything. Anbush sites, trip wires across the path, tree nonsters, anything that m ght
attack from above or either side. Then sonething reached up through the surface of the path and
pul I ed hi m under

Renn had a brief glinpse of his attacker as he fell, an eyel ess head, searching white
tentacles, and a vast slug-like body. No doubt the thing regarded the trail as its own persona
buffet, reaching up occasionally to pluck whatever tasty norsels happened by. Except this norse
didn't want to be plucked.

Renn | anded on his back, but the thick |ayer of hunus carpeting the tunnel's floor

cushioned his fall, allowing himto aimand fire. Bolts of coherent energy punched through the
soft-skinned creature to splash against the wall. A high-pitched screamfilled the tunnel, and the
thing split open like rotten fruit, spilling half a ton of its blue-black guts into the snal

space.

Renn scrabbled at the side of the tunnel trying to get up and away fromthe rising tide of
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stinking viscera. But his searching fingers found nothing but the snooth featureless walls left by
the Buil ders thousands of years before. Overhead he saw the green of the jungle, and beyond that,
pat ches of blue sky. He junped. It was hopel ess.

To his right he heard a distant gi bbering noise, then another, and another, blending into
a single chorus fromhell. The dead nonster was attracting guests for dinner. Looking |eft Renn
verified that the huge, slug-like body had conpletely blocked the tunnel. He couldn't go up, and
he couldn't go left, so he turned to the right and prepared to face whatever was com ng

"Al'l right," Renn thought grimy, "conme and get it." Sloshing through the nonster's putrid
guts he flicked on the rifle's laser sight. It threw a disc of red light up the tunnel. It wasn't
much, but it would help. Seconds | ater they appeared, dark shadowy figures noving forward with
short jerky novenments. From what he could see they had el ongated bodies, three or four pairs of
short stubby legs, and lots of teeth. Each time the red disc touched one of the things, he pressed
the firing stud, and a pulse of blue Iight raced up the tunnel to destroy it. Soon their death
screans and gi bbering mixed together to create a horrible cacophony. But for each one he killed
two nore soon arrived.

He was |ike a machine now, aimng, firing, aimng, firing, in an endl ess sequence of
death. Until finally he pressed the firing stud and not hi ng happened. Enpty. Shifting the rifle to
his Ieft hand he pulled the .75. It booned and roared, creating a thunder of sound that bounced
around the tunnel w'Is and echoed off into the distance. Renn kept firing—and suddenly the tunne
things turned and ran away. At first Renn couldn't understand why. Then he had it. Noise. They
didn't like the noise of the .75. The whine of the blast rifle didn't bother them but they
couldn't stand the roar of the .75. Being tunnel dwellers they had poor eyesight, an excellent
sense of snell, and acute hearing. "Not any nore," he thought happily, squeezing off two nore
rounds for good | uck

As the last echo died away, and Renn slanmed a fresh nagazine into the butt of the .75, a
shaft of sunlight hit the tunnel floor fifty feet ahead, followed by a makeshift wooden | adder
Moments | ater Boater's boots appeared, soon followed by the rest of his rotund form There was a
blast rifle across his back and a spotlight in his hand. "Hello Jonnie, just thought I'd drop in
and give you a hand. Looks like you don't need it, though."

Renn felt an upwelling of anger so intense it left himspeechless. He was still trying to
formwords as Boater toed a corpse and shook his head. "Been neaning to clean out these tunnels
for the last couple of years . . . but just never seened to get around to it. No, that's not quite
true lad, the truth is, I'ma bit past this kind of thing. That's why | thought you'd enjoy a go."

"Enj oy? Enjoy? Wiy you lying, cheating, mserable old bastard, | dammed near got killed!
You nean to tell me you knew about this, knew |l was follow ng you, and let it happen? | should
kill you right here!"

Boat er nodded in agreenent. "That's right lad. You probably should, and certainly could,
and that's the whole point."

Knowi ng he was bei ng sucked in, but sonehow unable to help hinmself, Renn asked, "Wat's
t he whol e point?"

Boater grinned. "Take a | ook at yourself. You snell |ike the bottomof a one-holer, you
|l ook like hell, but outside of that there's not a scratch on you."

Renn ran a nmental inventory. The other man was right. There wasn't a scratch on him "So?"

"So," Boater replied, "congratulations. Your training is over."

Renn | ooked at himfor a nonent, and said. "You're a conplete and total bastard, Boater."

The ol der man smled. "You' re right about that [ad, you' re right about that. Cone on
I"1'l buy you a drink."

Boater took himon a tour of the ruins, explaining that he'd di scovered them by acci dent
years before, and used them as an occasional base ever since. He really did have a cache of
supplies there, not to nention a shelter, conplete with some rough and ready homenade furniture.

So as the sun went down, they sat in the great hall of a |long vanished race, and drank to
each other's health. And as the hours fled away, and they told stories into the night, things were
sonehow di fferent between them By unspoken agreenent the relationship of teacher and student was
gone, replaced by sonething which if not friendship, was at | east a neeting of equals.

And that rel ationship endured. Weks and nonths passed. Boater insisted that Renn never
tell anyone about the ruins, saying there was nothing to be gained by letting others know, and
pointing out that the old buildings seemed to attract nonsters. Renn wasn't so sure the ruins
shoul d be disnissed so lightly, but was happy to hunor his friend, and knew Boater was right about
the nonsters. There were lots of themon the island, and that nmeant good hunti ng.

Pl entiful though they were, after a few weeks of hunting, the nonsters started to grow
scarce and they noved on. Relying on Boater's past experience, they traveled fromone place to
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anot her, pausing at his favorite canping spots, and hunting along the way. And for the nost part

things went very well. In fact, Boater said it was the best season for skins he'd ever had, and
credited Renn with bringing himgood | uck
But there was still sonething mssing. Wiere the hell were the stinks? Boater swore they

shoul d have seen five or six by now, and spent a lot of tinme nmunbling about too many hunters, and
how t here used be a stink hiding behind every tree. In fact, Boater was ranting and raving on that
very subj ect one norning when he rounded a curve a hair too fast and ran right into a full-grown
sti nk.

The poor beast was right in the mddle of breakfast, with three of its tubular feeding
organs busily sucking up succul ent swanp weed, when Fred rammed him bounced back a good two feet,
and then shot forward again as Boater struggled to engage reverse.

That was the first and last tinme Renn ever saw Boater |ose control. Instead of placing the
engine in reverse, Boater accidentally killed it, and as they drifted slowy down channel, his
face turned beet red with anger and frustration.

Meanwhi l e the stink extracted its feeding organs, extruded thousands of needl e sharp
spines, and prepared itself to roll over the strange apparition which had just interrupted its
nmeal .

"Shoot lad! Kill the sonovabitch or we're done for!"

Renn didn't even hear. The entirety of his being was concentrated on the stink. It was
huge. It filled the sights of his blast rifle. He couldn't miss. But Boater's past words were
suddenly ringing in his ears. "You could shoot "emall day long and they'd still float. No, you've
got to hit sonmething vital, preferably the fifth subbrain which provides their notor control."

Terrific, Renn thought, but easier said than done. The nonster was noving now, and in a
few short seconds it would be up to speed, and would cross the short span of water separating them
in about two seconds. Forcing hinself to stay perfectly still, while his whole being screaned at
himto run, to get away, Renn summoned up a nenory of the crude anatom cal draw ng Boater had made
one evening. It showed each of the nonster's five sub-brains, and their location within a stink's
bal | - shaped body. The fifth was a little off-center left, belowthe third, a tiny bit larger than
the other four. Carefully superinposing that inmage, over the huge thing which was now speedi ng
towards him Renn squeezed the trigger

As the lance of blue energy inpaled the onconm ng nonster, he gently noved it up and down,
back and forth, hoping to find the fifth subbrain and slice through it. Because the stink was
rolling forward, the beam cut downwards in |ayers, etching a continuous black line into the
surface of the creature's body. The line | ooked |like a black snake as it crawl ed upwards, snoking
as it burned through living tissue, turning noisture into steam Then the |ine di sappeared over
the top, reappearing seconds later, like a snake biting its own tail. But with each revol ution
the beamcut a little deeper, until it finally found and cooked its target. By then, the nonster
was al nost touching Fred's bow, but suddenly it lost all motor control, stopped, shuddered, and
partially coll apsed.

Both nmen were silent for a nonent as they thought about how close the nonster had cone,
and how | ucky they'd been. Boater was the first to speak. "Well, lad, | hope next tine you'll be a
little bit nmore careful. Sonething to think about as you carve this critter up."

Ti me passed, and while they didn't encounter any nore stinks, the skins continued to pile
up, until there were too many to carry in one trip. So they put the first |oad aboard Fred and
headed for the | odge. After an uneventful trip they found the lodge just as they'd left it nonths
bef ore.

After unloading, and resting for a couple of days, Renn volunteered to make the second
trip alone. Boater agreed, pronising to have the first |oad of skins ready for sale by the tine
Renn ret ur ned.

As Renn pulled away fromthe dock they both cl owned around and showered each other with
friendly insults. Boater was still acting out the episode in which a sizable but harm ess insect
had fallen inside Renn's shirt, and caused himto stage an inpronptu dance, when Renn rounded a
curve and di sappeared from si ght.

It took six days to nake the round trip, and Renn was still miles away when he saw t he
snoke, and felt a growing sickness in the pit of his stonmach. Boater never built a fire during the
day. "Snoke is like a big gray finger, lad, pointing straight down at your |ocation, so don't
build a fire unless you want conpany."

Opening up the throttle, he ignored any attenpt at subtlety or swanp craft, knowing it was
already too late for that. Instead he charged down the intervening channels |ike an enraged beast,
scattering wiid life in every direction, and swearing steadily. Steering with one hand, he checked-
his weapons with the other, and prayed it wasn't too |late, even though sone primtive part of him
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knew it was, and had al ready begun to nourn

So he was | ooking for sonething to kill when he roared up the channel and into the pond.
An opportunity to avenge hinself for what he knew was waiting. He cut the engine at the | ast
second and all owed Fred to coast towards the dock. There was no one in sight. The attack was days
ol d.

"Boater! Boater it's Jonnie!" His voice sounded snall in the vastness of the swanp. There
was no answer.

As the boat hit the dock with a gentle bunp, Renn | eaped ashore and whi pped one of Fred's
mooring lines around a piling.

Hs rifle was in his hands as he started up the path, and every nerve was on edge. Every
single one of Boater's warning devices had been tripped. Up ahead the | odge had been reduced to
snoki ng ashes. Boater had apparently put up a pretty good fight. There were bullet holes and
bl aster burns everywhere, and a | arge patch of red sticky stuff on the path which could only be
human bl ood. Good. Renn hoped the bastard bled to death. Maybe his friends had carried the body
of f. Meanwhile there was no sign of Boater. Were was he?

Renn circled the | odge and found the answer to his question. Two | ong pol es had been sunk
into the ground to forma large X. Boater had been nailed to it. He was dead and had been for a
long tine. They'd stripped hi mnaked, so Renn could see the |ong spikes which they'd driven
through his arns and | egs, and the countl ess brandi ngs which covered his body. The rnetal had been
heated in a fire they'd built at his feet. Hi s | egs now ended in bl ackened stunps.

"Why?" Renn asked. "Wy didn't you take the skiff and run?' But deep down he knew why. The
| odge was Boater's hone. Everything he had was here. Mreover he was a stubborn old bastard, too
old to start over.

Fromall the booze and food containers littering the ground, it was clear they'd thrown a
party, and used Boater as the entertainment. He'd taken a long tinme to die.

A green bird | anded on the back of Boater's slunped head, and began to peck at the top of
his skull, hoping to reach his brains. Wen the .75 caliber slug hit the bird it exploded into a
thousand scaly fragments. Killing the bird helped, but it didn't begin to quell Renn's anger, or
satisfy his growing need for revenge. But that would have to wait. First there was a burial to
perform Putting down his rifle, Renn approached the cross.

As he got closer, Renn noticed sonething strange. Wiile both of Boater's arns were nail ed
to the tinbers, his right hand was balled into a fist, with his index finger pointing towards the
sky. Bendi ng cl oser, Renn saw the finger was actually pointing towards sone sort of design on the
wood just under his fingertip, a crude oval, with a circle drawn inside it. An eye! Boater had
used his own bl ood to draw an eye! Cyclops! Cyclops and his nen had done it! Renn nodded grimy
and murnured, "I hear you old friend, 1 hear you."

Renn buried Boater on a slight rise, up beyond the ruins of his |odge. As he worked, the
first warmdrops of rain hit his skin. The fifth rainy season was just about to start. One nore
and it would be a year since he and Marla had been dunped onto the surface of the LZ. He wondered
where she was, and what she was doi ng, hoping things had gone well for her. If only—but what the
hell, she hadn't, and that was that.

It was hard work, but two hours later the job was done. Over the grave Renn carefully
pl aced a wooden cross |like the one the old man had worn around his neck. And, as he said goodbye,

his tears nmixed with the warmrain, and he found it difficult to speak. "Goodbye, Boater. |'m
sorry it ended like this, you deserved much, nuch better. But they nade a ni stake, Boater. They
left me alive. And thanks to you, I'ma hunter now So I'll find them Boater. And when | do I'|
kill them™

PART TWO

Hunt er

Chapter Seven

As he conbed the ruins of the | odge Renn's anger burned with a flanme that provided no
warnt h. He turned up sone sal vageabl e equi pnent, plus quite a bit of useful information. For
exanpl e, by exanmining footprints and garbage the killers had |left behind, Renn deduced that five
men participated in Boater's nurder. It didn't take a genius to figure out who they were, Cycl ops,
Bl aster, Knife, Trap, and Scuz.

A wal k al ong the bank reveal ed that two boats, both smaller than Fred, had been run
aground and pulled up onto the nud. Both had left distinctive narks. One had a sharp keel which
left a four-inch wi de groove in She nud, while the other had a pointed bow, which nade a
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triangular indentation in the soft bank

Renn al so found anpl e evi dence that one of the five nen was badly wounded. First there was
the bl ood stain he'd found earlier, plus numerous bl ood-soaked bandages he'd found | aying around
in the garbage. Fromthe size and shape of the bandages, he deduced a | eg or upper-arm wound,
possi bly involving a major vein or artery. Nothing | ess would account for the volune of blood the
wounded man had | ost.

So, as Renn took one last |ook at the smoking ruins, and the newly dug grave beyond, he
sent Boater one | ast thought. "Rest easy old friend. They won't get far."

Renn checked his map as he guided Fred out into the main channel. Wth loot to sell, and a
wounded man to care for, Cyclops and his gang woul d head straight for town.

Both their boats were a lot snmaller than Fred, and Renn was pretty sure that only one was
equi pped with an engi ne, which neant the second was not only | oaded with stolen skins, but was
probably under tow as well. That m ght slow themjust enough. He grinned at the thought as he
opened Fred's throttle, and pl owed up-channel

As the hours passed, the sound of Fred' s engi ne becane an endl ess drone in Renn's ears,
and his | egs ached fromstanding. H s eyes burned from scanni ng the nonotonous green of the jungle
and his nerves were stretched wire tight. Each side channel and clunp of vegetation seened to pose
a threat. What if Cyclops had prepared an anbush? He'd asked hinself that sane question countless
times, and each tine he'd given hinself the same answer. If there's an anmbush ahead, then |'m dead
meat. But if | slow down and get cautious, I'll never catch them Besides, chances are they don't
know about me, or if they do, figure | don't count. They've got a full |oad of skins to sell, plus
a wounded man to care for, so there's dammed little chance of an ambush.

Renn |iked that answer, and always felt better after listening to it. But before long the
feeling of well-being it brought began to fade away, doubts crept back in, and the whole cycle
started over.

He sl owed down as dusk approached, cutting the engine every now and then to listen and
wat ch the horizon for signs of smoke. On Swanp nobody did any serious traveling at night. It was
too easy to get lost in the maze of channels and bays. So Cyclops and his nen would canp for the
ni ght. Renn knew there wasn't nuch chance he'd catch up to themon the first night out. Besides,
he needed a safe noorage for himself, and knew he woul dn't find one going full out.

Even so, Renn alnobst mssed the thin snear of black against the | avender sky. Snoke!
Cutting the engine he allowed Fred to coast into shore. Quickly wapping the bow line around the
nearest tree, Renn checked his blast rifle, ran a hand over his other weapons, and slipped into
the jungle.

He noved wi t hout conscious thought. Six swift steps fromone piece of cover to the next,
pause, listen, snell, |ook, and repeat. A game trail ran in the general direction of the snoke.
Stay away fromit. Trails attract trip wires, traps, and anmbushes. Watch your back trail, watch
the trees above, watch for things which shouldn't be there. An enpty booze container! One of
Boater's! Slownow. . . there's a clearing just ahead . . . damm the fading light. Circle left.
Still another booze bottle. An unobstructed view of the clearing. Enpty. Last night's canp.

Checking along the river, Renn quickly found the telltale groove |left by the first boat's
keel , and saw where the other boat's pointed bow had cut into the soft nud of the bank. They were
gone but he'd cut their lead. Stepping into the clearing, he used a small flashlight to check
their garbage. A booze bottle, sonme enpty neal paks, and yes, sone bl oody bandages. So the wounded

man was still alive, and still slow ng them down. Good. He carefully snmothered the fire lest the
sight or snell of snpoke attract nore visitors, took one last | ook around, and faded into the
j ungl e.

After naking his way back to the boat, Renn prepared a sinple nmeal in Fred's, blacked out
cabin, and got ready for bed. Then, just prior to retiring, he scattered a thin |layer of grave
over all the decks. If soneone tried to board during the night the crunching sound woul d wake him
Anot her one of Boater's little tricks. Then he ducked bel ow, checked his hand bl aster, and
stretched out on his bunk. It felt heavenly. Seconds |ater, Renn was asl eep

The ni ght passed without incident and Renn was up bright and early the next norning. He
ate a cold breakfast, swept up the gravel, and durnped it into the bucket reserved for that
purpose. Then he started the engine and got under way.

The second day passed nuch like the first. An endl ess ordeal of physical strain,
unrel i eved nmonotony, and cyclical fear. Twice he spotted places where his prey had stopped for a
meal , and twice he pulled in to investigate. There was always a | ot of garbage |aying around. This
surprised himat first, since it nmade them so easy to follow, but apparently Cyclops and his
conpani ons were so used to hunting, they couldn't conceive of being hunted thensel ves. Renn
smiled. So nuch the better
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The second time he stopped Renn was able to add one nore piece of information to his
growing list. As usual there were bandages anong the ot her garbage, and as usual they were bl oody,
but this tine there was sonething new, a discoloration, and a very bad snell to go with it. A
snell like pus. And pus neans infection. The wounded man was getting worse.

As Renn junped back aboard Fred, he began to worry. What if Cyclops left the wounded man
behi nd? The possibility that Cyclops was the wounded nman never even occurred to him Renn sonmehow
knew t he one-eyed man was untouched. So, what if Cyclops left the wounded nan behind to nake
better time, and reached Payout first? It would blow his plan out of the water. Five to one odds
were bad enough in the swanp, but to face themin town, where the fire probably had friends and
allies, well, that seened suicidal. So everything depended on at |east thinning themout a bit
before they reached towmn. Wth a renewed sense of urgency Renn cast off and restarted the engine

Hours passed, and once again the |ight had begun to fade when he saw t he col umm of snoke
Fromits dark color Renn knew the fire was still burning. Once again he cut the engine and all owed
Fred to coast into the bank. Wth a tight feeling in his gut he tied the boat up and slipped into
the dense undergrowth. Using every bit of bush craft he knew, Renn slowly closed on the snoke,
every nerve, every fiber of his body tense with a heady m xture of fear, anticipation, and
adrenal i ne. Sweaty hands gripped the blast rifle, air passed in and out of a dry throat, and tight
nerves screaned for rel ease.

There was a sudden clatter of sound as someone opened up with an auto slug thrower. Renn
dived forward as a hail of lead ripped through the foliage around him Rolling behind a fallen
| og, Renn canme up on his el bows. He searched for a target and saw none. Just as suddenly as it
started the firing stopped, and a hoarse voice called out, "That'|ll show you bastards. | know
you're out there. | seen you creepin' all around. You want the Blaster? Wl | you just cone and get
him" The sentence was punctuated with another barrage of automatic fire, this tinme off to Renn's
right.

Renn peered over the |log but couldn't see a thing. What the hell was going on? Wo was
Bl aster talking to? And where were his friends? On the theory that if he couldn't see Bl aster
then Blaster couldn't see him Renn ripped a |large |leaf off a nearby plant and waved it in the
ai r. Not hi ng happened. Thus encouraged, he el bowed his way ahead, timng Blaster's fire, noving
during the short intervals in between.

A short tinme later, he was peering through the crotch of a large tree at a very strange
sight. Afire had been built in the center of a small clearing. Blaster sat in front of it, his
back propped up agai nst one of Boater's equi prment bags, jamming a new rmagazine into his auto slug
thrower. His right leg was thrust stiffly out before him and there was a dirty | ooki ng bandage
wr apped around his thigh. Renn renenbered his red hair and tatooed face fromthe confrontation at
the LZ. Not far away was a second figure, this one curled up in the fetal position, apparently
asl eep. So Bl aster was the wounded nman. But if so, who was the other guy, and why was he just
| ayi ng there? And how could he sleep with all that noise? Just then Blaster yelled sonething
unintelligible towards the sky, and ripped off another twenty rounds straight up

Renn ducked behind the tree to think things over. Blaster was delirious. As he'd feared,
Cycl ops had left himbehind in order to travel lighter and faster. So much for nailing all of them
in the Swanp. Still one, and nmaybe two, was a | ot better than none.

Renn poked his head up, and saw that Blaster's attention was on the other side of the
clearing. Resting the barrel of his blast rifle in the crotch of the tree, Renn took careful aim
and squeezed the trigger. Due to the angle, the energy beamsliced through Blaster's left arm near
the elbow, and his right armat the wist. H's hands still gripped the slug thrower as it fel
into his lap. Blaster stared at the mess in his lap for a full second before he started to scream

Hol ding his blast rifle at the ready, Renn stood, and strolled into the clearing. Blaster
had pulled his stunps against his chest and sobbed as he rocked back and forth.

To Renn's surprise the second man hadn't budged an inch. He was still curled up in the
fetal position. Wary of a trap Renn approached from behind. Then he placed the barrel of his rifle
in the man's ear, and said, "Good norning sweet cakes . . . tinme to get up."

Not hi ng. Wal ki ng around to the other side, Renn placed a boot against the man's chest, and
pushed. It was like turning a rock over and | ooki ng underneath. The nan had an enpty booze bottle
clutched to his chest. His clothes were filthy. Hair craw ed all over his face, spit drooled from
the corner of his nouth, and he stank. Scuz. Lost in an alcoholic stupor and living up to his
nane. Renn eyed the handgun Scuz wore in a cross-draw holster, and decided to |leave it al one.
Renoving his foot Renn allowed Scuz to fall face down in the dirt.

Keeping a careful eye on Scuz, Renn wal ked over, and sat down next to Blaster. The red-
haired man was still staring down at his lap and nobaning. "Cee, Blaster . . . that |ooks real
painful . . . | sure hope it is."
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For a nmonent Bl aster made no response. Then slowy, alnost inperceptibly, his head cane up
and Renn found himsel f |ooking into bew | dered bl oodshot eyes. The npani ng stopped, and when
Bl aster spoke, it was with the nystified voice of a child, punished for sonething he couldn't

understand. "You hurt me ... you shot ny hands off."

"True," Renn agreed.

"But why? | never did nothin' to you. | don't even know you."

Bl aster didn't recognize him Not too surprising considering how nuch he'd changed since
that day at the LZ. Renn sniled. "I'"mafraid you' re wong about that, Blaster. The day | | anded,

you and the rest of your gang stole ny gear, and left ne for dead. But that's not the reason
cane after you."

"I't's not?" Blaster asked pitifully, looking at each stunp in turn. "Wy then?"

"Because you killed ny friend."

"Boater? The fat man? You shot ny hands off for an old geez?"

Renn nodded. "Yup." "You gonna kill ne?"

Renn | ooked himup and down. "Don't you think I shoul d?"

Bl aster | ooked at his stunps, and then down to his leg. It snelled to high heaven. Wen
his eyes came back up, there was a trace of hunor in them and a half smle tw sted one corner of
his nouth. "Shit. Maybe you're right. Even Doc Fesker couldn't put me right now Not on this slime
ball. Do me a favor though."

"What' s that ?"

"Do it frombehind. I don't wanta see it comin

Renn nodded and got to his feet. Myving behind Blaster, he tilted the blast rifle up and
squeezed the trigger. The bolt of energy went right through and hit the ground beyond. As Renn
rel eased the trigger a cloud of steamrose fromthe ground and floated gently upwards. Slowy,
al rost deliberately, Blaster's body toppled over sideways.

Scuz awoke two hours later. It was pitch dark except for the flickering firelight which
came from behind him Uncurling, he discovered the enpty bottle in his arns, swore, and threw it
away. Turning towards the fire, Scuz squinted his eyes against the light, and said, "Bl aster
Bl aster you worthless bastard . . . where the hell are you?"

On the other side of the fire a nan stepped into the light. There was sonething faniliar
about him but Scuz couldn't quite renenber what. "Blaster's dead."

"Dead?" Scuz asked, looking this way and that, "How d he di e? And who the hell are you
anyway ?"

Renn smled. "The first answer is that | killed him The second answer is that I'ma
friend of Boater's." It took Scuz a nonent to process the words and nake sense of them Then his
hand dived for the slug gun in the cross-draw holster. At one tine he'd been very fast indeed, and
now, even though his reactions were slowed by al cohol, he was still faster than nost. So fast he
actually managed to get his gun clear of the holster before the first slug fromRenn's .75 hit his
chest ami nearly blew himin half. The second slug nade the mess even nessier.

Renn extracted the clip, fed it two new rounds of amrunition, and searched his enptions
for sone sign of renorse. He found none. Nor was there pleasure. Al he felt was relief. Sliding
the magazine into the butt of the .75 he felt it click home. Two down, three to go.

An insect |landed on Trap's cheek and he slapped it. Wping the goo off with his right
i ndex finger he |ooked at it, laughed, and flicked it over the side.

From his vantage point a few feet away, Doc Fesker groaned silently, and cursed the slight
irregularity in his tax return which had caused his present state of nedical servitude. Wy hinf
Pl enty of other people underestimated their incone without ending up on a prison planet. It wasn't
fair. And his present situation just added insult to injury. Here he was, sitting on a filthy
scow, in the conpany of a congenital idiot, who would soon force himto treat a hom ci dal nani ac.
It was obscene. His tine was valuable. For one brief nonment he considered outright rebellion. He
could order Trap to turn the boat around and return to Payout. He rejected the thought as quickly
as it came. The request for his services had been made with a blaster pointed at his head. He
sighed. No, he'd just have to see it through. At least there wasn't any incone tax on Swanp. The
t hought made himfeel better. He found a roll of his |atest tobacco prototype in a shirt pocket
and it it up.

Unli ke his passenger, Trap was a happy man. The sun was warm his stonmach was full, and he
wasn't horny. The first was a matter of good |uck, the second stemred froma good |unch, and the
third flowed fromthe efforts of two honmely but cooperative prostitutes the night before. So life
was good. Hauling the doc into the swanp was a pain in the ass, but what the hell, Blaster was a
buddy,, and you gotta take care of your own. In fact, the clearing should be right around the next
bend.
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Squi nting against the glare, Trap cut the power, and edged in towards shore. As the boat
| ost way, Trap scanned his surroundings for signs of danger. Everything seenmed just fine. H's
I ong, sharp nose picked up the faint snmell of wood snoke, that was to be expected, his sensitive
ears heard only the normal sounds of the swanp, and his sharp eyes found no signs of visitors.
Scuz should be standing guard, but had nost |ikely passed out, and unless he'd gone belly up
Bl aster woul d be sleeping in. Wiat a pair. Trap grinned, baring two durasteel incisors. Just for
the fun of it, he'd give thema little scare.

Mooring the boat to sone convenient trees, Trap renoved the rotor fromthe distributor
tucked it into his pocket, and told Fesker to stay put. Waving a negligent hand, the doctor
pretended disinterest, but groaned internally. Damm! Wthout the rotor, the engine wouldn't start.
He watched resentfully as Trap di sappeared into the jungle.

The jungle was Trap's elenment. Unlike nost of the people confined on Swanp he liked it. He
liked the rain, the lush vegetation, everything. Maybe it was because he cane from a planet where
it was hot and dry, or maybe it was the freedom but whatever the reason, Trap | ooked forward to
that magi c noment when he stepped into the warmhum d guts of the swanp. He |iked the snell of
rotting vegetation, the water dripping fromleaf to leaf, the danger lurking just out of sight. It
was exciting and conforting at the same tine.

Prior to hunting people, Trap had nade a living hunting nonsters, skins nostly, and unlike
other hunters, he used traps. Mdst people didn't use traps because they nmust be tended, and
tending themrequired frequent trips into the jungle, and too many trips into the jungle could be
fatal. But not for Trap. Sonehow the swanp seemed to know him seenmed to sense his | ove, and
sheltered himfromharm Oh he'd had plenty of close calls, but always conme out fine and, to his
m nd, al ways woul d.

So, as Trap drifted through the jungle, he seened nore a prinal force than a man. As he
moved, a part of himreached out to touch the many life forms surrounding him and sonehow sensed
an inbalance in the total flow of things. He smled. Not too surprising, since both Blaster and
Scuz were as inbalanced as you could get. Still, there was something el se, sonething he couldn't
quite put this finger on, but didn't like. As he neared the perineter of the clearing, he checked
the action on his needle gun, and carefully peered around the trunk of a tree.

There was the clearing, a fire in the nmiddle, barely burning now, garbage scattered around
as always, and two sleeping forms, both huddl ed under bl ankets. One had an enpty bottle only
i nches fromoutstretched fingers. The other had one leg slightly elevated on a half enpty
equi prent bag. How sweet. His prenmonition forgotten, Trap chuckled in anticipation. Tiptoeing
across the clearing, he approached Scuz first, the bastard deserved it for sleeping on guard duty,
and prepared his canteen. Nothing like a little shower first thing in the norning! He had just
started to pour, when the bl anket was suddenly whi pped aside, and Trap found hinsel f | ooki ng down
t he business end of Renn's .75. "Surprise!"

To his credit Trap alnmost pulled it off. He threw the canteen in Renn's face and did his
best to whip the needle gun around in tine. But fast as he was, the slug fromthe .75 was even
faster, and literally blew his head off. He fell with a soft thunp.

Wping water off of his face, Renn renmenbered Boater's coffee cup bouncing off his face,
and smiled. He tried to stand, but found his legs unwilling to nove. He'd been lying there for
about six hours and they were very stiff. So he sat and exercised his legs. Finally, when
everyt hing was worki ng agai n, he stood.

"Well, | see you ignored my advice and opted for the life of a hunter."

Renn whirled, the .75 comng up in a two-handed grip, his finger already starting to
squeeze, when he recogni zed Doc Fesker. The doctor was | eaning against a tree with his anms
crossed in front of him "And it seens you're good at it, too." Fesker shrugged. "Even |'m w ong
once in a while."

A few hours later they were aboard Fred, headed for Payout, with Trap's boat bobbi ng al ong
behi nd. Renn had just finished telling Fesker about Boater's death, and the events which foll owed.
"So now | 've got to find Cyclops and Knife."

Both nen were silent for a nonment, and then Fesker said, "Three for one is a pretty good
tradeof f. Wiy not just leave it at that?"

Renn shrugged. "I can't. Not after what they did to Boater. Besides, if | don't go after
the Cops, he'll conme after ne."
"Maybe, " Fesker agreed reluctantly. "But killing himwon't be easy."

"No," Renn said grimy. "It won't be easy."

Meanwhi |l e, nany mles behind them dusk gradually edged into night, and brought with it
the small things which eat the dead. Like respectful nourners, they gathered around Trap's body,
and then little by little, the swanp took back one of its own.
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One rotation later, Fred sat bobbing at the rear of Fesker's house as the two nmen shook
hands. "I hope you win," the doctor said sinply.

Renn grinned, accepting the other man's outstretched hand. "I do too."

Fesker turned, clinbed the short |adder, and di sappeared into his house.

Renn doubl e-checked Fred's nooring |lines and went inside the cabin. Spreading a blanket on
the table, he laid out the .75, the hand blaster, and the little hide-out gun. Arifle would be a
hi ndrance in the close quarters of the Payout Saloon. And that's where Cyclops and Kni fe woul d be.
According to Fesker, they arrived at the same tinme each night, drank steadily for three or four
hours, and staggered out. Wth that in mnd Renn planned to arrive towards the end of the evening.
If they were drunk, so nmuch the better. He needed any edge he could get.

He cl eaned and | oaded each weapon, making sure he had a back-up energy pak for the

bl aster, and extra magazines for the .75. Even so it was still early when he finished. He tucked
each weapon into its holster, killed the lights, and forced hinself to wait. Suddenly tinme slowed
to a crawm, his belly began to fill with cold lead, and his pal ms began to sweat.

It was noi sy and crowded i nside the Payout Sal oon. People argued and swore in | oud voices,
wai ters shouted orders towards the bar, and a tired | ooki ng whore stood on a tiny stage and tried
to sing. No one bothered to listen

From Marl a's vantage point on the floor, the roomwas forest of hunman and wooden | egs.
Above and beside her sat Skunk. As usual, she was preparing to sucker a couple of hunters just in
fromthe bush. It always worked the sane way. They'd see Marla, pet her with clunsy hands, and ask
Skunk where the dog came from Skunk would tell themone of three or four lies, and nention
Marla's amazing ability to do tricks. Naturally they'd clanor to see the tricks, and Skunk woul d
agree, slyly suggesting a nodest fee for each trick. More than a little drunk, and starved for any
sort of entertainment, the hunters would agree, and Marla would perform The whol e process nade
her sick, but she did it anyway, primarily because of the additional freedomit allowed her. Mst
of the tricks were things like sitting up, rolling over, and fetching Skunk a beer fromthe bar
However, sone tricks required her to make noi se, barking three tinmes when Skunk held up three
fingers, and so forth. This neant freedomfromthe durasteel w re Skunk had previously wound
around her nuzzle. And, by unspoken agreenent, the wire stayed off so long as Marla refrained from
speech. The sight of Marla tal king drove Skunk crazy, since sone part of her burned-out brain
t hought Marla was an animal, and believed animals shouldn't speak. Also, if anyone saw Marla
speak, they'd soon realize she wasn't a dog, and would no longer pay to see her do tricks. O
course, sone of the saloon's regulars had caught on | ong ago, but they weren't about to tell the
suckers anyt hing, so Skunk was living better than she ever had before.

So Marla endured. She had little choice. There was still sone tine left to serve on her
one-year contract, and Skunk had used sonme of her new found wealth to place an expl osive collar
around Marla's neck. Any time Skunk w shed, she could open the little black box strapped to her
right wist, touch the button inside, and bl ow Marla's head off.

Needl ess to say Marla planned to kill Skunk at the first opportunity. Skunk knew this, and
was very careful. She used an el aborate system of safeguards to nake sure it didn't happen. The
ironic part was that the attention to detail had forced Skunk off the bottle. Marla hadn't seen
her take a drink in nonths.

There was a sudden flurry of activity by the door, and fromthe hoarse | aughter and crude
j okes, Marla knew Cyclops and his cronies had just arrived. The one-eyed man thrived on his
notoriety and |l oved to make an entrance. He often cane dressed in sone outl andi sh manner, or in at
| east one case, dressed in nothing at all. Everyone would |augh, Cyclops would take a bow, and
then settle down to sone serious drinking.

O course there were other evenings too. Evenings when Cyclops arrived in a foul nood, his
good eye sweeping the crowd like a | aser, searching for sonmeone to kill. But fromthe sound of it
Cycl ops was in a good nmood so everyone el se was, too.

Peopl e scranbled to get out of their way as Cyclops and Knife headed for Skunk's table.
The two hunters who'd been tal king to Skunk suddenly took off, and she sighed, resigning herself
to the lost inconme. Marla didn't even bother to get up. Cyclops and Skunk were friends, occasiona
| overs, and nore inportantly, kindred spirits. He was therefore a regular fixture at her table.

Bendi ng over, Cyclops gave Marla the usual pat on the head, along with a hideous snile

"CGood doggi e." Then he sat down next to Skunk and placed a possessive hand on her thigh. Knife
made a place for hinself to Skunk's right, doing his best to step on Marla's tail, and just
m ssi ng.

Marl a grinned, wondered where the rest of the nerry nutants were, and thunped her tai
agai nst the floor a couple of tinmes to show how nuch she |iked seven-foot-tall psychotic freaks.
Cyclops still thought she was a dog. The first night Skunk chained her to the rail outside,
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Cycl ops had spotted her, and remenbered her fromthe LZ. Wich wasn't very surprising, since she
was the only thing that | ooked |ike a dog on the whole planet. Anyway, he'd assumed she was a
regul ar dog, which Skunk had encouraged, and suited Marla just fine. She sighed. Just another

m serabl e evening. Ch well, nmaybe the C ops woul d keep Skunk busy, and she woul dn't have to do any
tricks. Putting her head on her paws, she cl osed her eyes, and |left her super-sensitive ears to
keep wat ch.

Renn paused outside the door to the sal oon, took a deep breath, shoved the fear down into
the black hole fromwhich it had energed, and stepped inside. The place hadn't changed fromthe
last tinme he'd been there, except now it was jam packed, and the noi se was deafening. Fighting his
way over to the bar, he saw Maxwel|l's work had progressed quite a bit, and wondered how the arti st
was doing. He ordered a drink, paid for it, and turned around to survey the crowmd. He hadn't even
started when he heard soneone say, "Shit . . . ain't that the guy who went out w th Boater?"

And then a m xture of comments as people turned to | ook. "Dam | thought the C ops did
him too. . ." "Uh-oh . . . there's gonna be trouble . . . let's get out of here." "D)os mo ...
he nmust have the biggest co-jones on the planet. . . ." "Ten to one the Cops cleans his clock .

whaddya say?" "I dunno . . . he looks pretty hard." "Bullshit . . . nobody's hard enough to take
the Clops and Knife, too."

Marl a heard the comments | ong before either Cyclops or Skunk. Suddenly she was wi de awake,
her body rigid as steel. Renn! They were tal king about Renn! He was here. Careful not to show the
slightest sign of interest, she produced an el aborate yawn, and | ooked up just as soneone
whi spered sonething in Knife's ear, and then backed away. Knife | eaned across Skunk and whi spered
to Cycl ops.

Fromthe floor Marla could see only a small portion of Cyclop's face, but there was no
m st aki ng the sudden concern. Wile conpletely ruthless, Cyclops wasn't stupid, and didn't relish
the thought of a public fight, especially one where the odds were only two to one in his favor
Forcing a smle for the benefit of the onl ookers, he said something to Skunk and then rose, wth
Kni fe doing |ikewi se. As they noved away fromthe table, Marla saw Skunk pull her blaster from her

thigh holster and place it in her lap. So ... Cyclops had inproved the odds a little nore. Carefu
not to attract any attention, Marla eyed the black box on Skunk's right wist, and figured her
odds. The nore she thought about it, the tighter the explosive collar seened to get, until it was

hard to breathe

By the time Cyclops and Knife stood up Renn had them spotted. As people scurried to get
out of the way, Renn scanned the roomtrying to gauge the size of the opposition. Maybe there were
some nore and rmaybe not. He'd have to chance it.

Kni fe and Cyclops were forty feet away when they canme to a stop. Knife stood to the left
with Cyclops to the right. Knife wasn't wearing a sidearm but fromhis reputati on, Renn knew t he
man was capabl e of throwi ng any of six different knives with the speed and accuracy of bullets. He
was short and swarthy with a heavy beard and bl ack eyebrows that nmet in the niddle. The bright
little eyes which hid under themwere filled with aninosity.

Cycl ops towered over Knife, his one good eye neasuring distances, his chrome eye
reflecting light. His long arms hung straight down, fingertips brushing the butts of the twin
.50's he wore ow on each hip. Wth a flick of his head Cyclops threw his |ong, greasy hair back
behi nd his shoul ders, and sniled. It was not a pleasant sight.

Renn still held his drink in his right hand, while allowing his left to hang straight
down. Hi s npbst obvious weapon was the .75, and to get it he'd have to put the drink down, which
woul d provide Cyclops with plenty of warning. That was the theory anyway. The drink was shaking a
tiny bit and he hoped Cyclops wouldn't notice.

Cycl ops | ooked hi mup and down before breaking the total silence which had fallen over the
room "You should have stayed dead."

As Renn brought his left armstraight up, and fired the hideout gun tw ce, he renenbered
Boater's exact words, "Don't try and bullshit "emto death lad, kill the sons-abitches first, and
talk about it later."

He hoped to kill Cyclops first, but decided it was safer to take the left target with his
| eft hand. Two bl ack hol es appeared in Knife's chest as Renn dropped the drink and went for the
. 75.

Marl a took Skunk's hand of f just above the wist as she started to pull her blaster out
fromunder the table. Wth blood spurting fromthe stunp, Skunk dived for the black box stil
strapped to her anputated hand, hoping to trigger the explosive collar. It was a serious nistake
As Skunk cane down, Marla | eaped up, and ripped her throat out.

Cycl ops had a two-second head start and fired first. Renn felt the heavy .50 caliber slug
rip through his left shoul der, spinning himaround, and knocking the .75 out of his hand. As Renn
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fell, Cyclops missed his second shot, but scored with his third, punching a hole through Renn's
right thigh.

Cycl ops was squeezing the trigger one last tine, when the rods |ining the back of his good
eye detected a flash of light, and tried to tell himabout it. The nessage never got through. A
mllisecond |ater Renn's energy beam entered Cyclops' brain, tunneled its way through, and burned
a hole in the ceiling. Cyclops fell like a huge tree, crashed through a table, and hit the floor
with a heavy thud.

For a monent there was conplete silence in the room until the wizened little barkeeper
peeked over the top of the bar, and said, "Well 1'Il be dammed. Soneone get Doc Fesker. The drinks
are on me."

Chapt er Ei ght

Renn wal ked out of Doc Fesker's place exactly one nonth after the fight in the Payout
Sal oon. Hi s wounds had healed, his clothes felt two sizes too big, and his legs were a bit shaky.
Still, it felt good to go outside again. Marla was padding along at his side, the sun was warm ng
his back, and the air had a faint fragrance to it.

Thi ngs had changed. The main street was bone dry, and the town seened half enpty. Although
this was only one of the six yearly so-called dry periods it was the |ongest, and therefore the
best for hunting. So nbst hunters were out in the bush. Which rem nded Renn of their own
situation. Looking down at Marla, he said, "Damm, we'd better get a nove on or we'll niss the
whol e season. "

"There's no hurry,"” Marla cautioned. "You need tine to regain your strength. Besides,
Fred' ?, | oaded and ready to go-"

And it was true. During his nonth-long recovery, Marla had taken charge of his affairs,
selling the boat he'd taken from Trap, and appropriating everything found in Cycl ops' quarters.
Two nmen had tried to stop her, and both wound up dripping bl ood on Fesker's new rug. The doctor
was still grunbling.

The stol en skins had al ready been sold, but Marla found a hoard of nobney and ot her
val uabl es hi dden under a | oose floorboard in Cyclops' quarters. She gave the valuables to the
Hunter's Association in hopes they could be returned to their owners, but kept the nbney. A quick
tally showed there was nore than enough to fund a hunting season. In fact they could' ve taken a
year off, but Renn wouldn't hear of it, insisting they couldn't afford it.

By then he was sitting up in bed, while she was curled up in a nearby chair. "W need to
get off this slime ball, Marla. | want to clear ny name, and you want a new body. Yeah, yeah, |
know. It can't be done and all that stuff. Maybe. But noney talks . . . and that's why we're going
hunting as soon as we can. If there's sone way out of here we're going to find it and noney wl |
hel p. "

Marl a di sagreed, gently suggesting that he should be nore realistic, and put his energy
into building a life on Swanp.

Renn heard her out, but finally shook his head, saying, "I just can't agree, Marla. But
let's back up for a nmoment. First, we've been talking like we're partners. Are we?"

Marla felt a | ead weight drop into her stomach. Was he hoping she'd say "no?" Should she
say "no" for her own sake? After all, where the hell was this relationship going? Wiere could it
go? She knew she wanted sonething nmore than friendship, but that was inpossible, so why prol ong
the torture?

As though reading her mnd, Renn reached out to stroke her fur. Marla hated to have people
pet her, but there was something about the way Renn did it that was different, that nmade her fee
good. "I'msorry, Marla. That wasn't fair. Let ne rephrase the question. 1'd Iike you for a
partner ... so how 'bout it?"

For some reason Marla found she couldn't speak, and nodded i nstead.

"CGood. And while we're on the subject of 'us,' there's one nore thing I'd Iike to discuss.
My last nedical bill."

"Damm it," Marla said, her eyes flashing as she sat up, "Doc prom sed me he woul dn't

tell."

"Whoa," Renn said holding up a hand. "He didn't. | finally figured it out for nyself. And
if I wasn't so incredibly stupid, | wouldn've figured it out a long tinme ago. Doc doesn't do
anything for free. You indentured yourself to Skunk in order to pay for ny treatnent. And while
you were living with that bitch ... 1 sat around feeling sorry for nyself."

"Jonathan ..."

"No, I"'mnot finished yet. | was an idiot and | apol ogi ze. There. Now |I'm finished."

file:/l/F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20Dietz%20-%20Prison%20Planet.txt (40 of 88) [1/21/03 11:23:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20D:i etz%620-%20Pri son%20P! anet.txt

Al t hough she had accepted his apol ogy, and his gratitude, she was left with one naggi ng
question,—did he really want her around? O was it his way of paying a debt? She couldn't be sure.
Nonet hel ess, there was a chance that he did—and a chance was better than nothing. Wth that
deci si on made the rest was easy. She accepted his dream of escape—eutwardly at | east—and worked to
make it real. And in return he gave her affection and friendship. Perhaps it wasn't perfect, but
it sure beat hell out of nothing at all

So they were partners and fol k heroes to boot. Maxwell had incorporated the killing of
Cyclops into his mural, Renn had beconme a living | egend, and people took pride in talking with
Marl a. Her explosive collar now hung over the bar where it would fuel conversations for years to
cone.

So as Marla and Renn nade their way down the boardwal k, everyone had a kind word to say,
and everyone hurried to get out of the way. This was partly out of respect, and partly out of

fear. Gaunt though he was, the .75 still hung | ow on Renn's right hip, and no one woul d ever
forget the way Marla had killed Skunk
Moving carefully, his legs still a bit unsteady, Renn followed Marla down a short flight

of stairs into the street. It seened strange to stand where water usually swirled and rushed. Now,
i nstead of the boats Renn was used to, a rusty old crawler stood runbling in the mddle of the
street. Whatever its original power plant, it now boasted a diesel engine, and | ooked old enough
to date back to the first survey. Marla had hired it to save himthe hike to the river, which was
as close to Payout as Fred could cone during the dry season

Wth Marla anxiously |ooking on, Renn clinbed slowy into the crawer's cab, and took a
seat. Marla followed with a single |l eap and took the seat beside him There was a horrible
grinding as the driver found and then engaged first gear, followed by a sudden roar as he stepped
on the accelerator, and they lurched into notion. Then, with worn treads squealing in protest, and
noxi ous bl ack smoke bel ching fromthe nouth of a rusty pipe, they noved down the street and out of
t own.

As the crawl er jerked and bunped al ong, Renn marvelled at the swanp's magnificent
transformati on. Healthy new growh had sprung up to replace that which had died and rotted away
during the rains. Exotic blossonms had appeared turning the nornmally drab jungle into a riot of
color. Like the flowers of earth, these played a role in the parent plant's reproductive cycle,
though a slightly different one. Here the flowers were used as decoys, luring insects and birds
away fromtasty reproductive parts, thereby hel ping the species survive. \Watever the reason, the
flowers were pretty, and lifted Renn's spirits.

The crawler jerked to a halt a fewmnutes later. "It's just a short ways fromhere,"”
Marl a said, "How do you feel ?"
Renn smiled. "A helluva lot better than | |ook. Let's go."

As Renn clinbed down, Marla thanked the driver, and asked himto wait for a few ninutes.
By prior arrangenent he would be paid fromtheir account with the Hunter's Association. It was a
conplicated way to make a sinple paynent, but paws aren't nuch good for handling noney, and Marla
didn't want to focus Renn's attention on her obvious shortcom ngs. Besides, she told herself, it's
what you do that counts. It sounded good. But as Marla junped down, and hurried to catch up with
Renn, she wi shed she believed it.

To Renn's anusenent he found himself slipping into the ways of the swanp. Hi s hand hung
near the .75, his ears listened for unusual sounds, and his eyes took nothing for granted. Good.
Cycl ops ni ght be dead, but the swanp was very nuch alive, and dangerous as hell

As Marla fell in beside him the jungle turned to nmarsh, and before |ong the marsh turned
to swanp. As they squished their way towards the river, the famliar water snells assailed Renn's
nose, and there, pretty as a picture, sat Fred. Thanks to Marla's efficiency he was spic and span
frombow to stern.

Two guards suddenly materialized between them and the boat, recognized Marla, and waved.
Bot h were mi ddl e-aged wonen, and to Renn's surprise, identical twins. They were heavily armed and
| ooked quite conpetent. Marla handled the introductions. "Jonathan, |1'd like you to neet Pat and
Peg. Don't ask nme which is which."

“I't don't natter," one of the wonen said cheerfully, "long as we know the difference. d ad
to neet you Jonat han."

"Li kewi se," the other twin agreed. "You did good killing the Cops. W got enough problens
wi thout trash like him™"

"It's a pleasure, ladies," Renn replied gravely. "As for killing the Clops, well, | was
damm lucky and had lots of help." He indicated Marla. Cyberdogs don't blush, but they can fee
warm i nsi de, and Marla did.

Quick to change the subject, Marla said, "Thanks for taking care of Fred. Your pay's
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waiting at the Hunter's Association.”

"It was our pleasure," the first twin said. "You ve got a real nice boat there."

Meanwhi | e her sister had gone aboard Fred, and now returned carrying two packs. They spoke
in unison. "You take care out there."

"W will," Renn assured them and waved as they headed for the road, and the waiting
craw er.

Once the twi ns had di sappeared from sight Renn and Marla went aboard and prepared to cast
of f. This was the nonment Marla had both dreaded and | ooked forward to for weeks. The idea of going
off alone with Renn, of having himall to herself, nade her spirits soar. Yet she knew life in the
swanps woul d provide Renn with daily rem nders of just how linmted her abilities were. She
couldn't use weapons, or clean the boat, or tie a knot, or cook a neal, and even worse, didn't
need to. Even the ritual of eating, and the hunan contact which went with it was denied her. For
sonme reason nobody wants to sit around and talk while you pop open a hatch in your back, aim your
receptors at the sun, and suck up some rays. Fortunately she didn't have to do it very often

Meanwhi | e Renn was inspecting the boat. Starting in the bow, he gradually worked his way
back, sticking his head into every storage conpartnent as he did so. Finally he reached the stern
and strai ghtened up. "N ce job, Marla. Even Boater woul d've been pleased!"

“Yeah," Marla thought to herself, "I'mjust great when | can get people to do things for
me, but let's see how you feel in a few days."

In spite of Marla's fears, the first few weeks rolled easily by. Renn nade the chores | ook
easy, and, nmuch to Marla's surprise, she found there were things she could do. By hangi ng one |eg
over the tiller, and sitting on her haunches, she could steer. And while she couldn't tie knots,
she becane quite adept at undoing themwi th her teeth. So it was a pleasant tine, nmade nore so by
the fact that Renn could only hunt for a few hours each day. Then his wounds would start to ache,
forcing himto stop. So they spent long |azy afternoons cruising, or just taking it easy, |ounging
around t he decks, and dashing inside to escape the occasional showers, which cane nore frequently
as the next rainy season approached.

Gradually, bit by bit, they each told their life stories. Hours passed as they tal ked and
| aughed, getting to know each other, while living in the past, until sone thought or coment would
shatter the spell and renmind themof Marla's inprisonment. And even though they tried to avoid
such epi sodes, they were bound to happen, and Renn knew that Marla sonetines cried herself to
sl eep.

As the days passed, Renn grew stronger and stronger, until he could once again put in a
full day's work. And though Marla couldn't help with some things when it came to hunting, she was
the perfect partner. They worked as a team Marla would slip through the jungle, her enhanced
senses picking out targets of opportunity, while Renn cane al ong behi nd, shooting whatever she
flushed fromthe undergrowth. Renn was hesitant at first, afraid she m ght be anbushed by sone
nonster before he could get there. But he soon |earned not to worry. It was a rare nonster that
escaped notice by Marla's infrared vision, anplified hearing, and keen sense of snell. And the one
or two that did quickly fell victimto her slashing teeth.

They were so efficient in fact, that they piled up nore skins in a few weeks than Renn and
Boat er had gathered in nonths of hunting. As a result they decided to build a shed in which to
store the skins while they went out to hunt for nore. They coul d' ve constructed a | odge like
Boater's, but chose not to, deciding Fred was sufficient for their needs. After what had happened
to Boater, Renn favored a floating and therefore nobile, hone.

So, after |ooking at a nunber of potential sites, they chose a small island, one of many
| ocated towards the center of a large lake. By building lowto the ground, using |lots of
canouf | age, and being careful not to | eave any signs of their visit, they nade the shed al nost
i mpossible to spot. Once it was conplete, they filled it half full of skins, |ocked up, and took
of f for some nore hunting.

But the rainy season was in full force so they wound up doing a lot |less hunting, and a
lot nore sitting inside Fred's snug cabin. For hours on end a | ead-gray sky woul d dunp water on
the planet below, beating the roof of Fred's cabin like a drum and then, just when it seened the
rain woul d never stop, the downpour woul d cease suddenly, as if soneone had turned off a gigantic
faucet. Then a thick mist would slowy rise, naking it hard to see nore than a few feet away.

It was such a tinme when they heard the sounds of distant conbat. The sounds were nuffl ed
by jungle and mist, but there was no mistaking the rattle of slug throwers on full automatic. At
first Renn thought it was a hunter, soneone new and inexperienced with nmore amunition than
brai ns. But he soon changed his mnd. For one thing, it sounded |ike several weapons were being
fired at once. He turned to Marla for confirmation. "Am |1 losing nmy mind . . . or is soneone
fighting a war out there?"
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Marl a's head was cocked to one side, as she stared into the mst, and turned her audio

receptors up to max. "No ... |I'd say there's six ... maybe seven auto slug throwers . . . and sone
ki nd of heavy duty handgun. The guy with the handgun fires twelve tinmes . . . probably a ful
magazine . . . reloads and then does it all over again."

Renn's mind was racing as he steered Fred in towards the shore. Wat the hell was going
on? If this was sone kind of territorial feud between a couple of hunters he wanted no part of it.
On the other hand, if some poor bastard was fighting the Iikes of Cyclops and his gang, then he'd
want to lend a hand. Unfortunately, there was only one way to find out.

Renn noored Fred to a convenient tree, and grabbed his blast rifle, an extra energy pack
plus a fistful of magazines for the .75. Then, with Marla rangi ng ahead, he slipped into the
jungl e. Water squi shed and gurgl ed under his boots, plants nmade a swi shing sound as they slid
al ong his skins, and the gunfire grew | ouder. Ahead he caught glinpses of Marla, weaving in and

out of the mst, like an elenental wolf spirit fleeing the light of day.
Abruptly, everything changed. At first Renn thought he'd stepped into a clearing. Then he
realized it wasn't a clearing at all, but a broad swath of flattened jungle. Except for adult

trees, every piece of vegetation had been pounded flat, and then tranpled into green paste. If he
hadn't known better, he would have assuned sone sort of huge nmachine had rolled through the
jungle, leaving a path the size of a super highway behind. But a glance at the ground showed

ot herwi se. Thousands, maybe even millions, of long three-toed feet had flattened everything in
sight. They | ooked like roo tracks, but that couldn't be, since roos were loners. Still, tracks
didn't lie, and here were a zillion tracks, all telling himthat roos |like to come together and
tromp jungles. And fromthe sound of the gunfire, sone poor bastards had managed to get in their
way.

He noved quickly, staying towards the edge of the roo path. If he ran into trouble the
jungl e woul d offer sone cover. Because of the ground mist, he couldn't see nore than ten or twenty
feet ahead, so he dammed near tripped over the bodies. Roos all right. A cluster of six or eight.
They' d been riddled with automatic fire. He nmoved on, and found nore dead roos, sonme in clunps of
four and five, others strung out in lines of fifteen or nore. Gradually, a picture was energing
The hunters would run for awhile, Stop and nake a stand, and then be forced to run once again.

122

WlliamC. Dietz

Now he was running too, or trying to, constantly fighting the accunul ati ons of nud, which
qui ckly built up on his boots. Up ahead, he saw sonething in the nud. It wasn't roos. Quickly
|l ooking left and right, he decided to take a chance, and dashed out into the mddle of the churned
up nuck. Damm! Human bodies ... or what was |l eft of them Razor-sharp teeth had left little nore
than a few broken bones, scraps of cloth, and pieces of |light body arnor. Body armnor. Renn thought
to hinmsel f, hunters don't wear body arnor, they wear skins. He picked up a |arge piece. The canp
pattern | ooked familiar sonmehow, but it couldn't be. It |ooked like standard marine issue!
| mperial Marines on Swanmp? Stanpedi ng roos. |nperial Marines, what next? The poor bastards had
apparently tried to make another stand and were overrun

Renn started off once again, making for the side of the trail, unlinbering his blast rifle
as he ran. Now the gunfire was a long rippling roar fromjust ahead. And there was sonething el se,
a horribl e gibbering sound, as thousands of roos screaned in unison. The sound made Renn's bl ood
run col d.

Suddenly Marla materialized at his side, yelling, "Quick, over here."

Seconds later they were crouched behind a tangle of fallen trees, |ooking out on a scene
straight fromhell. In front of themwas a seething nmass of roo nonsters. They filled the clearing
to overflowing. And slithering all around and in between them were their snake-like tails,
separate now, and eager to be in on the kill.

Facing this churning mass of hostile flesh were five men and two wonen. They stood back to
back on a small rise, their weapons spew ng death, nmowi ng down wave after wave of ravenous
nonsters.

One, a huge black man wearing the tattered remains of a section leader's uniform was
firing a heavy tri-barreled nachine gun as though it were a nachine pistol. As the weapon's recoi
shook his body into a blur, the front rank of roo nonsters danced and fell, but was soon repl aced
from behind. Renn could see the marine's mouth open and his |ips nove as he screanmed defiance at
t he oncoming horde. H's voice, however, was completely lost in the hamering roar of gunfire and
the gi bbering denmands of the roos.

Suddenly a roo tail wapped itself around the section leader's right Ieg, and slithered
upwards towards his throat. Seeing this, a blonde wonan took careful aimwith a | arge-caliber hand
gun and blew the thing's head off. The section | eader didn't even notice.
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No doubt about it, this was a |ast stand. The situation called for a brilliant plan. But
Renn didn't have one so he did the only thing he coul d.

Resting his blast rifle on a convenient | og, he turned to Marla and yell ed, "Cover ny
back!" She nodded, and a second |ater he opened up with the weapon. He started with the rearnost
rank of roo nonsters, and picked themoff with alnbst nmechanical precision. It was tenpting to
just hose them down, but then he woul d probably wound nore roos than he killed and draw attention
to hinself right off the top. He hoped to kill quite a few before they realized what was
happening. So it was aim—fire, aimfire, aimfire.

As they were hit, the roos would jerk, fall, and lay kicking in the nud. |f uninjured,
their synmbiotic tails inmmediately went after a new host, and often wound up in fights, as two or
nmore snakes tried to link up with the sane roo. This added still another strange elenent to the
scene. As auto slug throwers beat out a hellish rhythm roos fell, their skins shifting to match
the mud, their tails slithering this way and that, while a wispy white mist drifted slowy
upwar ds, now reveal i ng, now concealing the insane orgy of death.

It went on and on. Just as Renn had hoped, it took the roos awhile to figure out what was
happeni ng, but when they did, it seemed as if they were controlled by a single mnd. Suddenly they
divided their forces into two. The first half continued to attack the seven humans, or was it six
now, Renn couldn't tell, while the rest turned, and headed straight at him

Seeing this, the marines were heartened, and fought even harder. But Renn had little
chance to notice because the gi bbering horde was alnobst on him There was no need to ai m now. He
held the firing stud down and sinply swept the blast rifle back and forth across the oncomn ng wal
of flesh. Bodies were cut in half, linbs anputated, and still they came. They were only yards away
when the blast rifle's energy pack registered enpty.

Dropping the rifle, Renn drew the .75, shifted it to his left hand, and used his right to
pull the hand blaster. As the roos swept around him Renn alternated the two weapons, firing one
and then the other, each shot killing or maimng a crazed nonster.

As the surviving roos circled Renn, and turned inwards, Marla was there to defend his
back. Fangs and claws tore futilely at the netal and plastic of her body while she ripped the
creatures apart. But even as she killed them Marla knew the roos would win. Any nonment now they'd
overwhel m her with sheer nunbers. And then they'd take Renn from behind. No! she thought. That
nmustn't happen. A new wave of roos hit and Marla fought with renewed vigor. She becanme a whirling
dervish, a killing machine that ripped and tore, slashed and cut, on and on

And then the battle was over. As if responding to sone invisible signal the roos turned
and ran, disappearing into the jungle, leaving a whole host of tail-snakes to slither after them
Apparently they'd had enough

Marl a | ooked at Renn and saw that he was bl eeding froma dozen snmall wounds. But that
didn't concern her as nmuch as the dull preoccupied ook in his eyes. He rel eased the enpty
magazi ne fromthe .75 and inserted a fresh one Iike an automaton. It was as though his spirit had
gone sonewhere else and left his body to carry on alone. There were roo nonsters piled three and

four high around him Sone were still twitching. He hol stered the .75 and used the hand bl aster to
shoot each one in the head.

"Jonat han?"

Renn turned as if surprised to see her. He sniled, and suddenly life flooded back into his
face. "There you are Marla ... is everything all right?"

Marl a heaved a silent sigh of relief, and | ooked back along a scarred flank. "I guess so

There's nothing a little plastic and sonme wire mesh won't fix up
however, are | eaking."

"And that's for damm sure," a basso voice said, as the big section | eader stepped out of
the clearing. Turning slightly, he cupped his hands and yelled, "Hey Doc, get your ass over here
This guys leakin' red stuff all over ny boots." Turning back to Renn the marine stuck out a
massi ve paw and said, "Section Leader Marvin Jurno, Inperial Marines. Next time | play baby sitter
to a bunch of biologists . . . I'lIl bring an arnored division."

Renn | aughed. As they shook hands Renn took an instant liking to the big marine. He had
intelligent brown eyes, high cheek bones, a flat nose pounded even flatter no doubt in countless
bar roomfights, a huge grin, and teeth so white they positively sparkled. "Jonathan Renn at your
service, and may | present my partner, Marla Marie Mendez."

"dad to nmeet you both," Junp said, accepting Marla's raised paw wi thout the slightest
hesitation. "Real glad. If it wasn't for you, |I'd be neeting ny ancestors right now, and from what
Pappy said, they're sone nean sonsabitches."

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of another narine, this one as little as
the section | eader was big. She had a small pixie face, short brown hair, and an incredible |oad

She | ooked up at Renn. "You,
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of gear. An auto slug thrower was slung over one shoul der, an ammo carrier over the other, and the
straps of a class two nmed kit were gathered in her right hand. Junp pointed at Renn. "There's your
patient, Doc ... go to it."

Doc nodded, her bright little eyes quickly sorting Renn's wounds by severity, as she
dunped the slug thrower and anmp carrier on the the ground. She opened the ned kit and pointed to
a fallen tree trunk. Renn obeyed her silent orders to sit down.

"The doc don't talk rmuch,"” Junp said with a smile, "which works out just fine . . . cause
| do."

"Truer words were never uttered,"” a male voice said. Turning slightly, Renn saw a pl easant
| ooking man in tattered canps step out of the clearing. He had Euro-asian features, and thick
bl ack hair, which was parted in the mddle, and conbed strai ght back. Good-natured intelligence
gleaned in his brown eyes. Hs right armwas encased in a bl oodstai ned sling.

Jump nmade a face. "Look who's talking. This is Doctor George Chin. Chin, 1'd like you to
meet the fol ks who saved our bacon. That's Jonathan Renn over there, and the short furry one is
Marla Mendez. Don't mess with her . . . she bites.”

Marl a | aughed in spite of herself. She'd have killed nost people who called her short and
furry, but sonething about the way Juno said it nmade Marla feel included, different but accepted.
She wasn't even enbarrassed as Chin bent to shake her paw. "It's a pleasure, Doctor Chin. Wl cone
to Swanp."

Strai ghtening up, Chin gestured towards the nearest pile of corpses and said, "They gave
us one hell of a welcome, all right. "Wiat's the deal ? Are they always |ike that?"

Renn rai sed one eyebrow. "That's a good question Doctor, one | was planning to ask you.
W' ve never seen this particul ar species behave like this, but isn't that your job? Studying the
| ocal fauna?"

Chin | ooked sheepi sh, and then glanced at Junmp who sniled and shook his head. The sound of
approachi ng voi ces gave Chin a perfect excuse to run off and greet the newconers.

Renn got the distinct feeling the scientist had sonething to hide, and whatever it was,
Junb was in on it, too. For a nonent Renn considered asking Junb what was goi ng on, but quickly
rejected the notion, sensing he'd never get anything out of the nmarine that way. So he tried
anot her tack. "No offense, but aren't you folks traveling a bit light? There's a ot nore than
just roos to worry about here, you know "

"Li ke dangerous crinminals," Marla added dryly.

Jump nodded soberly and tactfully ignored Marla's remark. "Roos? |Is that what you cal
"en? Well, | guess the nane fits. They do |l ook a bit |ike hom cidal kangaroos. In answer to your
question we didn't plan to land. As you probably guessed, we're fromthe space station. This was
supposed to be a | ow | evel photo recon, but we had a power failure, and went down |ike a rock
What's left of the shuttle is a few nmles thataway." Junp pointed east.

Renn nodded, wondering why a photo recon m ssion would carry a team of marines, but
knowing it wouldn't do any good to ask

"I"'mstill not sure what the problemwas,” the nmarine said, "since both our pilots were
killed in the crash. Anyway, we were still pulling survival gear out of the weckage when the roos
hit us. W weren't very well prepared, so we ran." He shrugged. "Turns out that wasn't a very good
i dea. "

Renn knew Jurmp was right. They should have stayed with the weckage and used it as a fort.
And fromthe expression on Junp's face, Renn got the distinct inpression

soneone el se had given the orders to run

"They picked us off one at a tine as we ran,"” Junp continued. "That's how we | ost Sanchez
and Gol dman. Then we made a stand about a half mile back. That slowed 'emdown . . . but cost us
Corporal Burns and Lieutenant Costello."

Doc | ooked up from bandagi ng Renn's | eg and said,

"Silly bitch."

"Keep it zipped, Doc,
back to work

Renn renmenbered finding the pathetic remains in the mddle of the roo path, and knew who'd
given the orders to run. Lieutenant Costello. Well, she'd paid a heavy price for her nistake. Too
bad Sanchez, Goldman and Burns had paid it too.

Furt her conversation was forestalled by the arrival of two nore marines supporting a woman
between them There was a fresh bandage around her right thigh. Chin brought up the rear

Marl a's heart sank. Even sneared with nud and patches of dried bl ood the woman was
beautiful. She had blonde hair, bright blue eyes, high cheekbones, and full red Iips. And Marla
could tell that, in spite of her baggy canpbs, she had a nice figure as well. A single glance at

Juno said sternly. Doc shrugged as if to say, "So sue ne," and went
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Renn confirned her worst fears. He was | ooking at the woman with an expression of m xed hunger and
adoration. It made Marla sick. Anyone could see the blonde hair was permatreated. But, she told
hersel f resignedly, so what. Every thing else she's got is real . . . and that's nore than you can
say." The two nmarines eased the woman down onto the tree trunk next to Renn. "Thanks guys," she
said cheerfully. "You nake a great taxi." Then she turned to Renn and stuck out his hand. Renn
noti ced she had the firmgrip and short fingernails of someone who works with their hands. Not
what you' d expect from a person who spends the day peering into a mcroscope, or running prograns
on a conputer. Her voice was warmand friendly. "Hello. I'm Vanessa Cooper-Snith."

"Doct or Vanessa Cooper-Smith," Chin added playfully. "And even though she | ooks like a
hol o hostess she's got a few smarts.”

"More than he does," Doc added getting to her feet. "Doc ..." Junt cautioned, but stopped
when Chin waved a negligent hand.

“Jonat han Renn. It's a pleasure to neet you," Renn said. He wanted to say nore, but was
suddenly aware that he hadn't been around wormen for a long tinme, and was afraid he'd make a foo
of hinself. Well, that wasn't quite true. There was Marla, but outside of his fantasies that
didn't count. He suddenly realized he hadn't introduced her

"Dr. Cooper-Snmith, may | present Marla Marie Mendez. Marla, Dr. Cooper-Smith."

The scientist lifted an eyebrow as she nodded in Marla's direction, as if to say, "Wat
have we here?" Renn missed it, but the little byplay cut through Marla like a knife. "lIt's a
pl easure, Marla. 1 hope you'll call me Vanessa. Thanks for your help."

Marl a nodded stiffly, not trusting herself to speak. Neither nmade an attenpt to shake
"hands. "

"Much as | hate to interrupt these pleasantries," Junp

said, "I think we should get out of here. Wth all this neat |aying around we coul d have
uni nvited guests any mnute."

Chin and Vanessa | ooked towards Renn, who nodded his agreement. "The section |eader's
right. This nmuch food is going to attract sonme ugly custoners.” He shook his head

regretfully. "To bad we don't have tinme to skin "em There's a fortune in skins |aying
around out there."

Vanessa wrinkled her nose at the thought. "If you'd be kind enough to act as our guide,
I"msure we could

conpensate you for the loss."

"Ch goody," Marla said sarcastically. "She's going to conpensate us for our |oss. How
generous. "

Renn frowned, and Marla realized her coment had backfired on her. "Cone on Marla ... |
think that's a very generous offer. Vanessa will too—ence we tell her what all those skins were
worth. "

Everyone | aughed, but Marla knew it was a battle |ost, and there was nothing she could do
to make things better. Renn stood, released the dead energy pack fromhis blast rifle, and
inserted the back-up. "Marla and | have a boat noored nearby. | suggest we go there to regroup
Then we can figure out what to do next."

"Sure," Marla thought to herself. "Let's give these inperial npochers half our supplies.
Then they' Il lift, leaving us here to starve." Fred was theirs, the one place where she was safe
fromhurt, where she had Renn to herself. Now they were about to invade it, and she woul d take
over. On one |level Marla knew her thoughts were full of self-pity, but was too busy wallowing in
it to care.

Marl a kept her feelings to herself, and Renn's suggestion net with universal approval. So
after a little organizing by Junp, they gathered their few possessions together, and foll owed Renn
into the jungle. Vanessa said her leg felt nuch better, so she wal ked beside Renn, the two of them
tal ki ng and | aughi ng. Next came Doc and Chin, followed by the privates, |Issacs and Ford. Juno and
Marl a brought up the rear. Was this arrangenent an acci dent she wondered? Or a carefully thought
out strategy? They were crinmnals after all, and for all Juno knew, they m ght have friends
wai ting in anbush or god knows what. So she wouldn't blanme himfor taking what precautions he
could. And he'd done a good job. By placing Renn in front, with three heavily arnmed narines right
behi nd him and keeping her in the rear where he could keep an eye on her, Junp had effectively
di vided the potential eneny forces in half.

If the big marine had such thoughts, he concealed themwell, apparently intent on watching
their back trail, talking a mle a mnute at the sanme tine.

Meanwhile Marla |istened to the laughter that floated back from Renn and Vanessa, made
perfunctory replies to Junp's chatter, and thought her own dark thoughts. Things were changi ng.
She could sense it. And when things changed it was usually for the worse. A light breeze suddenly
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came up, and the |eaves and branches around her began to bob and sway, as if nodding in agreenent.
Slowmy at first, and then with increasing force, it began to rain.

Chapter N ne

They buried the dead nmarines during a heavy rain. As ranking noncom it was up to Junp to
say the words. "I don't know if these people believed in God or not. W didn't tal k about things
like that nuch. But | know Waller and Ho loved to fly . . . and they were damed good at it.
They'd do anything to | eave the station and rack up a few hours. This tine it got "emkilled. And
Sanchez, well she liked nen, tall, short, fat, skinny, she didn't care, long as they could sing in
Spani sh, or were willing to learn. Goldman was, well, he was different. He spent nost of his spare
time reading micro spools. | don't know what it said on 'em but whatever it was made himl augh a
|l ot, and then we'd | augh too. And Corporal Burns, well, there wasn't anyone that could handle a
flamer Iike him Too bad he didn't have one when he needed it nost. | didn't know Li eutenant
Costello very well, her being an officer and all, but |I know she |oved the green hills of New
Britain. Anyway, if there's a god out there, | hope you'll take good care of them They were
mari nes. "

It took only a few hours to bury the dead, but it took three days of hard work to clear an
LZ for the shuttle. It turned out that Chin was good at el ectronics. He nanaged to pi ece together
a transnmitter fromthe piles of shuttle junk Renn and the marines brought him This nade Renn a
little suspicious, since Chin seened to be a lot better at electronics than he was at bi ol ogy, but
he decided to keep his thoughts to hinself.

Five hours after Chin's first transm ssion, a shuttle roared overhead. Help had arrived.
Renn and Marla watched with detached anusenent as everyone el se junped up and down with
excitenent.

Chin dashed into the cabin as the roar of the shuttle died away and turned on the
transmitter. "Chin to shuttle, Chin to shuttle, you just passed over our position, repeat, just
passed over our position." Since they had no receiver he said it over and over again, hoping the
shuttle crew woul d hone in on the signal

Qutside, all eyes were on the sky. The dense | ayer of clouds nade for poor visibility, but
they | ooked anyway, hoping to see the shuttle return. And return it did, dropping out of the
clouds with a mighty roar and pushing a tidal wave of displaced air before it. As the shuttle cane
to a stop and hung suspended on its repellors, the jungle foliage swayed this way and that, while
the nmuddy water of the channel was pressed conpletely flat. A black rectangle appeared in the
bright netal of the shuttle's hull, and nonments later, a bright orange dot fell towards them

It becanme an orange bl ob, then an orange rectangle, and then a parachute suddenly
bl ossoned over it to slowits descent. As the parachute drifted slowy towards the ground, the
pi l ot waggl ed his wings, goosed his engines, and di sappeared into the clouds.

Seeing that the chute would hit about two miles to the north, Renn, Junp and two narines
took off to get it.

Marla felt good. The air drop would ease the demands on their supplies, plus it should be
only a matter of tine before the survivors were rescued. And the sooner the better. Though
friendly as always, Renn was increasingly preoccupied, and Marla knew why. Dr. Vanessa Cooper -
Smith hung on his every word, oohed and aahed over his know edge of the swanps, and took ful
advant age of her consi derabl e assets.

Renn was attractive, but Doctor Cooper-Smith's interest seemed forced somehow. Wy would a
worman | i ke Van-essa be so taken with a crimnal? A crimnal condemmed to life on a prison planet?
It didn't nake sense. O was Vanessa so in love she couldn't think straight? Well, either way the
sooner she left the better.

The search party returned two hours later carrying an orange trunk. It was about six feet
Il ong, three feet wi de, and constructed of heavy plastic. Inside was a treasure trove of surviva
gear, food, nedical supplies, and best of all, a small transceiver

M nutes later they were comunicating with the space station via the tiny satellite, which
the shuttle had dunped into geosynchronous orbit over their position

Once the casualties were nourned, and the survivors cheered, serious planning got
underway. Marla assuned they would sinply land, pick up the survivors, and take off. She soon
| earned it woul dn't be that easy.

Havi ng al ready | ost one of their two shuttles, plus their best pilots, those in charge
were reluctant to take any nore chances than they had to. They wouldn't be able to get another
shuttle for sone time, and since the remaining craft was also their only lifeboat, they were
under st andably cautious. So, to safeguard the shuttle, a tenporary LZ would have to be built.
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A small island was chosen about a nile fromFred. Energy weapons were used to clear away
the jungle. The shuttle's weapons could have acconplished the sane thing in a few m nutes, but
that woul d have neant an extra trip, an idea quickly vetoed by station managenent. So, every tree,
shrub, and plant was | evel ed. Then the whole ness was set on fire. At first the wet vegetation
refused to burn, but by the judicious placenent of sone volatile fire weed, and the addition of
sone kerosene from Fred's stove, they finally got a roaring bl aze.

Meanwhi | e Vanessa had earned Marla's grudgi ng respect. When it canme to clearing brush the
bl onde scientist pitched in with a will, often working shoul der to shoulder with Renn, and never
conplaining. And if that wasn't bad enough, Marla had to sit around and watch. Wt hout hands she
couldn't help rmuch. So she watched from a distance as they kissed, silhouettes against the dul
red flanes of the fire. Wth the kiss cane a dull ache deep inside her, which, unable to ease, she
did her best to ignore.

So she watched the dense bl ack snmoke boil upwards towards the sky, instead. Fortunately
the clouds were low, and unl ess soneone was very close, they wouldn't see the smoke. Though he
hadn't said much, Marla knew Junb was concerned about Swanp's other residents, and she really
couldn't blame him There were sone very nasty custoners out there, gangs |ike the one Cyclops had
run, who would regard the scientists as a crop ripe for harvesting. So Junp posted sentries and
scattered el ectronic sensors over the approaches to the canp.

These were quite prinmtive as sensors go, being the sort of broad spectrum devices
i ncluded in standard survival kits. Unlike the nore sophisticated types, these had no intelligence
of their own, and woul d respond to al nost anything. Hearing noise, or sensing body heat, they sent
a signal to a snall control panel in Fred' s cabin. The glowing red dot would show the | ocation of
the sensor, but not the nature of the potential threat.

As a result Marla spent a good deal of her tinme venturing out into the rain, checking on
sensors which had heard a dead tree fall, or sensed the passage of a roo nonster. This was not a
pl easant duty, but Marla took pride in it, since she could do it better than anyone el se. The fact
that Vanessa was afraid to go into the jungle alone made it even better

So Marla wel comed the norning of the fourth day, and the shuttle which cane with it. By
nightfall the Inperials would be gone, and things could return to normal. The shuttle hovered as
it played its energy weapons back and forth across the still snoul dering surface of the snal
i sland. Everything the blue beanms touched turned to nolten soup. Here and there the nolten nuck
overfl owed exploding into steamas it hit the surroundi ng water and qui ckly condensed into rushy
rock. As soon as the surface of the island gl owed red, the energy beanms snapped off, the shuttle
waggl ed its stubby wings, and |ifted towards space.

The rain poured down all afternoon, sending up sheets of steam and gradually cooling the
surface of the island until it formed a hard crust. Wen the shuttle returned, the uninvited
guests woul d | eave. Marla couldn't wait. So when Renn approached, and suggested a walk, it seened
as if things were finally getting back to nornal

They chose the well-beaten path to the wecked shuttle, not because it was especially
pl easant, but because it was the easiest the follow Wen they stopped using it the path would
di sappear in a matter of days. "They won't try to salvage the shuttle will they?" Marla asked.
Renn frowned. "I don't think so. Wwy?" "Because it's a potential gold mne," Mrla answered
patiently. "The durasteel alone would fetch a good price back in Payout, not to nention the seats
and other stuff." Renn renmenbered the toil et Doc Fesker had sal vaged froma simlar weck and
| aughed. "Don't forget the toilet." It was Marla's turn to frown. "1 don't get it." "Never mind,"
Renn replied. "Salvaging the weck is a dammed good idea. Shoul d've thought of it nyself. But
first we've got a unique opportunity, and | think we should grab it."

"What kind of an opportunity?" Marla asked, imediately suspicious.

Renn didn't answer right away. They'd just stepped into a small clearing. The shuttle had
cut a swath of destruction through the soft flesh of the jungle, which nowlay in a tw sted heap
a menorial to its own destruction. But the swanp had already started the process of healing
itself. New growth was poking its way up through the nud, eager to reach the light and carve out a
niche for itself in the new order of things.

Renn nade a nental note to take conpass bearings. In a few nonths the weckage woul d be
covered with new growth and al nost inpossible to find. Feeling her eyes on himhe | ooked down.
"How woul d you like a little vacation fromall this?"

For a second she wondered what he was tal king about, and then it hit Iike a ton of bricks.
"Go up there? What the hell for? It'lIl be that nuch worse when they dunp us off again."

Renn shrugged. "Maybe ... but | could use a little R & R and whether you admt it or not,
so could you. Anpbng other things they've pronmised to test your systens and perform any nai ntenance
t hey can."
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The prospect was nore attractive than Renn could know. Marla's body had taken a | ot of
abuse over the | ast few nonths, and she'd been concerned about maintenance. Still, the whole thing
sounded |i ke sonet hing Vanessa had cooked up to prolong her relationship with Renn. If so, Marla
wasn't about to tag al ong and watch. "Thanks, but no thanks. | suspect it's you they want anyhow.
I"I'l wait here." "You're wong Marla," Renn lied. "They invited us both." Actually Vanessa had
invited him and he'd insisted Marla be allowed to cone as well. Vanessa had reluctantly agreed.
Now Renn used his wi nning argunent. O at |east he hoped it was his wi nning argunment. "Look at it
this way, you get a free tune-up, and we get our pick of supplies.”" Marla's ears perked up
"Real ' y? Qur pick of supplies?" Renn nodded. "That's right. In paynment for all those roos we
didn't get to skin." Marla was tenpted. Chances were they could recover the supplies their guests
had used up, and then sone. Even if that neant watching Renn and Vanessa play kissy face it m ght

still be worth it. Besides, she could tell that Renn really wanted her to go. "OK, you're on. But
I still think there's sonmething funny going on here. Wiy all this gratitude? Wy not just say
"thanks,' and lift?"

Renn shook his head in nock exasperation. "Marla, Marla, you're so cynical. I'll admt it
seens a little too good to be true, but let's go with the flow and see what

devel ops. "

They returned to Fred, spent some tinme cleaning up, and noved himinto a narrow side
channel . Then they doubled up his nooring lines and used sone cut brush to canouflage him When
they were done Renn figured the odds agai nst anyone stunbling across Fred were about a nillion to
one. As he and Marla made their way to the LZ, Renn found he was | ooking forward to the upcom ng
excursion. At the very least it would provide a welcone break fromlife on Swanp, and who knows?
Maybe it woul d of fer some other formof profit. At the very least he'd have sonme nore tine with
Vanessa.

An hour later, a very nervous shuttle pilot touched down onto the steam ng surface of the
makeshi ft LZ, and swore steadily as his passengers took their own sweet tine clinbing aboard. Lt.
Fitz wasn't ugly, in fact wonmen found his even features and thick brown hair quite attractive, but
they woul dn't have recogni zed himright now H s skin was parchnment white, his eyes w de and
dilated, his lips pulled back into a tight smle. One hand hovered over the big red energency
boost button, while the other babied the stick

The problemwas that Fitz didn't have much experience. As a result he was scared shitless.
Waller and Ho could fly anything anywhere, and if this planet had killed them then it was a bad
pl ace to be. Like all the station personnel, Fitz was trained for a variety of back-up jobs, and
shuttle pilot was one of them Wy couldn't he have been back-up cook? O back-up librarian? This
was his third trip to the surface and he hoped it would be his |ast.

"Well, we're aboard . . . what the hell are you waiting for, Lieutenant?" The voice
bel onged to Chin. He couldn't wait to |eave, plus, he held Fitz in rather |ow regard anyway.

Fitz swore. He'd been so wapped up in his own thoughts he'd m ssed the ready light. "OK
asshole,” Fitz thought to himself, "if it's speed you want ... try this.” Hs right hand sl anmed
down on the energency boost button and the shuttle took off like a bullet. Every passenger except
Marl a passed out. Though i nmmobil e under the additional Gs, she was conpletely conscious, but
wi shed she wasn't. It was the dammed notion sickness again. At |east her bionic body would save
her fromthe humiliation of throwing up all over everyone.

Thanks to his flight suit, Fitz had no trouble coping with the additional Gs. As the
shuttl e achieved orbit he dunped energency power, and heaved a sigh of relief. But his troubles
weren't over. Mnents later Chin canme to and gave hima royal ass-chewing. Fitz just kept
munbl ing, "Yes sir, sorry sir," until the enraged civilian finally gave up and killed the
i ntercom

Meanwhile Fitz saw a spark of reflected |light up ahead. The station. Good. Wth a grunt of
satisfaction he. flipped some switches, tapped a series of keys, and | eaned back to enjoy the
ride. The on-board conputer would take it fromhere, thank God. No way was Ms. Fitz's son going
for a manual approach. If they wanted that kind of bullshit they could dammed well round up a
regul ar pilot.

As the conputer worked out a leisurely but safe approach, Renn took the opportunity to
i nspect the space station. It filled the viewscreen on the forward bul khead, it seemed small by
the normal standards of the human enpire.

O course this was a research station, not an orbital factory conplete with residentia
areas. Renn had seen all sorts of space stations during his travels, ranging fromthe om nous bul k
of Inperial weapons platforns, to airy creations, nore scul ptures than habitats. The one floating
towards themfell sonewhere in between. The outernost part of the station consisted of two |arge
tubul ar hoops set at right angles to each other.
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Each hoop was thousands of feet across, and perhaps fifteen feet in dianmeter, suggesting
they were probably hollow. Spinning within the franework of the hoops was a | arge globe, its
surface a patchwork quilt of solar receptors, antennae, cooling fins, and other assorted gear
Renn assumed that the hoops woul d be used for docking and storage, while the spinning gl obe would
function as the station proper. The spin would provide those inside with artificial gravity.

Hi s theories soon proved correct. He felt a gentle bunp as the shuttle nade contact with
one of four docking platforms spaced around the circunference of a single hoop. One for each
shuttle, plus two for energencies or visitors. There was a clanking sound as the shuttle was
mechani cally | ocked into place, followed by a series of dull thuds and faintly felt vibrations.

Qut si de robo hoses enmerged fromtheir metal lairs, slithered towards their assigned
fittings, and pulsed with tenporary life as a variety of fluids flowed through themand into the
shuttl e they served.

I nside Renn heard the hiss of equalizing pressure as the shuttle's main hatch cycled open
There was nmonentary confusion and a | ot of good-natured joking as everyone rel eased at once and
floated into each other. But since the station personnel were experts at zero G the confusion was
soon sorted out and they all lined up to | eave the shuttle. Though quite experienced at
wei ght| essness hinsel f, Renn stayed back, waiting for the others to clear out. For one thing, he
knew Marl a woul d need some hel p, and for another, there was the question of the shuttle. Should he
steal it or not?

Wth their minds firmy fixed on showers and the other anenities the station had to offer,
both scientists and marines alike were in a hurry to disenbark. In fact, Vanessa was the first one
out the hatch. He and Marla were being left to fend for thensel ves. That suggested a high | evel of
either trust or stupidity. Renn thought it was trust, but there was no way to be sure.

Trying to | ook bored he scanned the shuttle's spartan interior for signs of electronic
surveillance. He didn't find any. And why should he? The station had no reason to distrust its own
personnel and didn't nornmally invite convicts up for dinner, so security should be m ninal
especi ally aboard the shuttle. Furthernore, they had no way to know he was an experienced pilot, a
pilot with a blaster tucked under his left arm and a derringer in his boot. Yes, it wuld be easy
to lock the hatch behind them inmobilize the inconpetent idiot in the control room and bl ast
of f.

But where woul d they go? Like nobst of its breed, the shuttle wasn't equipped with a
hyperdrive. It was designed for in-systemuse only, and was in nmany ways nore a plane than a space
ship. It would therefore take multiple lifetines to reach the nearest civilized planet, assum ng
he had a limtless supply of fuel and food, which he didn't.

"You com ng Jon?" Junp was upside down, |ooking back fromthe main hatch. He grinned,
white teeth sparkling.

Renn waved. Did the bastard know what he was thinking? If so he didn't seemtoo worried.
The mari ne waved back, executed a neat sonersault, and di sappeared.

Renn turned to Marla and found she was grinning. And |ike nbst canine smiles, this one
| ooked nore like a leer than a smile. "You were thinking about stealing this tub weren't you?
Naughty, naughty. Life as a crimnal has warped your nmind."

Renn | aughed as he stripped off his belt and | ooped it around her middle. "Look who's
tal ki ng." G abbing a handhol d, he released his harness, and reached for hers. As she floated free
he grabbed hold of his belt and used it as a handle. Zero Gisn't easy w thout hands.

Doi ng her best to ignore the sick feeling in her nonexistent stomach, Marla felt both
hum |iated and pl eased at the same tine. She hated her own hel pl essness, but enjoyed the
attention, and took special pleasure in the fact that he'd anticipated her situation. The fact
that he'd been considering an escape was frosting on the cake. Maybe Vanessa's hold on hi mwas
weaker than she'd thought.

Hol ding onto Marla with one hand, and pulling hinself forward with the other, Renn nade
his way through the main hatch and into a circul ar passageway. In the absence of gravity there was
no "up"” or "down" in the normal sense of those words. Neverthel ess, a section of the hoop's inner
curve had been left clear of the pipes and conduit which covered every other surface, making it a
good candi date for "down." It al so boasted a generous supply of handhol ds and was clearly intended
as a sort of sidewalk.

Pulling hinmself along, Renn followed the arrow shaped green decal s, each proclainng
" STATI ON ACCESS" with boring regularity. He noticed the |light seened to conme from everywhere at
once and had an artificial yellowglowto it. Renn assuned the warnmer |light was an attenpt to
relieve the sterile feel conmbn to so nany scientific installations. If so it seened to work.

Every thirty feet or so they passed through sets of airtight double doors. Qpen now, they
woul d automatically seal in case of a pressure |loss, and could al so serve as energency airl ocks.
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A beepi ng sound canme from behind him and a half second | ater a gl obul ar mai ntenance hot
shot by, used some conpressed air to correct its course, and then vani shed around the next curve.

Meanwhi | e, Marla knew Renn was towi ng her around |ike so much baggage, but was too sick to
care.

A few ninutes |ater they reached an intersection where the green "STATI ON ACCESS" decal s
made a right turn. Renn did likewi se, pulling Marla in close so she wouldn't bunp into anything.
About fifteen feet later they arrived in front of another lock. Unlike the energency |ocks they'd
passed through earlier, this one was |larger, and had seen | ots of heavy use during the station's
assenbly phase. It cycled open at the touch of Renn's palm No fancy security nmeasures here.
Anyone with a warm body could get in.

Pulling hinmself inside, Renn waited for the outer door to close, and the inner door to
hiss open. As it did, a flashing |ight appeared above it. "ARGRAV AHEAD." They were about to enter
the station proper and, therefore, artificial gravity.

It felt strange to step out of the lock and into gravity. One nmonent he was wei ghtl ess,
swinmng effortlessly through the air, and the next it felt as if he weighed a ton. But the
sensati on passed, and since the argrav was | ess than Swanp nornal, Renn found he had an extra
spring to his step.

Meanwhi l e, Marla's sel f-confidence and equilibriumhad returned along with the gravity,
and she felt ready to tackle just about anything. Anything except a large nmulticolored alien Iike
the one that had just stepped out of a side corridor. It stood about six and a half feet tall, was
covered with colorful plumage, and regarded themw th | arge saucer-like eyes as it fiddled with
the black box hung round its neck. It opened its maw experinmentally and sound cane out of the box.
"Testing . . . testing one, two, three, damed contrapti on. Can you hear ne?"

"Quite well Far Flier, thank you," Renn replied, using the traditional Finthian address,
appropriate when addressi ng one of slightly higher rank, on occasions when both parties are far
fromtheir ancestral nesting grounds.

"You know us then," the Finthian replied, obviously pleased.

"I cannot claimfull know edge of your honorable race,” Renn said solemly. "But | have

visited the beautiful hanging cities of your hone world, and while there, | was systenatically
cheated of al nost every credit | had."
The Finthian cackled with laughter. "Truly you know us well. They call ne 'The one-who-

flies-to-know edge,' but nost of the staff just call ne 'Honcho. He gave them what m ght have
been the Finthian version of a grin. "That does nean 'boss' doesn't it?"

Renn and Marla | ooked at each other, and then back at the alien. It didn't make sense, but
apparently the Finthian was in charge. "That's what it neans all right," Renn answered.

"Good. I'd hate to think they were calling me 'bird brain,' and getting away with it!"
Overwhel med by his own joke, the Finthian once again broke into cackling |aughter

It took the alien a while to recover, but when he did, he stuck out a clawlike hand and

said, "Sorry about that. You are Jonathan Renn . . . and you are Marla Mendez."
After he had shaken both their hands, the Finthian said, "Wl conme ny friends, and thanks
for all your help. Wthout it many nore woul d have died. But enough of that . . . you nust be

tired. Followne and | will escort you to your quarters." Wth that he turned and headed down an
evenly it side corridor. His walk could only be described as a waddl e.

Marl a | ooked at the alien's swaying tail feathers, and then at Renn. They both sniled and
managed not to |laugh as they followed the Finthian down the hall

After many twi stings and turnings they arrived at the station's core. It consisted of a
vertical passageway connecting all the decks. Cear plastic surrounded the passageway, and inside
Renn saw powered |ift tubes, plus an ol d-fashioned |adder. It was neant for emergencies, but |ater
he'd I earn the marines had standing orders to use it instead of the lifts. Jump had a nunber of
favorite expressions, including, "a soft marine is a dead marine."

"W're going one |level down," Honcho said, waiting for the next platformto arrive then
st eppi ng aboard. Since there was roomfor only one person at a tine, Marla went next. Then it was
Renn's turn to step onto a slowy descending disc, wait for a nonent, and step out into a
confortably furnished | ounge a few seconds later. The |ounge was circular in shape. There were
five or six people sitting around, including Doc, Lt. Fitz, and Private Ford. They snmiled and
waved. The ot hers watched Marla with the open curiosity of people touring a zoo. Marla grow ed,
and they all turned away.

Renn started to say sonething, but thought better of it, deciding they deserved whatever
t hey got.

Choosing to ignore the whol e epi sode, Honcho gestured expansively and said, "This is the
| ounge, church, and night club all rolled into one. As you can see crew quarters |ine the outside
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bul khead, but they're pretty cranped, so the lounge is in use all the tinme."
Looki ng around, Renn saw the alien was correct. The circul ar | ounge was surrounded by
doors, and since they were quite close together, the conpartments beyond couldn't be very |arge.
Honcho led themto a door which bore the nunber "23" and touched the |ighted panel set

into the bul khead beside it. As the door hissed open he | ooked down at Marla. "You'll have the
enperor's suite. If he shows up you'll have to nove."

"Of course,” Marla replied with nock gravity. "I wouldn't think of inconveniencing the
enperor."

"And for Citizen Renn we have the Gal axy suite, which for reasons unknown, is one ful
inch wi der than any other sleeping conpartnent aboard."

“I will cherish the extra space," Renn said gravely, adding a half bow. The door slid open
at the Finthian's touch. Renn saw the conpartment was not only small, but pie-shaped to boot. A
standard bunk took up the far bul khead, with storage above and bel ow. C osed conpartnents |ined
the other walls hinting at a variety of conceal ed conveni ences.

"The ness deck is one |level down," Honcho said. "If you feel up to it we'd |ike you to
join our staff nmeeting at 1600 station tine. That's about four hours fromnow " The Finthian was
al ready waddling towards the |ift tubes when he said, "Get sone rest, I'l|l see you later."

Feel i ng awkward under the barely conceal ed scrutiny of the crewpeople they didn't
know—Renn and Marl a nodded to each other, and entered their cubicles. Their doors closed behind
t hem

Renn found his conmpartnent smelled of disinfectant, as though it had been recently
scrubbed, which he realized it probably had. As he stretched out on the bunk he wondered who'd
lived in the conpartnent before him One of the ill-fated shuttle pilots? Lt. Costell o? There was
no way to tell, but he had the vague feeling of knickknacks only recently gone, and a personality
ot her than his own. "Some people have even worse |luck than | do," he thought as he hit the |ight
switch next to his head. The air conditioning made a soft whirring sound as he quickly fel
asl eep.

As the door started to slide open, Renn cane fully awake, rolling onto the deck, his
bl aster up and ready. He lowered it the nonent he recogni zed Vanessa sil houetted agai nst the
outside light. She stopped in her tracks, recovered, and stepped inside. The door slid cl osed
behi nd her as Renn turned on the lights. "Does Junb know you have that?" she asked, indicating the
bl aster.

Renn shrugged. "Who knows? He didn't search ne so apparently he doesn't care. |I'msorry if
| scared you but ny reactions are still tuned to life on Swanp."

She smled. "It was my own fault. | should have buzzed you first, but the |ounge was
enpty, and | wanted to slip in while no one was | ooking." She touched a button and a sl ender chair

unfolded itself fromthe wall. She sat down.

Renn took a seat on his bunk. "Wuld they care?"

She shook her hair back and away from her face. "No, not if we're having sex, but that
isn't why | cane.”

"Too bad. It sounds like fun."

Vanessa smiled. "There'll be plenty of time for that if you agree to ny proposal."

Renn forced hinmself to | ook disinterested. "Proposal ?"

"Yes," she said, her eyes big and round. "W've done everything we can fromorbit. To
conpl ete our research we need nore information. Information which can only be gl eaned on the
surface. Yet conditions are so bad on Swanp it takes all one's energy just to stay alive. The
mari nes are good, but they don't know the |l ocal ecology, and a lot of us could die before they
| earn. That's why we need your help."

“And Marla."

She shrugged her shoul ders inpatiently. "And Marla. So what do you say?"

Renn i gnored her question and asked one of his own. "You've never asked what | did to end
up on Swanp. Wiat if I'man ax-nurderer or sonething?"

Vanessa sniled. "Are you?"

Renn | aughed. "No."

“Well then. WIIl you do it?"

Renn did his best to hide his growi ng excitenent. "Wl

148
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it sounds interesting, but didn't you | eave sonething out?

No of fense, but what's in it for us?"

Vanessa | aughed. "You're right! | left out the best part!
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What's in it for you is a full pardon! Wien our studies are over you could | eave Swanp!"
"The ot hers have agreed to this?" She shook her head. "Not yet, but if you're willing, I"'lI
propose it at the staff nmeeting. | think Chin will support, as will Junp, he knows what it's |ike
down there, the only problemis convincing Honcho."

Renn tried to | ook thoughtful, while his heart tried to beat its way out of his chest. A

chance to get off planet! Wuld he do it? Hell yes, he'd do it! Qut loud he said, "Wll | can't
deny that | find your proposal very attractive, but 1 need to discuss it with Marla. Assuning she
approves, the rest'll be up to you."

Vanessa cl apped her hands in exciterment. It renminded himof a little girl getting her way.
"Leave everything to ne. Just be sure you attend the staff neeting.” And with that she got up
gave hima quick kiss on the |lips, and slipped out the door

Once outside, Vanessa gave a quick | ook around, didn't see anyone, crossed the |ounge and
entered her own conpartnent

Marl a's door was open only a crack, but it was enough to see Vanessa ieave. Wth the aid
of her supersensitive hearing, she'd heard the scientist's arrival, the nunble of conversation and
her subsequent departure. While she hadn't heard their actual conversation, the visit told its own
story, and it hurt. Even when Renn showed up a half hour later, and told her about Vanessa's
proposal, it did nothing to |l essen the pain. It did, however, confirmthe validity of her earlier
suspi ci ons about Vanessa. Maybe she |iked Renn, but she was al so using him and doing so in a very
cal cul ated fashion. OF course Renn was getting something too. OK, fair enough, Vanessa uses Renn,
and he uses her. Everybody ends up happy. Hah! Everybody, that is, except Marla. So they received
pardons, so what? Renn and Vanessa woul d have each other, but what would she have? Alifetine in a
dog's body that's what.

She was still feeling sorry for herself an hour |ater when the staff neeting began. Except
for the skeleton crew on watch, everyone el se had gathered on the ness deck. Like everything else
the nmess deck was circular in design. A bulkhead divided it in tw. One side was open, and
occupi ed by the tables and chairs in which they now sat, while the other was seal ed off, devoted
to recycling, hydroponics, and food preparation.

d anci ng around, Marla recogni zed Junp, Chin, Doc, Issacs, Ford, and of course Vanessa,
who | ooked |ike she'd just stepped out of a fashion holo. There were about fifty others present as

well, a mixture of marines, scientists, and technicians. Two of the scientists were Finthians |ike
Honcho. Wy Fint hians? She made a note to find out.
Honcho stood, adjusted his translator, and glanced around the room "Well, it |ooks like

we're all here, no small acconplishment in itself. As you all know by now we have sone visitors
with us today, people to whomwe owe a great debt of gratitude. There are sone enpty chairs anong
us, and if it weren't for Citizens Renn and Mendez, there would be many nore. W invited them here
for sone nuch deserved R & R | hope you'll do what you can to nmeke their stay as enjoyable as
possi ble. On ny home world we would now honor our guests with a ritual sky dance, but since
there's only three of us here who know how to fly, and space is somewhat |imted, human appl ause
will have to do."

Everyone | aughed and appl auded vi gorously. Finally Honcho held up a tal oned hand for
silence, and said, "At this point our guests are free to leave if they w sh, while we discuss such
boring but inportant matters as the continui ng maintenance problens with the waste recyclers."

Vanessa stood among anused chuckl es. "Honcho, |'ve got a proposal to make, and since it
i nvol ves our guests |I'd like themto stay."

Having dealt with other nmenbers of Honcho's race, Renn i thought he detected the slight
stiffening of the shoulders, ' and the ruffling of neck feathers which indicates annoyance i anong
Fi nt hi ans. Maybe Vanessa had done simlar things j before, or perhaps Honcho felt she was stepping
on his ' prerogatives, either way it didn't bode well. But if the scientist was annoyed, there was
no trace of it in his voice. "OF course. And that being the case, perhaps you would like to make
your proposal now?"

Was there the slightest note of sarcasmin the Finthian's tone? Renn thought so, but
Vanessa seened unaffected. "Thank you, Honcho," she said, getting to her feet, and turning towards
her audi ence. "As you all know our first attenpt at a field study was a total disaster. True, what
happened to the shuttle was a freak accident, but after spending some tinme on the surface | fee
sure we woul d' ve had serious problens anyway. VWen you're spending all your time just staying
alive, it's hard to get much work done." She nodded towards Juno. "And even with the hel p of our
valiant marines, I'mafraid that's the way things are. As Honcho said earlier, if it weren't for
Jonat han Renn, we woul dn't be here now. "

Marl a al nost enjoyed the slight, reinforcing as it did her |ow opinion of Vanessa. She
noti ced that Renn wore a frown. Good. Maybe Vanessa woul d submarine hersel f. Meanwhile the fenale
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scientist was still talking.

"Qur project is entering a critical phase. In order to confirmour theories field studies
are an absolute nmust. As you know there's only so nuch we can acconplish fromup here, yet as
we' ve learned, it's damed hard to carry out our work down there. So here's ny proposal. W hire
Citizens Renn and Mendez to act as guides for our field team Through their expertise we'll be
able to avoid a |l ot of problens and get the job done. Thank you for hearing ne out."

"Thank you, Vanessa," Honcho said calmy. "Questions?"

"Yes, | have a question." The speaker was a burly man with a full beard and a shaved head.
He wore the light blue coveralls of the scientific team

"Go ahead, Burt."

"Well, not neaning to of fend our two guests, but what about their status? It's no secret
they're crimnals. Can we trust then?"

"A fair question," Honcho agreed. "Vanessa?"

Vanessa stood once nore. Marla watched in reluctant adnmiration as she turned on the charm
"They may be crimnals, Burt, but | think we can trust them First, let's take a ook at their
track record. They risked their lives to save us fromthe roos, and could have killed us any
nunber of tinmes after that, but didn't. Second, | suggest we offer thema full pardon upon
conpl etion of our field studies, a reward which should guarantee their loyalty."

At this point Chin cane to his feet and said, "I agree with Vanessa. W need their help
and | for one trust themto give it."

Then Junob stood, white teeth flashing as he said, "I agree. If | didn't, ny friend Renn
woul dn't be wal king around with a bl aster tucked under his left arm and a derringer in his boot."
There was general |aughter as he sat down. Renn felt a little silly as he renmenbered his plans to
steal the shuttle. Jumo had been two steps ahead of himall the way, anticipating both the
tenptation and the final decision. These |ast two endorsenents came so quickly, and easily, that
Marl a wondered if Vanessa had | obbied the two men ahead of tine. Apparently the same thought had
occurred to Honcho, because he said, "Thank you for the spontaneous denonstration of consensus.
Are there any other comrents?"

"Well," Burt said apologetically, "I don't want to seem negative or sonething, but do we
have the power to pardon crimnal s?"

Honcho stared at himfor a moment, which though sonmewhat disconcerting, was the Finthian
equi val ent of a thoughtful |ook. "That's a good question, Burt. The answer is 'no,"' not
specifically. However, as the individual that Vanessa sonetinmes allows to act as team | eader,
have certain broad powers which should be sufficient. And even though | sense a certain anount of
maneuvering here, 1 think her idea is basically sound, and 1 agree." He turned towards Renn and
Marl a. "How about it you two? Wuld you agree to Vanessa's proposal ?"

Renn, his excitenent al nost bursting through his chest, nodded in the affirmative. Marla,
her feelings a confused mix of elation and sadness, did |ikew se.

"I'n that case," Honcho intoned solemmly. "It's my pleasure to wel come you to our team"

Chapter Ten

"You lied to us." Marla nade the words a half growl. She and Renn were sitting at a snall
tabl e across from Honcho and Vanessa. The lights in the conference roomwere turned down to
enhance the series of holos they'd just seen

“"Not true," Honcho replied calmy. "We left sone things out, but everything we told you
was true."

"Real | y?" Renn inquired nmildly. "You' re supposedly perforning biological research on
native lifeforns."

"And we are," Vanessa assured him "Renenber Burt?"

Renn renmenbered the burly scientist with the full beard and shaved head. "Yeah, the guy
who wondered if we were such a good idea."

Honcho cackl ed and Vanessa snmiled. "Well Butt's a research biologist, a dammed good one by
the way, and he really is studying native lifefornms. He went crazy over the roo specinmens we
brought him However, it's true that sone of us are doing research in other areas as well."

Renn had arrived expecting a lecture on the scientific teamand the biol ogical research it
hoped to perform But Honcho had tal ked about artifact planets instead, indicating that Swanp
m ght be such a world, and admitting that biological research was not the teanis mai n purpose.
Boater's ruins imediately came to mind, but Renn said nothing, waiting to see where the advant age
m ght | ay.

So Renn listened with considerable interest as Honcho told how nobst of the artifact worlds
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were discovered during the early years of space exploration, how they were enpty of intelligent
life, and how the sinmilarities between artifacts found on various worlds left no doubt as to their
comon place in a single culture. And he admtted that science still had no answers for the big
questions. Wiere did the Builders go? Was there a war? Sone sort of interstellar disease?
Unfortunately tine, weather, and geol ogi ¢ upheaval had erased nost of the answers.

But every now and then soneone woul d stunbl e onto a handful of artifacts protected by kick
and happenstance fromthe ravages of time. They would become an overni ght sensation, appearing on
every holo cast in the enpire, proudly clutching this or that artifact while telling exaggerated
tales of the hardships they'd endured to obtain it. Usually their finds had little or no materia
val ue. Most were bits of cryptic witing which defied translation, pieces of enignmatic nachinery,
wor ks of what could be art, or m ght be the scribblings of the insane. There was no way to tel
the difference. Wiile these objects were highly valued by the scientific community, they held
little but passing interest for nost, and were quickly forgotten until the next overnight
sensati on cane al ong.

O course every now and then soneone would stunble on a valuable find. New technol ogy,
preci ous stones, things which could be sold for a nice profit. People remenbered those, and as a
result, nunerous scientific as well as private expeditions set forth each year, searching for new
and unexpl oited sets of ruins. The nore principled scientists deplored the danmage done to val uabl e
archeol ogi cal sites by the private expeditions, while their I ess principled brethren conpeted for
the right to | ead such endeavors.

Now Honcho's | ecture was over. "So," Renn said, "what makes you think Swanp is an artifact
pl anet ?"

Honcho's saucer-1like eyes regarded themsolemmly. "I think Swarnp is an artifact planet
because of what | see there," he pointed to the holo of Swanp taken fromthe space station, "and
feel it here," a clawlike finger tapped his chest."

"What Honcho neans," Vanessa added, "is that we have two |ines of evidence to support our
hypot hesis. The first is enpirical evidence such as this." She did something to a small renote,
causing Swanp to stop rotating and grow bigger, until a large cylindrical section of equatoria
swanp floated above the table. She did sonething else to the control, and nost of the hol o went
dark, leaving three red blotches. "The red zones represent potential archeological sites. It took
mont hs of observation, spectroanalysis, infrared photography, and a |ot of informed guesswork to
narrow our choices down to three." She | ooked at Renn, ignoring Marla as if she weren't even
there. "And even after all that effort we'll be lucky if one of them pans out. But they're the
right size, shape, and density to qualify as productive sites.”

"And the nonenpirical evidence?" Marla inquired, curious as to what sort of nonenpirica
evi dence they woul d consider valid.

Vanessa frowned in the way adults do when a child has spoken out of turn, but Honcho
preenmpted her reply. "I'mthe nonenpirical evidence. O sonmething in here is." He once again
tapped his chest. "For sone reason even we don't understand, Finthians seemto have a natural
affinity for the builders, and the artifacts they left behind. A few years ago a human
archeol ogi st noticed that Finthians seenmed to find a lot nore artifacts than anyone el se did. At
first he doubted his own theory, suspecting hinself of professional jealousy, or even a touch of
xenophobi a. But his feeling was so strong he decided to put it to the test. So he tabul ated al
known finds along with the race of those credited with the discovery. It turned out that Finthians
had found two sites for every one turned up by humans or nenbers of other races. Subsequent
studi es showed that this trend held up even when variabl es such as education and experience were
factored in."

"Li ke Honcho said," Vanessa added, "no one knows why or how Finthians do it. The nost
popul ar theory posits sone sort of racial nmenory. There are an unusual nunmber of artifact sites
i nsi de Finthian space, and perhaps the two races are sonehow |inked, by bonds so ancient that
consci ous nenory of them has been forgotten. In any case the decision was nmade to take advant age
of this special sensitivity. That's why Finthians were not only included in our staff, they're in
charge. ™"

"A fact Vanessa frequently chooses to ignore," Honcho added dryly. "In any case, perhaps
you can see why we rmust nmintain a cover story. If word got out we'd have all sorts of people
flocking here, not to mention the potential problems with your friends on the surface. Whol esal e
| ooting nmight ensue, leading to the | oss of priceless scientific know edge."

"Or priceless new technol ogy,"” Renn added sourly. "I doubt that our government, or yours,
is funding this project out of the goodness of their hearts."

Honcho nodded agreeably. "Quite true. But that doesn't lessen the validity or inportance
of our scientific mission."”
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"G ven Swanp's unique potential," Marla asked, "then why nake it a prison planet?"

"A dammed good question," Honcho said soberly, "and one which we can't answer. A review of
the original survey shows enough prelimnary evidence to warrant an investigation but none took
place. In the rush to identify and popul ate prison planets, they did sone pretty sloppy foll ow up
and apparently Swanp's potential was gl ossed over. It was years before soneone stunbled across the
data, realized its inportance, and took steps to let us know. And, by the tine we got the proper
authorities to do sonething about it, prisoners were already in residence. Taking themoff isn't
practical so we decided to work around them ™"

"Wi ch," Vanessa added, "brings us to you. Wth your know edge of Swanp to guide us, we've
got a good chance of reaching the red zones and investigating them"

"Well |'ve got sone good news for you," Renn said with a grin. "There are extensive ruins
on Swanp, and while | can't be sure they're the kind you're | ooking for, it sounds like they'd be
worth a peek."

Honcho and Vanessa were silent for a nonent as they processed this new piece of
informati on, and then they went simultaneously crazy. The Finthian gabbl ed excitedly as Vanessa
whooped with joy and dived across the table to throw her arns around Renn's neck. As Vanessa's
lips net Renn's, Marla shook her head in disgust, and pattered off towards her quarters. Wy
shoul d she watch them play kissy face when she could take a nap?

Three days later they | anded on Swanp. Everyone felt better when a nervous Lt. Fitz closed
the shuttle's main hatch and lifted. Not only was the shuttle vulnerable on the ground, its
com ngs and goings were |ike a huge ad saying, "Easy pickings! Cone and get 'em " Fortunately,
however, the shuttle nmanaged to | and and take off again w thout incident.

Fred was just as they'd left him and it took three trips just to get staff, supplies and
equi prent fromthe LZ to Boater's ruins. There were fourteen people altogether, including, Renn
Marl a, Vanessa, Honcho, Chin, Juno, and eight marines. Five of the marines were greenies fromthe
station, while three were veterans of the shuttle crash, including Doc, |Issacs and Ford. It was a
| ot of people, nmore than Renn thought wi se, but Vanessa and Honcho insisted. They were accustomned
to expeditions which enployed hundreds of skilled | aborers and a snall arny of robots. At |east
Juno was synpathetic. He listened intently as Renn told of the underground passageways and
outlined the safest avenues of approach

Fred neanwhil e sat bobbing in the channel | oaded down with excited scientists. The ruins
were not only sitting right in the nmiddle of the nunmber two red zone, they were classic exanples
of Builder design, or at least that's the way it seenmed. Subsequent study woul d either confirm or
deny it. In the neantinme they entertained thensel ves by scraping away at the artifical enbanknents
and shooting hol os of everything in sight.

Al'l except Honcho. He was everywhere at once, delighting in the symetry of the canal one
nmorment, and nmarveling at the fine texture of its artificial banks the next. They'd al nost | ost
him In spite of Renn's advice to the contrary, and Junmp's obvi ous concern, the Finthian had
insisted on performng his own aerial survey. Everyone turned out to watch. Wth the exception of
Renn, none of them had ever seen a Finthian fly. COblivious to their curiosity, Honcho unfol ded the
| arge wi ngs tucked away behind his arnms, and waddl ed down a secure section of trail. Sone of the
mari nes nmade whi spered bets as to whether he'd nmake it. Due to his sonewhat portly figure the odds
stacked heavily against him However a few seconds | ater Honcho was airborne and quite graceful
too. But nonents later an adult lifter spotted the scientist while circling upwards and damed
near got him Fortunately, Junp hit the nonster with a lucky shot. Meanwhile, Honcho crash | anded
in a swanmpy area and ended up neck deep in nud. Even after hours of groom ng his plunmage was stil
a mess. Undaunted, the plucky scientist continued to dash this way and that.

The rest of the scientists were equally eager to get out and prow around, but first Renn
Marl a, and the marines would have to secure the area, and that would take some doing. A quick
i nspection by Marla confirmed that the ruins were thick with nonsters, and since nost of the
mari nes were inexperienced, Junp picked Issacs, Ford and Doc to take part in the initial sweep.
That left the other five marines to guard the scientists and the boat.

Marl a took the point as they entered the jungle. Al her senses were cranked up to nax and
wor ki ng well thanks to the free tune-up she'd received on the station. O course a real tune-up
woul d require a qualified cyber tech and a fully equi pped | ab, nonethel ess, Chin and sonme of the
station's technicians had succeeded in repairing quite a bit of the m nor danmage she'd suffered
during her early days on Swanp. So she felt better than she had in a very long tine. And best of
all she was doi ng sonet hing useful while Vanessa sat on the boat. Her fear was plain to see and
Marl a coul dn't hel p gl oating.

The jungle was hot and noist. Wiite ground nist drifted upwards as the warnth of the sun
gradually found its way down to the jungle floor and rel eased the noisture trapped there. Broad
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| eaves made a swishing sound as they slid along her sides, and her paws made little sucking noises
as she noved. The snell of rotting vegetation hung heavily on the air, along with the rich
fragrance of exotic flowers, and the slightly acidic odor of roo urine.

As she pushed deeper into the jungle Marla was careful to avoid the gane trails which
criss-crossed the island. Wiile the trails would nmake travel easier they could also nake it a good
deal nore dangerous. There might be nore of the slug-like things lurking below or an ambush
wai ting around a bend. So it mght be slower to go through the jungle but it was a whole | ot
safer.

So far so good. No sign of anything too scary. Lots of roo tracks, they'd al ready
repl eni shed thensel ves since Renn and Boater had hunted here, but nothing unusual. She cleared her
throat self-consciously, and said, "Cone ahead. Lots of roo tracks . . . but otherw se clear."

Chin had placed a voice activated nic around her neck and coupled it to a tiny
transmitter. She didn't need a receiver having her own built-in version. At first she'd refused to
wear the transmitter, hating anything which even | ooked Iike the explosive collar Skunk had forced
her to wear, but Renn had sweet-tal ked her into it. Good comunications could save |lives he said,
and since one of those lives nmght be his, he'd appreciate her cooperation. She'd rel ented.

Havi ng heard her report via the tiny plug in his ear, Junp answered, "W read you | oud and
clear, Marla. W're noving up." There was no need to wave the others forward, since they, too,
were equi pped with radios.

They advanced in a long open |line. Each person found their own way through the thick
undergrowth but kept the others in sight. Renn hoped to drive the nobnsters towards the other end
of the island while killing as nmany as they could. It was a ruthless way to get the job done, but
no worse than hunting, and absolutely necessary. Burt and the other biologists were still trying
to figure out why the nornmally anti-social roo nonsters had gathered in a large herd and then
preceded to run anok. There were numerous theories which dealt with mating, overpopul ation, and
intermttent tribalism But none had been proved. So, until the scientists cane up with sonething
solid, the only safe roo was a dead roo.

"Contact." The | aconic voice belonged to Doc. Renn saw blue light stutter to his right,
but made no nove to hel p, mindful of Junp's instructions not to.

“"If you need help we'll come running," the section |eader had said, teeth flashing. "But
if you can handle it yourself then do so. Oherwise we'll bunch up and nake a tenpting target for
any human types that night be hangi ng around. Watch your field of fire too. If you shoot one of
ours you'll do all the paperwork."

So Doc handled it herself, hosing the undergrowmh with

| ethal energy, and sending up a mist of steam and snoke. They were arned with energy
weapons at Renn's request. Slug throwers made too nuch noi se and woul d be used only in the case of
ener gency.

"Roos. Two dead. One got away." Renn snmiled at Doc's report. Short and to the point.

The hunt went on for another three hours, and by the time Renn called it quits, the team
had bagged forty-ei ght nonsters of various kinds. Both Honcho and the | ess experienced narines
were fascinated by the dead creatures, and peppered Renn and Marla w th questions.

Once the inpronptu biol ogy | esson was over they had to di spose of the bodi es before the
presence of all that neat brought unwel cone visitors. Renn hated to waste all those skins, but if
things went well, he'd soon be out of the hunting business and it wouldn't matter

The carcasses were | oaded aboard Fred and taken out into the | ake, where they were dunped
of f. The water was soon seething with hungry diners.

By the tinme Fred returned to shore it was al nost dark. Since Fred couldn't acconodate the
entire team Renn led themto the great hall, where Boater's crude furniture sat undi sturbed.
Vanessa and Honcho pronounced the site acceptable and were soon ainming their flashlights into dark
corners and gabbling happily.

It took a nunber of trips to get everything off Fred and up to the canp. But once the
folding furniture was set up, and the lanps lit, the great hall was al nost honey. Peopl e nmade
gi ant shadows on the walls as they got up and noved about. Chin and a marine naned Red drew
kitchen detail and set about naking dinner. It consisted of standard rats supplemented with
seasoni ngs brought along for that purpose. Mich to Renn's anmazenent it wasn't too bad.

Havi ng cl eaned his plate, Renn waited until everyone else had finished, and drifted over
towar ds Vanessa. She was busy | aying out her sleeping bag. She sniled at his approach. "Hi
Jonat han. This is absolutely incredible! Every once in a while | pinch nyself just to nake sure
it's real."

Renn | aughed. "I'Il bet that's the first tinme anyone's tal ked about Swanp that way."

She wrinkled her nose. "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. These are the nost conplete
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ruins |'ve ever seen, and that's what counts. Honcho says we'll be fanpbus." As she said it, her
eyes were bright and excited.

"I"'mglad you' re happy,” Renn replied. "How 'bout a wal k?"

Her expression changed as she | ooked out into the dark. "Qut there? You' ve got to be
ki ddi ng. "

Renn smiled. "It's safe enough if you know what you're doing. Besides, we won't go far
What do you say?"

Vanessa | ooked doubtful. "You're probably right, but |I'mbeat, and tommorow s a bi g day.
How ' bout a rain check?"

Renn shrugged. "Sure. 1'll see you in the norning."

As he wal ked back to his gear, Marla watched froma shadow, and sniled. Maybe sonething
was goi ng her way for once

Mor ni ng brought a bustle of activity. People woke up and wi shed they were sonmewhere el se
Tired guards turned in too tired to care. Breakfast was opened, conpl ai ned about and eaten. And
then, when Junpo was satisfied that all was ship-shape, a planning session was hel d.

Drawing on Renn's nenories, and the little bit that Honcho had glinpsed fromthe air, Chin
used his portable conp to sketch a plan of the ruins. Then hard copies were j printed out and
given to each menber of the scientific team > Honcho and Vanessa divided Chin's map into
quadrants, and then divided the quadrants between thensel ves. Each ' would use a holo camto carry
out a survey of their particular quadrants. Later the hol os woul d be shown and di scussed. Al
possi ble sites would be identified and prioritized. Then those with highest priority would be
i nvestigated first.

Once the quadrants had been assigned, three teans were forned. Two were survey teans,
headed by Honcho and Vanessa, and the third was a defense team headed by Junpo. Each survey team
was assi gned a guide, Renn for Honcho, Marla for Vanessa, as well as two marine guards. The rest
of the marines fell into Jump's team One was still asleep, having stood the last four hour night
wat ch, and the other three were split between Fred and the main canp. One on Fred, and two at the
mai n canp. Everyone would be arned and in continual radio contact.

As she set off with Vanessa, Marla wondered how the assignnents had been nmade. Wiy had she
been chosen to acconpany Vanessa rather than Renn? Was it chance, or had Vanessa requested that
arrangenent? There was no way to tell, but one thing was for sure, Vanessa usually got her way.

Meanwhil e, Renn was a little hurt at being assigned to Honcho, and a bit anused as well
It appeared the ruins had taken his place in Vanessa's love life. He'd hoped for sonething nore,
but never really believed it would happen. Ah well, easy cone easy go.

As the day progressed Renn found the whol e process quite interesting. In spite of the way
he babbl ed constantly, and seened to dash this way and that, the Finthian was actually quite
systemati c. Once Renn had checked the area for nonsters, and the nmarines had taken up good
def ensi ve positions, Honcho would enter, holo camin hand. First, he recorded every square inch of
the surface area using long practiced swops of his canmera. Since the images could | ater be
conput er mani pul ated in thousands of ways, how he shot the footage was | ess inportant than the way
he shot it. The key was to | eave nothing unshot and to record as nmany different angles as
possi bl e. The resulting images could be digitalized and mani pul ated i n whatever way Chin chose.
The final holos would not provide an acadenmi ¢ record of how things | ooked before they were
di sturbed and a data base fromwhich all sorts of conputer extrapolations could be run

Meanwhi | e Renn was gat hering his own inpressions of the ruins. Al though he'd wandered
through themw th Boater he hadn't really examned them Basically they were shaped |ike a |ong
narrow rectangl e. What he thought of as the great hall was |ocated at one end of the rectangle and
underneath. Sitting on top of the rectangle were six circular structures, each an island festooned
with thick jungle growmh, and each having a personality of its own.

O the three which fell within Honcho's area of investigation, one was entirely
featurel ess, while the other two had distinct personalities. Mst of the things which nade them
different were constructed of the sanme snmooth material as everything else, but at |east one was
made of netal, and it drove Honcho wild with excitenent. "Look Jonathan, netal! Isn't that
wonder ful ? And not a speck of rust or vegetable growh on it. Wiy's that Jonathan? And | ook at the
shape. By all that flies, what a strange shape. Ch ny, oh ny, Vanessa will be so excited."

Ginning at the Finthian's antics, Renn began to circle the structure. It was about ten
feet tall. It was hard to see through the thick growh around it. Nothing . . . nothing . . . wait
a mnute, what's that? There was a curious darkness behind one particular section of vegetation
Using his machete to hold sone vines aside, Renn |leaned forward to take a better |ook. There was
darkness all right, the darkness of an unlighted stairway! "Honcho," Renn said using his throat
nmc, "cone around to the other side. There's sonething I'd like you to see.”
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"I'"'mtoo busy, Jonathan. 1'll work nmy way around there in a few m nutes."

"OK," Renn replied. "In the nmeantime | guess Ford and | will just see where these stairs
| ead. "

Renn heard an indi gnant squawk over the intercomand seconds | ater the Finthian stood by
his side. "I don't see any stairs. If this is sone sort of human joke, | don't think it's very
funny. "

Renn used his machete to push the vegetation aside, and this tinme Ford stepped in to help
A tall narrow doorway was reveal ed with steps beyond. Squawki ng hi s happi ness, Honcho junped up
and down, waving his holo camin every direction. "This is wonderful! A way in! | had feared we
m ght have to force our way in, and that could do a | ot of dammge. Vanessa, Vanessa. Can you hear
me?"

"1 think so," Vanessa said fromthe far end of the ruins. "Did you say sonething about
stairs?" There was excitenment in her voice, and sonething el se, resentnent perhaps?

"I certainly did," Honcho replied happily, and went on to describe what they | ooked like
But the stairs went tenporarily unexplored. Honcho insisted that the video survey be conpl eted
prior to entry. "W nust proceed in an orderly fashion," he said sternly. So the spot was narked,
and the survey conti nued.

Everyone was exhausted by the tinme evening cane. dinbing up, over and around the ruins
was hard work. Nonethel ess a sense of exciterment filled the hall as di nner was prepared and
consunmed. Everyone wondered the sane things. Were did the stairs | ead? Wat would they find
i nside the ruins?

But where everyone else was filled with excitenment Vanessa was strangely silent. Her
quadrant was interesting, but devoid of anything |like Honcho's stairs, and she seened | ess than
happy. And when Vanessa was unhappy she tended to take it out on those around her. Especially
Marla. The two of them were no | onger speaking.

Meanwhi | e Honcho ate al one, talons clicking on the keyboard of his Finthian computer, his
huge eyes | ocked on the tiny screen. He'd dunped the holo cam nenories into his conputer. Now he
was sifting images, conparing themto others he'd recorded |ight years away, and munbling to
hinself. Finally he uttered a chirrup of satisfaction and stood up. "That was an excell ent di nner
what ever it was. How can | hel p?"

"You feathered con artist, you know damm well it's too late to help," Chin replied,
gesturing towards the spotless eating area. "But since you offered we'll save the breakfast ness
for you."

"You're too kind," Honcho replied solemly. "Shall we review what we've got so far?"

His offer met with enthusiastic agreenent all around. Those who weren't on guard forned a
sem circle around Honcho. Many were still sipping their coffee, or munching on one of the rock-
hard fruit bars nmasqueradi ng as dessert.

Meanwhi | e Honcho and Chin set up a holo projector and linked it to the Finthian's
conmput er. Then Honcho cleared his throat and waited for the buzz of conversation to die down. "Al
right. Thanks to everyone's efforts we acconplished a great deal today. Qur initial survey is
conpl ete, which nmeans we can now turn our attention to those sites which seem nost prom sing."
Cheers and appl ause fol |l owed, to which Honcho held up a restraining hand.

"Though it's true that | deserve all the credit, it would be nore seemly to pretend that
my associate Dr. Cooper-Smith, along with nmy company of |oyal slaves played some snmall part in
this acconplishnment." For a noment boos and a variety of friendly insults filled the air. Vanessa
smled weakly but didn't join in.

As soon as the noise died down, the Finthian scientist turned serious. "As you know,

Jonat han found a door and sone stairs which seemto |lead down into the interior of the ruins. This
seens |like the place to start. However, Jonathan, Marla, and Section Leader Junp have all pointed
out that there's a good deal of danger involved. Jonathan knows from personal experience that

there are passageways under the ruins, and under the surrounding jungle as well, which harbor somne
very unpleasant |ifefornms. Therefore, we will enter with great caution. As for the ruins

t hensel ves, well, they're everything we'd hoped for and nore. And while |I normally avoid any sort
of hypothesis this early in a survey, this is no ordinary survey, and our tine is severely
limted. Therefore, I'mgoing out on a linb. By the way, while that expression is comobn to both

our races, it seenms far nore appropriate to mne."

Honcho's joke was nmet with lots of |aughter, during which Renn happened to notice Vanessa.
She wasn't | aughing. Instead she was | ooking at Honcho with somet hi ng approachi ng anger. Renn had
a feeling that whatever the Finthian was about to announce hadn't been shared with her.

Honcho gestured towards the ruins around them "To nmake a long story short, |'ve got a
theory about these ruins. At first | thought they were a series of structures all located in close
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proximty to each other. But after |ooking themover, and running sone conputer conparisons |
don't think so anynore. No, | think they're all part of a single structure, a structure which may
have once been hundreds of feet tall."

Honcho was silent for a nonent giving themtine to absorb what he'd said. Chin was the
first to break the silence. "But if this structure was hundreds of feet tall, then there should be
all sorts of debris marking where the top portion fell."

A long, slow grin split Honcho's face, giving Renn a glinpse of the Finthian's predatory
ancestors. "Not if we're standing on the roof."

There was another long silence while everyone took it in. Meanwhile Honcho wal ked over to
his conputer and tapped a couple of keys. A holo snapped into existence. It was a |ine draw ng of
atall building with six circular structures on the roof. "I'mjust guessing of course, but it nmay
have | ooked sonmething like this. Then thousands of years ago there was sonme sort of cataclysm
Eventually we'll have to get sone geologists in here to figure it out, but something changed the
planet's climate, and probably created the equatorial swanps as well. Based on the tine |ines
we' ve established el sewhere, that probably happened |ong after the Buil ders di sappeared. |In any
case, this structure was so strong, it withstood the initial cataclysns, plus the thousands of
years of erosion and floodi ng which foll owed. Perhaps a good portion of the polar ice caps nelted
down causing the water level to rise thereby creating | oW and swanps. Perhaps it was something
el se. But whatever it was buried the first few hundred feet of this building in nud."

Renn noticed that Vanessa's expression had gone fromanger to thin-lipped hatred.
Apparently her fellow scientists revelations were as big a surprise to her as everyone el se, and
her dreams of academ c glory were fading fast. The way things were going she'd be nothing nore
than a footnote in Honcho's final thesis.

Honcho touched a series of conputer keys and a |ine of darkness noved upwards to consune
all but the top of the building. Wen the [ine stopped, it rippled slightly, dropping a little on
one side. Honcho picked up a black wand and an arrow popped into exi stence about six feet out from
his hand. Pointing it to the side of the building that was slightly nore exposed, he said, "MW
guess is that we're sitting right here, in what was once a top floor office, or conparable space
W' ve been entering and |leaving this space via a huge wi ndow. The reason we didn't realize that is
the I ack of a casenment or other structure which woul d suggest a wi ndow. Perhaps they used sone
sort of transparent forcefield to keep the weather out." As he tal ked, the arrow bounced from
place to place. "In any case | think those six circular structures on top are housings which
cont ai ned various kinds of building equipnment. You know, air conditioning, communications gear
that sort of stuff. If so, the nmetal artifact | found today nay be some sort of antenna, and
Jonathan's stairs woul d provide roof access for repairs. O course, it's all guess work for now.

So, unl ess Vanessa has sonmething to add, | suggest we wap this up and get sone sleep. Tommorow
we'll investigate Renn's stairs, and perhaps they will tell us nore. Vanessa?"
"l have nothing to add," Vanessa replied bitterly. "I think you covered it all."

I f Honcho understood her tone, he gave no sign of it, nodding solemly, and urging
everyone to get a good night's sleep

As the neeting broke up, Marla caught Renn's eye. He shrugged and replied with a grin. For
sone reason she found that to be quite reassuring.

Everyone was up bright and early the next norning eager to get breakfast out of the way
and investigate the stairs. Even the narines seened caught up in the excitement, vying to
acconpany the scientists, and groani ng when Junp assi gned them guard duty.

Marla fell in beside Renn as the scientific party nade its way towards the top of the
ruins. "You plan to go first, don't you." She nade it a statenent rather than a question
Renn | ooked down and sniled. "Good norning to you too, and yes, | plan to go first. |I'm

the only one who's been in the underground passageways before."

“"I"'mconmng with you."

"The hell you are."

"Don't be stupid, Jonathan. My enhanced senses will give us an edge. Besides |'m smaller
and that might come in handy. And there's one other thing, too."

"What' s that?"

"Otherwise, I'lIl bite you in the ass.”

Renn | aughed and sl apped her on the back. "God forbid! You win! | guess it's you and ne
just like always."

"That's good enough for ne,
enough for ne."

Hal f an hour later they all watched as the marines cut away the vegetation which bl ocked
the door. "Careful," Honcho cautioned them "Just the vegetation. Don't touch anything el se. And

Marl a thought to herself as she padded along. "That's good
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that goes for you as well," he said sternly, turning to Renn and Marla. "If you see any | oose
artifacts laying around don't touch them It's inportant to record their exact position and
condition before they' re noved. therwi se inportant information about their relationship to the
t hi ngs around them can be lost."

Havi ng al ready heard this lecture twice in the last fifteen mnutes, Renn and Marl a nodded

dutifully, and exchanged wi nks. Next it was Jump's turn to |ecture them "Now renenber we'll be in
radio contact the whole tinme. If you |lose radio contact then return inmediately. Don't try to
explore. That can wait till you get some hel p. Understood?"

"Understood,"” Renn replied.

"Yes, daddy." Marla added with a sly grin.

Junp | aughed. "Welt, get to work then."

Renn had a powerful flashlight taped to the barrel of his assault weapon. He turned it on
The assault weapon was a short ugly |ooking thing which wasn't too accurate but could throw out a
curtain of lead. Remenbering his earlier experiences Renn had chosen the auto slug thrower over
his usual blast rifle. If they ran into trouble the noise created by the slug thrower m ght give
them an edge.

Marl a paused in the doorway, and said, "Last one in's a roo's rear end," and di sappeared
Everyone | aughed as Renn stepped through the door. Hs flashlight threw a large circle of |ight
onto the wall, and then the steps, as he pointed the rifle downwards.

"Marl a?"

"I"'mon a landing one flight down. Nothing so far. Watch your step."

As Renn started down the stairs he understood her warning. The risers were unusually high,
reinforcing his earlier inpression of a tall skinny race. Marla's synthetic eyes glowed red as she
| ooked up to greet him W've got conpany."

"Details!" Junp's voice snapped over the intercom

"Droppi ngs, a faint odor, and distant scrabbling sounds,” Marla replied.

"Watch your step,"” Junp cautioned in her ear, "and haul ass at the slightest sign of

troubl e.

"WIl do," Renn agreed. "OK Marla, let's go down one nore flight." She hugged the right
hand wal | as she decended the stairs. Her durasteel claws made a slight clicking sound as she took
the steps in a series of small junps.

Renn followed, noticing that all traces of daylight had di sappeared. The circle of Iight
generated by his flashlight seemed to float down the stairs ahead of himlike a ghost seeking its
tonb. The air was col der now, seeping slowy upwards and bringing a foul odor with it, as if the
ruins were sonehow alive and breathing. Renn pictured hinself descending down a nonster's throat
into its bowels, knowing at any nonent it m ght awaken, sense his presence, and swall ow hi m

Suddenly a gi bbering noi se cane fromup ahead and his bl ood turned ice cold. There was a
burst of static followed by Marla's voice. "W've got conpany Jonathan. Run!"

"What about you?"

"I'"'mfine damit. Run!"

"Both of you, get the hell out of there!" The voice was Junp's.

Renn heard a snarling sound frombelow as Marla tore into the oncomi ng nonsters. He
flicked the safety off and ran down the stairs. The gi bbering horde canme up to neet him

Chapter El even

Renn took the stairs two at a time, his light washing the walls white. Then he saw Marl a,
and beyond her a seething mass of bodies held in check by her slashing teeth. They had sl eek dog-
i ke heads, elongated bodies, and three sets of |egs apiece. They were the sane kind of
underground creatures he'd run into before. Then there was no tine for thought. He squeezed the
trigger and the rifle made a stuttering roar

The front rank staggered, tried to turn, but couldn't because of the nob behind. Trapped,
they surged forward and al nost overwhel ned Marla. She fought |ike a thing possessed. Renn was j ust
about to order a retreat when Junp appeared beside him He sensed others behind and knew t hey
couldn't hel p because of the narrow stairwell. He and Junpo were so close that when the section
| eader fired, hot gases fromhis ejection port burned Renn's arm It was worth it. Junb's weapon
doubl ed the sound causing all of the creatures to turn. Sone rmade it, but many died, the bullets
cutting themdown in swaths. Suddenly they were gone. Their weapons made pinging sounds as they
cool ed and wounded creatures whinpered pitifully.

Jump stared after the vani shing horde. "Damm. | swear to god this is the worst pus ball in
the whol e damm gal axy.” He turned to Renn. "I thought | ordered you to get the hell out of here.”
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Renn nodded soberly. "So you did. But | got confused in the dark and ran in the wong
direction.”

Juno regarded himdisbelievingly. "Shit. You got confused and . . . shit." He turned to
the marines on the stairs behind them the beamfromhis flashlight revealing their grins. "Wat
the hell are you grinning about? Get down there and finish off the wounded. What, |'ve gotta do

everyt hi ng?"

There was a whol e chorus of "Yes-sir's,
squeezed past Renn

"What have we got?" The voice bel onged to Honcho. The sonmewhat bedraggl ed | ooki ng Finthian
had foll owed the narines down.

"Ch terrific," Juno said disgustedly. "Doesn't anyone |isten around here? Did you hear ne
say, 'all clear, conme on down'?"

Honcho produced a sly Finthian grin. "I got confused and went the wong way."

Jump just | ooked at the scientist for a nonent, his jaw working wordl essly, and said,
"Shit." Then he turned and wal ked away. A series of single shots rang out fromthe chanber beyond
as the marines finished off the wounded.

“Marla, are you all right?" Renn knelt beside her. Her fur was ripped here and there, and
her nmuzzle dripped greeni sh bl ood.

She | ooked into his eyes. "I'mfine thanks to you, but just for the record, | agree with

but the marines were still snmiling as they

Juno.
"Traitor." Renn used his sleeve to wi pe sone of the blood off her face.

"Very interesting.” The voice was Honcho's. The Finthian scientist was busily exanmi ning a
dead nonster. The light fromhis small flash roved this way and that, before coning to rest on its
chest. "Jonat han, have you seen anything simlar to this species during your time here?"

"Nope, " Renn answered. "These things | ook conpletely different fromanything else |'ve
seen. Plus they don't change to match the background."

"Look at this," Honcho said, beckoning hi mover

Renn knelt down to take a closer |ook. The scientist's flashlight noved back and forth to
illumnate the creature's brown chest. And then Renn saw them nipples! Two rows of them A
mamal ! What was a manmal doing on a planet where everything el se was ovi parous?

"Burt will be nost interested," Honcho said. "I'lIl ask Junp to stabilize a couple." The
Fi nt hi an waddl ed off in Juno's direction

Renn knew speci men bags cane in various sizes, each equipped with a canister of
stabilizing gases. Put a specinmen inside, seal it up, trigger the canister, and presto! Canned
what ever. The speci mens | ooked horrible through the cloudy plastic, but Renn supposed it was
better than dissecting themon the spot, or hunting nore |ater

"Hey, Section!" The voice belonged to Ford, "Looks like we've got a sw ming pool over
here! "

Renn and Marla wound their way through the dead bodi es and towards the bobbing lights. For
the first tine Renn realized they were in a |large open area. |If Honcho was correct, than this was
the top floor of a fairly tall building. Wiy would anyone put a sw nming pool on the top floor of
a buil di ng?

One of the marines turned on a portable flood, and the sudden glare hurt Renn's eyes. The
mari nes were gathered along a high wall. It | ooked to be four or five feet tall. Unconfortably
hi gh for humans but just about right for tall, skinny builders. Stepping up Renn saw t he wall
formed a | arge open square about a hundred feet across. Renenbering this was the top of floor of a
high-rise building, or nore accurately, a bal cony, Renn realized the open area had once been an
atrium Not any nore. Looking down, he saw jet black water twenty feet below Fromthe stains on
the far wall he deduced that the water was sonetinmes nuch deeper. During the rainy seasons, no

doubt. The water rippled gently as a tiny breeze found its way down the stairs, over the wall, and
skittered across its surface. Renn shivered. Something about the black stillness of the water
scared him He felt a sharp pain in his right ankle. "What the . . .?"

Looki ng down he saw Marla. She'd ni pped his ankle. "How about nme you big lug? Did it ever
occur to you that 1'd like to | ook, too?"

Renn | aughed. "Sorry." Grasping her around the nmiddl e he heaved her up so she could rest
her front legs on the top of the wall. As he did, she suddenly realized she'd asked for his help
wi t hout worrying what he might think. It was a new high, or a new low, she wasn't sure which. She
| ooked down at the inky water and nodded.

"OK, put me down before you get a hernia or sonething." He put her down.

"Thank God. If 1 didn't know better |1'd think you were putting on weight." He felt another
sharp pain in his ankle and said, "Stop that!"
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"I nteresting."”
of the wall.

"What do you nake of it?" Marla asked. "Ford says it's a swi mm ng pool ."

"Well, as far as |'mconcerned, Ford is welcone to take a dip," Honcho all owed
thoughtfully. "But | doubt that's what the builders had in mind. My guess is that we're standing
on a four-sided bal cony over what was once an open space. |If so the water isn't supposed to be
there. Chances are it corresponds with the surrounding water table."

Renn was secretly pleased to have his own hypothesis confirmed. "Maybe a public gathering
pl ace of sone sort?"

"Possi bly," Honcho said, "That would explain it's size. But there's no way to be sure.
Maybe they |iked big bedroons."

"So what's next?" Marla asked.

"1 think it's time to consult our friend Dr. Chin. Wy should he | ounge around while we do
all the work?"

Two hours, and nunerous trips to the surface later, the area was flooded with light. Chin
was sitting at a nakeshift table heaped with el ectronics. The tiny conmp screen washed Chin's face
with green as agile fingers tapped out a quick rhythmon the keyboard. Multicol ored w res snaked
their way across the floor to clinb the wall and di sappear over the top. Chin had circled the wall
dropping a variety of instruments into the water like a fishernman with nore than one line.

Meanwhi l e, Marla and the marines had explored the rest of the floor. They found three
staircases. Two | ed downwards and were bl ocked by water or cave-ins. The third also | ed downwards
but ended in a tunnel. Conmon sense, plus a trail of blood and droppings, indicated this was the
escape route used by their six-legged attackers. Two mari nes were posted at the entrance, and
lights were placed fifty feet down the tunnel so they could see anything which approached.

Marla and the marines al so found a whol e row of flooded shafts. She thought they were sone
sort of lift tubes or elevators, but Honcho sinply shrugged, saying it was too early to tell. He
poi nted out they could al so be garbage chutes, ventilators, or cerenonial pathways to planetary
gods. Marla agreed politely, but thought Honcho was maki ng the whole thing too conplicated. After
all, why would anyone with sufficient technology to build tall buildings, run up and down the
stairs? She felt sure Honcho would cone up with all sorts of reasons, but didn't want to hear
t hem

The voi ce was Honcho's. He'd just worked his way around the circunference

"Well folks, here's everything you ever wanted to know about what's down there," Chin said
nmodestly. They all gathered around to ook at the print-out which Chin's equi pment had produced.
Peering between Honcho and Junp, Renn saw a grid on which there were | arge expanses of blue cross-
hat chi ng, and bl obs of white. "For the uninitiated,"” Chin said, "the white blobs are objects with
suf ficient density to bounce a signal off, and the shaded areas represent open space."

Renn was struck by the fact that the white blobs, or solid objects, were symmetrically
arranged towards the center of the room In fact, if the atriumweren't flooded, and he | ooked
over the wall, he'd be | ooking straight down at them Al of which suggested that the bal cony, and
the open space around the objects, was intended for view ng. Evidently Honcho agreed, because he
said, "Fromthe | ooks of it, those white blobs in the center of the next floor down were pretty
i mportant. One gets the feeling that the builders liked to stand around and | ook at them Anyone
feel like taking a dip? I'd volunteer, but I'"'mnot really built for it."

A lively discussion ensued. Junp felt that one of his marines should make the dive, but
Renn obj ected, pointing out that the mari nes were stretched thin guarding Fred, the canp, the
entry point to the ruins, plus the underground tunnel which the nonsters used. Marla and Honcho
weren't built for the task, Chin was too valuable, and Junp shoul d be available to | ead his
mari nes. Furthernore, Renn argued, he'd done quite a bit of diving on Terra, and could anyone el se
say the sane?

Jurmp finally gave in, the expedition's single set of diving gear was brought from canp,
and Renn made ready for his dive. Ready, but not eager. The water had a dark om nous | ook. Doing
his best to ignore the water, and all that its flat reflective surface nm ght conceal, he gave his
gear one |ast check. The face nmmsk-1ight conbination seened to fit fairly well though he woul dn't
know for sure until he got into the water. The rebreather unit on his back fed himrubber flavored
air like it was supposed to, the weight belt around his waist felt just about right, and his swim
fins were a size too small, but better than nothing. H's only weapon was a force bl ade strapped to
his right thigh. They'd forgotten to bring a spear gun. Well, hopefully he wouldn't need it. So
far there were no signs of life on any of Chin's electronic sensors. There were two |ines fastened
to his harness, one in case of trouble, and the other for any interesting artifacts he mght run
into al ong the way.

As Renn clinbed to the top of the wall and prepared to enter the water, Marla prow ed
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restlessly back and forth along the edge of darkness. She didn't like this one bit. In her opinion
it was a job for the nmarines, but she didn't dare say so, especially since Renn might resent her
interference. So she swore silently to herself and hoped it would be over quickly.

"Renenber . . . three tugs on either line and we'll pull you up, pronto,"
sternly.

Renn nodded, grasped the nouthpiece firmy between his teeth, and junped feet first. It
was a long drop to the water and he hit with a trenendous splash. The water was shockingly col d.
As he sank towards the bottom Renn noticed the water was surprisingly clear. Anmllion tiny bits
of mineral matter reflected his light back at him but except for those, the water seened very
cl ean. Good. He'd expected the murky, sedinment-laden stuff of the swanp, and this would nake the
job a lot easier.

Rolling forward he pulled his arnms in and kicked towards the bottom The water was damed
cold, and the two |ines were an annoyi ng encunbrance, but otherwise it was al nost fun. He'd al ways
enj oyed diving, the sensual flow of water across his skin, and the tiny bit of danger that al ways
went with it. But here the potential danger outwei ghed the pleasure and put himon edge. Renn did
his best to keep a good | ook-out, but outside of the mineral notes and the darkness beyond, there
was nothing to see. Then the floor suddenly rose to neet him Its surface was covered with a
softly undul ati ng carpet of whitish sediment which billowed up and around himas the tip of one
fin scraped along the top of it.

The obj ects should be somewhere to the right. Turning, he kicked towards the center of the

Junp said

large room His light glided over the sedinment. Wait . . . what the hell was that? Sonething had
broken the perfect symretry of the floor. He executed a tight turn and went back, moving slowy
this time, so he wouldn't mss whatever it was. There ... At his touch the sedinent seened to | eap
off the object as if happy to get away. It swirled for a nonent, glittering in the light, and then
drifted away to reveal a triangular skull. A few wispy bits of flesh and skin still clung to white
bone.

Renn felt something heavy drop into his stomach, and whirled through a 360-degree turn
al nost tangling his lines. Judging fromthe skull, the dead thing had been fairly |arge, which
meant that whatever killed it was even larger, and might see himas a fitting dessert. But there
was nothing to see. Just glittering notes which danced before his eyes. C enching the rubber
nmout hpi ece between his teeth, Renn turned and kicked towards the center of the room A tiny
trickle of water had found its way into his mask and was collecting at the bottom Suddenly he
wanted to finish the dive as soon as possible.

Monments | ater, sonething loonmed large in front of him An artifact. It had no discernible
shape, was about half his size, and thickly covered with white sedinment. Only the surface |ayer
floated away at his touch. The rest formed a solid crust inches thick. He saw sonething fromthe
corner of his eye and whirled, reaching for the force blade. He felt foolish. Just another
artifact. Swinming right he found three nore. Then, circling around behind those, he found four
nmore standing back to back with the first row He couldn't tell what the objects were, but knew
they were different fromeach other. For exanple, the one right in front of himwas nore
hori zontal than vertical. It stood on three short pedestals.

He approached the artifact and put both his hands underneath it, bent his knees, and
lifted. Nothing. Backing off he pulled his force blade and flicked it on. It vibrated slightly in
hi s hand. Kicking down towards the base of the artifact he used the force blade to attack the
sedi nent. The bl ade seened to vibrate nore as it cut into the encrusted material. A cloud of
sedi ment rose to surround him Renn conpleted the cut by feel and turned off the force blade. The
sedi nent was already starting to settle as he slipped the blade into its sheath. Placing his arns
under the artifact, Renn flexed his knees, and tried again. For a nmonent nothing happened. Then
the artifact broke free, jerking upwards a bit before falling back. Good. The thing was heavy, but
not too heavy to lift.

Pul I ing down sorme nore line, he tied it around the object, checked his knots, and jerked
on his lifeline three tinmes. The response was instantaneous. He shot upwards |ike a rocket.

Meanwhi | e, hundreds of feet away, sonmething |ong and sinuous conpleted its | ong journey
t hrough underwat er tunnels, and slid into the cool water of the pool. The water tasted |i ke hone.
Though conpletely blind, the thing had other senses, including a keen sense of taste and the
ability to detect even the smallest vibration in the surrounding water. It paused. Something was

movi ng where all should be still. Though not very intelligent, the thing was nonethel ess cauti ous,
for there were other even nore dangerous deni zens of the deep roam ng Swanp. But the source of
this disturbance was too snmall, too puny to be one of those, and nust therefore fall into the

ot her category. Food.
Wth a powerful sideways swish of its body, the thing slid upwards through the water,

file:/l/F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20Dietz%20-%20Prison%20Planet.txt (64 of 88) [1/21/03 11:23:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20D:i etz%620-%20Pri son%20P! anet.txt

nmout h open to expose razor sharp backward curving teeth. The day's hunt hadn't gone well. It was
hungry.

Not knowing if Renn was in trouble or not, everyone grabbed into his lifeline, and pulled
with all their mght. As yard after yard of dripping |line cane over wall, Marla ran this way and
that, desperately w shing she could help. Even Chin left his equipnent to lend a hand. |If he
hadn't, maybe he'd have seen the | ong white shape arrowi ng up across his tiny conp screen. But he
was pulling on the line instead and cheering with the others when Renn burst up through the
surface of the water. Seconds |ater he was haul ed dripping over the side. As Renn renoved his face
mask and nouth piece they bonbarded himw th questions. WAs he OK? What was it |ike down there?
Shoul d they haul in the other |ine?

So no one saw the long coil break the surface of the water and dive fromsight. The thing
was puzzl ed. Sonehow the food had escaped its grasp. But such things had happened before. The
solution was patience. If one waited | ong enough, food that di sappeared upwards often returned.
Havi ng completed its long dive, the thing allowed itself to sink into the upper l[ayer of sedinent.
Billions of tiny particles exploded upwards, and then one by one, drifted gently down to cover the
thing with a soft blanket of white.

The excitement was al nost pal pabl e as Junb and Chin rigged the collapsible A-frane. As
t hey wor ked, Honcho was everywhere, getting in the way, and providing a running conmentary on
their efforts. Once the frane was assenbl ed, Juno produced a blast rifle, dialed up a narrow beam
and drilled a series of holes in the floor. Renn watched as the holes in the A-frame's base plate
were lined up with the holes in the floor, bolts were inserted and then nelted into place. Now the
A-frame was ready to go. Metal squealed on nmetal as the structure was sw vel ed out and over the
wat er .

"Al'l right slaves," Honcho said happily, "let's see what sort of fish Jonathan has
hooked!" As Renn towelled off, Jump and Chin fed the line through the pulley at the top of the A
frame, and Honcho waddl ed back and forth in excitenent.

"Grab on," Junp instructed, and everyone did. Even Marla got into the act, grabbing the
far end of the line with her teeth, and backing up. The pull ey squeaked under the strain, but inch
by inch, foot by foot, great |oops of dripping line piled up at their feet.

Far below the artifact broke contact with the floor, and swayed slightly, giving off a
smal | aval anche of sedinment. Then it began to jerk its way upwards. Stirring at first, then
sensing that the nmovenent had nothing to do with food, the thing returned to its state of patient
wat chf ul ness.

Up above they all gave one | ast heave on the line and the artifact broke the surface.
Honcho's feathers went every which way as he junped up and down with excitenment, rem nding Renn of
an antique feather duster. A feather duster with a loud voice. "All the way slaves! Take it al
t he way!"

Pulling in concert they haul ed the object up and out of the water until it swung just
bel ow t he apex of the A-frane. "All right Honcho," Juno grunted, "lock the line."

Honcho flipped a |l ever on the side of the A-frame which engaged a brake on the pulley.
Renn felt the tension go off the line as the brake locked it into place.

Junmo wi ped his hands on his pants as he eyed the dripping artifact and the supporting A
frane. "You think it'Il fit?"

Renn nodded. It |looked as if the artifact would just barely fit through the top part of
the A A quick nmeasurenent by Honcho confirmed his guess.

"Well then let's give it a try,” Junp grabbed the line and they all followed suit. "On
three," Junp said. "One, two, and three!" They all heaved as hard as they could. Since the line
was | ocked in place this had the effect of pulling the top of the A-frame towards them Wth a
screech of unoiled netal the A-frane swiveled on its hinged legs. As the Afrane tilted towards
them the artifact came with it, swinging neatly through the top part of the Awith only inches to
spare. The artifact jerked to a halt as the A-frame hit the stops built into its base, and hung
there, swinging gently back and forth. The pulley |ock was rel eased, and nonments later the
artifact was gently lowered to the floor.

By nowit was evening, and tinme to return to the canp. Ford was sent up to the surface for
a couple of long poles. By placing these side by side on the floor, and connecting themw th short
pi eces of line, Renn nade a sling. The artifact was placed in the sling upside down pedestals up.
Then with a man on each end of both poles the artifact was carried to the surface. By the tine a
second trip had been nade to retrieve Chin's electronics, it was dark. The A-frame and ot her heavy
duty gear were |eft below for future use

The artifact and Chin's gear were painstakingly hauled to canp. As they entered, the first
thing Renn saw was Vanessa, sitting in a canp chair reading a mcro spool. She didn't even | ook up
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when the marines entered carrying the artifact between them It didn't take a genius to figure out
that she wasn't too thrilled with Honcho's success.

After dinner was rmade, eaten and cl eared away, Honcho began work on the artifact. It was a
| ong, slow process. Working with infinite care, he used a variety of brushes to clean off as nuch
sedi nent as he could, and then went to work with a collection of small tools. Gently, he chipped
away at the encrusted sedinment, often nmunbling to hinself, the clink of his tools echoing softly
between the walls.

Renn watched for a while, but grew increasingly sleepy, and decided to |ay down for a
little nap. The next thing he knew, it was norning and Junb was nudgi ng hi m awake. "Comrme on
Jonathan. It's tine to get up."

Yawni ng, he sat up, and then clawed for the .75. There was a tunnel creature sitting not
ten feet away! Their |aughter stopped him He took another look. It was the nost incredible piece
of scul pture he'd ever seen. Every line was perfect, sonehow capturing not only the | ook of the
beast, but the feeling too. It seemed to live, to breathe, as if any nmonent it night cone out of a
trance and nove towards him But it was different sonehow. For one thing there was a half smle on
its dog face, sinlar to the one Marla often wore, and there was sonething el se a | ook of wi sdom
inits eyes. But how could that be? The tunnel creatures were anong the nobst vicious on Swanp!

"W don't know," Honcho said sinply, answering Renn's silent question. The Finthian | ooked
drawn and haggard. He'd worked through the night, unable to stop. Each additional patch of cleaned
scul pture had demanded another, and so on, until the whole thing was |laid bare.

"Not even a guess?"

Honcho grinned wearily. "You know dammed well | couldn't resist a guess.” He gestured to
the scul pture. "I haven't got much to back it up, but based on the fact that these things are
manmal s, while everything else on this planet is oviparous, you' ve got to ask yourself if they
originally came fromoff planet. And if they did come fromoff planet, then it seenms logical to
think the Builders brought them here, and thought theminportant enough to i mortalize through
scul pture. Take a look at those feet."

Renn did as Honcho asked, and saw that the first two sets of feet were clearly prehensile.
He knew wi t hout checking that the creatures they'd killed earlier had el ongated claws on their
front feet.

Honcho nodded knowi ngly. "That's right. Tool users. It seems this particular species was
sentient at one tine.

Apparently they de-evolved into their present state. "The question is why?" Honcho stared
at the sculpture as if willing it to answer.

"They got |eft behind?"

Honcho | ooked up and frowned. "Wat did you say?"

Renn shrugged. "Maybe they got |eft behind when the Builders took off. Perhaps they were
dependent on the Builders in sonme special way, and when the Builders |eft unexpectedly, they
couldn't make it on their own."

Honcho smled. "Not a bad theory. | think I'Il wite it up and take credit for it."

"So what else is new," Vanessa said, getting up fromher chair, and stal ki ng out si de.
Marl a was forced to scurry out of her way.

Renn barely noticed Vanessa | eave. He was getting caught up in the intellectual puzzle. If
the first artifact recovered suggested an intelligent race descended into barbarity, then what
woul d the ot her seven reveal ? Renn wanted to know, and judging fromthe | ook in Honcho's huge
eyes, he did too.

So two hours later they were underground once nore. Chin assenbled his electronics, while
Renn stripped, and prepared to dive. Meanwhile Marla fussed around the edges. She felt Renn had
done his share, and that someone el se should take a turn. But Renn was stubborn as usual
insisting that he was the | ogical choice. He knew where the other artifacts were and what to
expect. Besides, he'd be better equipped this tine. Wth Juno's help, he'd jury rigged a cutting
torch froma mini-welder, and cobbl ed together an adjustable sling. Together they'd sinplify the
whol e process of cutting the artifacts |oose and getting themto the surface.

Chin dropped his instruments into the cold water and ran a prelimnary' check. Renn eyed
Chin's findings as he made the final adjustnents to his diving rig. There they were, seven white
bl obs, and no sign of anything new He gave Marla a thunbs up, attached both lines to his harness,
and clinbed up onto the wall. The water |ooked flat and black. Renn felt a sudden chill which had
nothing to do with the cold air, but shook it off. He'd been down there before and emerged wi t hout
a scratch. He stepped into space and dropped feet first into the water

Far bel ow the thing sensed the shock wave caused by Renn's entry, and stirred slightly.
So, the food had returned. The thing had no sense of tine. Seconds or days mi ght have passed. It
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made little difference. The food had gone away and returned. And that was good. The thing was
hungry. A vast, enpty need ran the length of its body and denanded sati sfaction

As before Renn saw nothing but glittering sedinent. Kicking strongly he headed for the
center of the roomand the waiting artifacts. H's light touched themfirst and, nmonments later, so
did he. He unwrapped the sling, slipped it around an artifact, and nade it fast. Next he used the
torch to cut through the encrusted sedinent around its base. Suddenly a cold current of water
touched his neck. He spun around, eyes probing the darkness. Nothing.

Just nerves. He turned back to the artifact and clipped the cargo line to the sling.
Sonmething hit his lifeline with incredible force. The lifeline jerked hi mupwards and then | et go
as razor-sharp teeth sliced it in twd. Looking up Renn saw a huge nout hful of backward-curving
teeth coming straight at him Renn ducked behind an artifact and felt the water boil around him as
the nonstrous thing slid by. He tried to follow the thing's head and just barely escaped as it
darted in from behind. Suddenly a huge coil of the thing' s snake-like body materialized around his
wai st. As it began to tighten he saw the head turn on the end of a | ong serpentine neck and dart
his way. If he didn't do sonething fast he'd wind up as snake food. He went for the force bl ade.
Dam! It was out of reach below the fat coil of hard flesh which was w apped around his m ddl e.

Desperate fingers scrabbled for the cutting torch and found it still clipped to its
| anyard. He triggered it. Nothing. The head was still com ng. Damm and doubl e damm, he'd forgotten
the safety. Cunsy fingers released the safety and hit the trigger again. A foot |ong |ance of
bl ue energy | eaped into existence and boiled the surrounding water. He saw the thing's head jerk
back. Good, he'd bought sonme time. Then he felt his eyes bulge as the thing squeezed even harder.

The thing was puzzled and a little frightened. Wiat was this food which fought back in
strange ways and created heat? Wiy wouldn't it die as food shoul d?

It was hard to breathe. Renn's vision began to blur as he applied the torch to the thing's
flesh. Skin, rnmuscle and bone seenmed to nelt away. Dark blood spurted out to stain the water. The
thing withed in agony but managed to hold on. Gitting his teeth, Renn directed the torch back
and forth across the width of the thing's body, determined to cut it in tw. He was about a third
of the way through when it suddenly let go.

Wi pping itself around in a tight circle the thing cane straight at him Gasping for air
Renn felt the floor under his feet and held the torch straight out. The nonster kept on com ng
Then, just when it seemed the creature woul d swal |l ow his arm-tance and all—the thing swerved.

Acting on inpul se, Renn bent his knees and used the floor to push off. As he hit, Renn
threw his arns and | egs around the thing' s snake-like body, and hung on. It wasn't easy. The thing
tried to throw himoff, snapping fromside to side, and looping this way and that. Twice it tried
to bite him but couldn't bend enough to reach sonething only six or eight feet back fromits own
head. Renn continued to work his way up towards the thing's skull. Having failed to cut the
creature in two he'd try for its brain. If its brain was sonewhere el se, then maybe he could
destroy the thing's nouth. Inch by inch, foot by foot, he noved sl owy upwards.

Sonething hit his right leg and hurt like hell. The dammed thing was trying to scrape him
of f against the artifacts! The rubber nouthpi ece was suddenly jerked fromhis nmouth. Wth his air
supply gone so was his tinme. He couldn't reach back to get it without letting go, and that would
mean certain death. Gritting his teeth against the pain Renn doubled his efforts to nove upwards.
Morments | ater he found himself clinging just belowthe thing's flat head. H's lungs were on fire,
his vision blurred, and his thoughts painfully slow Mistering every remaining ounce of strength,
Renn aimed his torch at what he hoped was the creature's brain case, and hit the trigger. A lance

of blue energy disappeared into the thing's skull. Brains boiled. Convulsions rippled the |ength
of the creature's body. It went [inp. Renn |et go and grabbed for the nouthpiece. As he sucked
cold, sweet air into his lungs, the thing fell, throwing up a | ong wave of sedinment as it hit the

floor. Soon its flesh would rot away and be eaten by a host of tiny scavengers. And then it woul d
join its victinms beneath a shroud of white.

Chapter Twel ve

Renn nmade six nore dives over the next two days. Chin maintained a sharp | ookout via his
sensors but saw no signs of life. Perhaps the water was too cold for other nonsters, or the
passageway too hard to find, or who knows. \Watever the reason the pool renained enpty and Renn
wor ked undi sturbed. They had it down to a science now, reeling the artifacts in |ike dead fish,
and haul i ng them back to canp.

Meanwhi | e Honcho worked day and night. Under his careful hands the scul ptures were reborn,
gradual |y emerging from sedi mentary cocoons to new life. They were a varied lot, alike only in
their absolute perfection. The first statue was still the only one corresponding to a known |ife
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form Al though Honcho had cl eaned up five nore, and each was quite interesting in its own right,
none corresponded with the alien races encountered by man. Some were probably sentient, since
there is a high degree of correlation between tool-use and sentience, and these had prehensile
linbs, or were depicted as having tool-like artifacts. Qthers were | ess clear having physiol ogi es
too alien to understand via a piece of scul pture. So the scul ptures evoked all sorts of questions,
the primary one being what were they to each other? And or, what were they to the Buil ders? One of
the nost popul ar theories was that they represented subject or menber races within the Builders
enpire. Honcho pointed out that while that was one of the possibilities, it was nore than a little
ant hropocentric and was therefore less likely to be accurate.

So they vied with each other to create new theories. Junb cane up with one of the nost
original during dinner one evening. He was standing in front of the statues, chewi ng his |ast
mout hful of food when he asked, "How do we know the Builders were nice guys? For all we know these
statues might be a nmenu, you know, the eight foods Builders Iike best!"

Honcho sniled. "Not a bad theory, although | wouldn't want to snack on any of them nyself.
They're too weird | ooking."

Now it was the fourth day, all the artifacts had been raised, and things had settled into
a routine. Vanessa was sul king as usual, Marla was on a security patrol with Junp, and Renn was
just goofing off. A privilege everyone agreed he'd earned. His leg was a little sore, but
otherwi se he felt pretty good. He was sipping his third cup of norning coffee when the chipping
sounds suddenly stopped. He noticed because the clink and clatter of Honcho's tools had |ong since
become a natural part of the background. No one could figure out how the Finthian scientist
managed to keep goi ng wi thout sleep, but sonehow he did. Maybe he was finally taking a break

Then Renn heard an inarticul ate squawki ng noi se. The sound had a distressed quality. Renn
junped to his feet, dropped his coffee, and hurried toward' s Honcho's makeshift work area. As he
approached, Renn noticed that Honcho wasn't wearing his translator. That would account for the
squawki ng noi ses but not his obvious distress. Honcho's eyes bulged with pent-up enmotion, his neck
feathers fluffed out into a stiff collar, and his hand trenbled as he pointed towards his |atest
effort. Turning Renn felt his heart leap into his throat. The hal f-cl eaned scul pture was a perfect
replica of a Finthian nale!

Needl ess to say the Finthian scul pture stirred up a great deal of discussion. It even
brought Vanessa over for a narrow eyed | ook. d ancing fromHoncho to the scul pture and back again,
she nodded knowi ngly, and said, "Well this certainly supports the thesis that there's some sort of
special link between the builders and the Finthian race.”

And it was true. The scul pture seened to prove sonme sort of ancient |inkage between the
buil ders and the Finthians. Curiously enough, this seened to trouble Honcho rather than pl ease
him He stopped working, retreated to a distant part of the hall, and sat there for two days
refusing all conversation, and consum ng nothing but a little water

As the Finthian scientist faded into the background, Vanessa canme forward. She picked up
the work where he'd left off, finishing the Finthian statue, and conpl eting another as well. As
she worked, Vanessa spoke steadily into a snmall recorder fastened to her belt, and occasionally
paused to take holos of work in process. She was half way through the |ast statue, a strange
insectoid |ooking lifeform when Honcho energed fromhis self-inposed isolation

Looki ng over what she'd done Honcho nodded his approval. "Good work Vanessa. Nicely done."
He caught Jump's eye. "Call everyone together please. Guards excepted of course. 1'd like to hold
a short staff neeting." As Juno hurried off, the Finthian scientist selected a neal pak fromhis
private supply, and triggered the heating el enent.

Seconds |l ater he ripped the top off and began to eat. Renn averted his eyes, disliking the
si ght of the poached grubs which Honcho so eagerly forked into his nouth. By the tinme everyone had
gat hered around he was polishing off his second neal pak. "Care for sone grub, anyone?" Honcho
held up an especially ripe specinmen on his single pronged Finthian fork. "No? Well you're quite
right. Something about the way they make these dammed neal paks dries 'em out. Nothing worse than
a dried out grub.™

The humans tried to | ook synpathetic, wincing only slightly as Honcho placed the | ast grub
in his nouth, and then popped it with his beak. "So it seens | owe you an apology. 1 know that by
human standards |'ve been sonmewhat distant over the last few days. 1 assure you however that such
periods are a normal reaction to stress anobng ny people, and quite healing. Wiy you humans run to
each other during such times will forever escape me. In any case, the source of ny stress was the
di scovery that there is indeed an ancient |ink between ny race and that of the Builders." Here
Honcho turned away as if ashaned. "I'mafraid nmy reaction was quite unscientific. Leaping to
unscientific conclusions has al ways been one of ny greatest weaknesses, and when | saw ny race
represented in what might very well be a subordinate role, well, 1 allowed nmy enotions to
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monmentarily prevail." Now he turned back, |arge saucer-like eyes turning to each of themin turn.
"You humans are not alone in your feelings of superiority." Honcho shrugged a very human shrug.
"So it becane necessary to retreat within for awhile and deal with ny enptions.” He sniled. "The
funny part is that after other nore objective mnds have exanmined our find, they may very well
deci de ny assunptions were grounded in fact, and conclude that all of these races were sonehow
subservient."

"But their judgnment will have to wait. | called you together because | think we've taken
this effort about as far as we can. Wat started out as a survey has turned into a full scale dig.
only without the tools and personnel required to do a good job. | fear that before | ong both our

supplies and our good luck will begin to run out."” Renn saw Junp nod in agreenent, and knew
wi t hout | ooking that Marla agreed as well.

"So," Honcho continued, "Rather than wait for that to happen, | propose we transport the
artifacts to the LZ and put them aboard the shuttle. Then we'll take a quick | ook at the other two
sites, pack up, and lift. After that, well who knows. Qur artifacts should stir things up. Maybe
even enough to get our superiors off their roosts. On the strength of what we've found, perhaps
they'll land enough narines to do the job right."

"Or hire locals to do it," Renn suggested. "There's a |ot of tough custoners on this
pl anet, they have to be, but the prom se of a pardon would raise a snall arny."

Honcho nodded his agreement. "An excellent suggestion. Gven that kind of protection
enough supplies, and sufficient tine we could learn a ot here. W' ve only scratched the surface.”

"I agree," Vanessa put in. It was a sinple statenent, and one which suggested a truce. But
Honcho si nply nodded, apparently taking her conmment at face value. Renn wondered if the Finthian
scientist had noticed her recent unhappi ness. As Honcho had expl ained earlier, Finthians
considered withdrawal to be a conpletely nornmal and routine behavior. Renn sniled to hinself. Al
that dram

wast ed!

The next five days were a lot of hard work. It took ten trips to transport people,
supplies, and scul ptures back to the LZ. Then there was the effort involved in setting up a new
canp near the LZ. Fred was too snmall to house the entire party, and Renn insisted they build a new
canp for reasons of security. Junp backed himup. Both knew that the |onger you use a canp, the
| onger traces of it will remain. So far they'd been lucky, and escaped notice by Swanp's |ess
pl easant citizens. It was a trend they hoped to

conti nue.

So by the time the shuttle arrived they were bone-tired. They groaned in unison as Lt.
Fitz m sjudged the | anding, and thunped in hard. Then it was nore work unl oadi ng new supplies and
| oading artifacts. The nonment the artifacts were strapped down, and the hatches seal ed, the
shuttl e bl asted upwards. As usual, Fitz heaved a giant sigh of relief as the ship entered space.

Meanwhil e, far below, a shifty set of eyes watched the shuttle disappear, and fed that
information to a crafty brain. He was a little man, only partly sane, quivering with the intensity
of his thoughts. A filthy hand cane up to scratch a grizzled chin, and a rasping chuckl e issued
forth froma toothless nouth. "My, ny. Wat have we here? Funny business that's what. And where
there's business there's profit. Oh ny yes. And where there's profit there's crazy Dan. Crazy like
a fox, I am M, ny, yes. Cone, ny darlings. Take Daddy to di nner."

Wth a strong shove the old man pushed off from shore and felt the current grab the hul
of his flat bottomed boat. As the boat started down the channel there was a great flapping of
|l eathery wings and two lifters |aunched thensel ves fromnearby trees. As their nassive shadows
swept over him Dan | ooked up with considerable pride. Wiere others saw ugliness in their |ong
curving necks and predatory tal ons Dan saw beauty. They were his friends, his confidants, his
children. He'd painstakingly reared them from chicks, protected themfrompredators, fed their
endl ess appetites, and conditioned themto do his bidding. Now they were his eyes in the sky. His
allies. Hs only friends. They would guide himto the feast, and then, when all was ready, help
hi m consume it.

Anot her rainy season had started. The big, fat rain drops hit Fred's wi ndows |ike tiny
bonbs and splattered in every direction. The cabin was too snall to acconmpdat e everyone at once,
so half sat inside drying out, while the rest waited their turn in the huddl ed nmisery of the open
cockpit. It made little difference to Renn. As the only qualified hel msman he stayed outside al
day.

Fi fteen days passed in a never ending succession of channels, |akes and jungle. Wat were
now officially nanmed "Boater's Ruins," had been designated as "Red Zone Two" on the orbital survey
maps. That |l eft "Red Zone One," and "Red Zone three," for investigation. They reached Red Zone One
five days after the shuttle lifted. It was nothing nore than an extensive rock formation. Sone
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sort of vol canic upheaval, maybe the same one which created the swanps, had upthrust a huge sl ab
of rock honeyconbed with countl ess passageways. As a result it had the sane density, reflectivity,
and anbient tenperature as Boater's Ruins. Wile interesting in its own right, the rock fornmation
had nothing to do with the Builders, so they departed for Zone Three. Ten days |ater Zone Three

| ay just ahead, and Renn was gl ad, since both supplies and tenpers were starting to run short.

Marl a was standing in the bow, the rain running in rivulets off her synthetic fur, the
breeze filling her ol factory sensors with swanp snells. It snelled no better or worse than any
other part of the swanp, but for some reason Marla couldn't explain, she didn't like it. Perhaps
because it was a part of her original self, and not an el ectronic conponent, Mrla had cone to
trust her intuition a great deal. And as Renn guided Fred in towards the bank, her intuition
screanmed, "Get the hell out of here!" But as usual, her inner voice went unheeded, |ike her, a
victimof circunstance.

As soon as Fred was secured, Renn and Marla went ashore looking for a canpsite. One was
soon found, a small clearing sheltered by a stand of enornous trees, and backed by a junble of
rock. Some of the marines went to work setting up collapsible shelters, while the rest set up a
defensive perineter, and the scientists sorted out their gear. Night fell just as these activities

were conpleted, and with the exception of the sentries, they all fell into an exhausted sl eep.
Feeling refreshed in spite of a two-hour turn at guard duty, Renn finished his breakfast
qui ckly, and suggested a quick recon of the area. "Marla and | will just take a quick |ook around

just to make sure we aren't canped in the nmiddl e of a roo nmonster picnic area or something."

"Fine," Junp agreed, "providing you wear radios, and stay in contact."

"Of course,” Renn replied innocently. "W're always careful, aren't we Marla?"

"Always," Marla said with a wolfish grin

"Shit." Junp turned away shaking his head in disgust.

They slid into the jungle fifty yards apart, close enough to see each other, but far
enough apart so they wouldn't fall victimto the sane anbush. Seeing each other was a sonetines-
thi ng. Renn caught glinpses of Marla every now and then when she passed through a small clearing,
or paused on top of a rotting log to scan ahead. It felt like their old hunting days all over
agai n.

As she | oped along Marla's sensors told her that everything was all right and her
intuition told her it wasn't. It said there was danger |urking out there. She sighed. O course
there was danger. The whol e damm pl anet was dangerous. At |least the rain had stopped for awhile.

A lone roo nonster broke from cover up ahead and scurried off to the right. Renn let it
go. This seened like good country. No one had hunted here for a long tine, if ever. Then he saw
it, a change in the texture of the jungle up ahead. "Sonething ahead, Marla," Renn said softly,
knowi ng Marla woul d hear via her radio.

"“Troubl e?" The voice was Juno's.

"Nope. At least | don't think so. Just sonething up ahead. A clearing maybe."

"OK, but be careful."

Renn scranbled up a slight incline, junped a small stream and passed between the | ast of
the trees. As he enmerged into the clearing Marla did |ikew se about fifty feet to his left. The
open area was about three hundred feet across and perfectly level. Nothing grew on its surface
| arger than small plants, which had a withered sickly look. That in itself was strange, since the
plant life of swanp was |ocked into an eternal battle for space, and here was a |l arge patch of
ground going largely unused. "You circle left, 1'Il circle right."

Marl a nodded and | oped off to the left. Renn noved to the right, observing as he did so
that the clearing seened to be a perfect circle

"Cot sonething?" Junp again.

"Just a clearing,” Renn answered. "But a strange clearing."

"How so?" Honcho's voice this time. "Well, for one thing, it seens to be in the shape of a
perfect circle.”

"And for another, plants seemto avoid it,'
of the clearing from Renn. Honcho said, "I'I| be there in a few m nutes.
said sternly. "Not until Renn and Marla say it's safe.”

A few ninutes |later, Renn and Marla net on the far side of the circle fromwhere they'd
started. Both had seen signs that the area was frequented by various kinds of nonsters, but
not hi ng unusual. Renn felt a shadow slide across his face. His right hand di pped and cane up with
the .75. Hi gh above two huge lifters circled. He fired twice, nore to scare themoff than
anyt hi ng, and saw one jerk slightly. A hit! The huge creature screeched in pain, recovered, and
headed east. The other nonster did |ikew se, flying alongside the first as if offering protection
and confort. Renn had never seen anything like it. Like roos, lifters were usually antisocial, and

Mar | a added, paddi ng al ong the opposite edge
" "No you won't," Juno
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didn't spent nuch tinme worrying about each other.

"Report!" The demandi ng voi ce bel onged to Junp. "Nothing," Renn answered. "Just a couple
of lifters. | wounded one and they took off. The clearing seens safe enough if Honcho still wants
to take a | ook."

When Honcho arrived Vanessa was with him Together they circled the clearing and then
ordered the marines to dig a slit trench. Giping and grunbling, a couple of marines went to work
under Junp's supervision. Though nmessy the task wasn't hard. The water-saturated ground was quite
soft. Each shovel full nade a sucking noise as it came up and out of the trench. Water soon ran in
to fill the bottomof the ditch, and before long the marines were standi ng ankle deep in the
stuff. Afew mnutes later, Ford' s shovel made a clanging sound as it hit sonething hard. "What
the hell ?" Mnents later Issacs hit sonething hard as well. For the next few mnutes the narines
wor ked |i ke denons. Finally they managed to clear out npost of the mud, although the bottom of the
trench was still invisible under three or four inches of water.

Honcho's huge feet nade a big splash as he junped down into the trench and felt around
under the water. By scooping it away he was able to obtain brief glinpses of a hard gray surface
When Honcho energed fromthe ditch he was covered with nud and a big grin split his face. "W'|
have to analyze it to be sure, but I'd swear it's nore of that duracrete-type stuff the builders
used for everything. One thing's for sure, it isn't rock, so onwards slaves! Let's have anot her
trench over there!" Honcho pointed dramatically towards the other side of the clearing. The
mari nes groaned in disgust, picked up their shovels, and trudged towards the far side of the
clearing. Later they would find out it was only the first of nmany trenches yet to cone.

That evening, long after the scientists had finished dinner and gone to bed, Dan was stil
up. Firelight danced over his face and reflected back fromthe lifter's eyes. They glowed |ike red
coals in the dark. "Poor, poor baby," Dan crooned softly, running grimnmy fingers down along the
neck of the wounded lifter. "Don't worry baby. Daddy |oves you, and Daddy will punish the bad
people." Grabbing a leathery wing, Dan pulled it gently outwards. The lifter gave a squawk of
protest. "There, there, Daddy's sorry."

Fortunately, the slug had passed through w thout exploding. There wasn't much bl eedi ng
since a lifter's wings aren't very vascul ar, and what there was Dan had nmanaged to stop. He'd
di sinfected the wound, sutured it up, and briefly wondered when he'd |l earned to do things I|ike
that. Maybe he'd been a doctor once. He wasn't sure. There were lots of menories all junbled
together. It made his head hurt to think about them The lifter could fly, that was the main
thing. He released the wing and watched the lifter tuck it back into place. Qutside of the gunshot
wound things had gone very well indeed.

Using the lifters as scouts, Dan had | ocated and tracked the scientists with surprising
ease. For the last ten days he'd been follow ng them watching, and waiting for the proper killing
ground. Now the tine was right. Their canp was well chosen but not inpregnable. He'd proved that
by entering and leaving it during broad daylight. Slipping between the sentries as though they
weren't even there a tiny corner of Dan's disturbed mnd saw their unifornms and wondered what
mari nes were doing on Swanp. But it was an uninportant detail, hardly central to the task at hand,
and therefore unworthy of his consideration. First, Dan tallied the weapons and supplies, a rich
haul indeed, and conplete with a fancy boat to carry it away in. Then he listened as a tal king
bird thing spoke to a human wonman about things he coul dn't understand. The wonan stirred menories
between his legs. He nade a note to save her for last. He'd use her and then feed her to his pets.
Forcing hinself to concentrate, Dan counted the people in the canp, assigned them places on his
death list, and slipped away unnoticed. Chuckling to hinself, Dan opened a waterproof case, and
withdrew a long-barreled rifle. It was nore than three hundred years old. An antique, but a deadly
one, since Dan had spent endl ess hours Grafting new parts to replace old, and adding snall
i mprovenents of his own design. The once plain stock was now an intricate work of art, carved into
fanci ful shapes, and perfectly shaped to his liking. There was a satisfying click as the powerfu
scope snhapped into place. The action nade a snicking sound as he worked it a couple of tinmes. Then
with the love of a father for a child, Dan laid the rifle on its case, and selected a twenty round
magazi ne. He opened a box of hand | oaded ammp and sel ected the bullets one at a tine. They were

designed for long distance killing. Solid slugs with plenty of chenical propellent behind them
Dan chuckl ed as he thought about the clearing the scientific party Iiked so well. What a perfect
killing ground. Open, outside the defensive perimeter, and surrounded by natural cover. A sniper's
dream

The bullets were slick with their individual coatings of silicon. Each had a nane and a
personality provided by its creator at the nonment of birth. To Dan they were tiny warriors
awai ting his orders. One by one he inserted theminto the enpty magazine. "You first Hercules, and
then you Rommel, and you Napol eon, and you Geronino ..." The bullets nmade a clicking noise as he
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slipped theminto the nmagazi ne, and gradually the droning of his voice lulled the lifters to
sl eep.

The second, third, and fourth trenches were just like the first. The marines started right
after breakfast on the third day, and soon ran into the sane pattern as before. They'd dig down
and run into sonething hard. Then they'd clear the nud away. Honcho would junp in, feel around,
and pronptly order another ditch. Finally he called a halt. By now it was obvious that the
duracrete-like material underlay the entire clearing. "Thanks slaves. You dig a nmean ditch."

Unanused, Ford and | ssacs munbl ed things which though nostly unintelligible, seened to
cast aspersions on Honcho's ancestry, intelligence, and probable future.

Honcho, Renn, Marla, and Vanessa were about to head for canp, when Chin energed fromthe
jungl e waving a black box over his head. He was flushed with excitenment. He skidded to a stop in
front of themand said, "A signal! | picked up a signal!"

Vanessa rai sed an eyebrow. "So?"

Chin shook his head. "No, you don't understand. Not a regular signal. An extrenely |ow
frequency signal coming fromright here!™ He pointed at his feet.

"From here?" Honcho asked in amazenent. "Have you been drinki ng?"

"Yes! 1 mean no! The signal's comng fromright around us. That's what's so weird. Here,
listen to this." Chin did sonething to the dials on the black box and they heard a steady tone. He
notioned. "Follow nme."

They did as the scientist requested, followi ng himtowards canp. As Chin left the
clearing, the tone began to drop in volune. Twenty feet fromthe clearing it was hard to hear, and
by the tinme they reached canp the tone was barely audi bl e. Turning Chin marched back, and as he
did so, the tone gradually increased in volune until it was |oud and strong once nore. "I found it
entirely by accident while setting up nmy equipnment,"” Chin said. "As you just saw, the signhal's too
weak to pick up nore than a quarter nmle fromthe clearing."

The next hour was spent trying to figure out where it cane from The signal was confined
to the clearing, and a short distance beyond. It occupied an ultra-Ilow frequency occasionally used
by the enmpire for mlitary purposes, but otherwise largely ignored. What's nore, all attenpts to
| ocate the transnitter itself had failed. The signal seened to cone from nowhere and everywhere at
once.

Havi ng run out of ideas they gathered around Honcho waiting to see what he'd say. "Well?"
Renn asked. "What is it? And please don't give us that 'it's too early to tell' stuff. Go ahead
and | eap to sonme unscientific conclusions.”

"It's always a mstake to tell nenbers of your race anything," Honcho conpl ai ned good
naturedly. "Wien you do, it always conmes back to haunt you. And it is too early to tell." He
pretended to exanmine a filthy talon. "Still . . . one possibility does cone to mnd."

"Whi ch is?" Vanessa asked patiently.

Honcho gestured broadly. "A I anding zone. Conplete with sone sort of |owfrequency hom ng
signal. A signal designed for the final phase of |anding. That would account for its linited
range. "

"Not bad," Junp said |ooking around. "In fact, it seens incredibly obvious now "

"Thanks, " Honcho said dryly. "I appreciate the conplinent.” It was the last thing he ever
sai d, because the bullet named "Hercul es" entered his head through the center of his right eye,
and exited through the back of his skull along with nost of his brains.

As Honcho's body fell, different people did different things. Ford died as Rommel punched
through his light body arnor and severed his spine. Marla becane a blur as she ran a zi g-zag
course for the trees. Junp spun, and ran the opposite way, instinctively dividing the eneny fire.
Renn pushed Vanessa into the nearest trench. |Issaes opened up with his auto slug thrower and
collapsed in a fountain of blood as Napol eon severed his jugular vein. Renn fell on top of Vanessa
as the bullet named "Geronim" slid along his ribs creasing his arnor but doing no damage.

"Dam!" Dan | ooked up fromthe tel escopic sight. He shouldn't have missed that one. The
bl ack marine had escaped, too. The dog didn't matter. "N ce doggie. Pet the nice doggie, Dan." A
fermal e voice drifted back to himfromlong ago. Confusing nenories welled up to fill his nind. A
junbl e of |ove and pain. No, he nust concentrate. The bl ack nmarine would bring help. "Now, nmny
darlings!" From above and behind there was a m ghty flapping of wings as both lifters took to the
sky.

Jump' s voi ce snapped over the radio. "Condition Red. Inconming sniper fire . . . one, two,
three friendlies down and two questi onable. Report.™

"Not hi ng here Section . . . we're comng your way." It was Red. He and the rest of the
mari nes were in and around the canp.

"Negative," Junp said. "Stay where you are. | repeat, stay where you are and dig in." Junp
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was lying just inside the treeline. Wirking fromleft to right he scanned the opposite side of the
clearing for sone sign of the sniper. Nothing. "Now |listen up. W' ve got one, possibly nore

sni pers out here, and the worst thing you could do is come to our rescue. They'll nail anything
that enters the clearing. Their objective is the canp and everything init. Dig in and don't |et
"em have it."

"Roger. W understand and will obey," Red said formally.

"Al'l right. Doc, you read nme?" "It's hard not to. You never stop talking." "Cut the crap
and listen up. Get your shit together and be ready to nove when | give the word. W' ve got people
down and sone may still be alive."

"I"mready Section. On your command."” Marla heard the radio conversation only dinmy. She
was concentrating on a tiny red infrared dot. It had started as a pin prick of heat against the
vast backdrop of the jungle. Now the pin prick had becone a dot, and as she got closer would soon
become a blob. And that blob was going to die. "What the hell are you doing? If this is your idea
of a joke ..."

"Shut up." Renn was peeking up and over the lip of the trench. Vanessa was beneath him
al nost subnerged in the water and nud. His knee guaranteed that she'd stay there. She didn't know
what was going on, and he didn't have time to explain it to her. The .75 felt puny in his hand.
The sni per—and Renn was pretty sure there was only one—had a | arge-caliber, scope-nounted rifle
and the whole jungle to hide in. If he stood he was dead. But Marla was in the jungle. She'd find
the bastard, and when she did, God help him Renn sniled and Vanessa screanmed. She pointed up and
behind him He turned as sonething huge blotted out the sun

Time to nove. Dan didn't think it, he felt it, and scranmbled down fromhis |eafy perch
While his children attacked he woul d nove a hundred yards to the right. Fromthere he coul d nai
thementering or |eaving canp. Eventually they'd have to do one or the other. Wait a ninute, what
was that? A noving shadow. But shadows don't nobve, at |east not that fast, oh, a doggie! Nice
doggi e!

"Always fire two rounds, not just one." Boater's voice rang in Renn's ears as he squeezed
the trigger. The .75 roared six tines, three sets of two, blowing big holes in the lifter's body.
What remmined fell on himand Vanessa with a duH t hunp.

Chin eyed the table full of electronics fromthe safety of the bunker. Red had shoved him
into it and ordered himto stay. But what if some bozo put a round through their radi o? The back-
up had a bad case of swanp rot. How the hell would they call the shuttle? He wanted to tel
sonmeone, but the marines were manning the perineter defenses, and he wasn't wearing a radio. Chin
heaved hinself up and out of the bunker. He took a quick | ook around and ran. Just as he reached
the tabl e Doc yelled, "Above you!" Looking up, Chin saw a horrible w nged nonster diving straight
at him

Marl a was a |iving weapon. The target was a nan, a blob of guilty red, holding his
confession in his hands. He'd killed, and she was judge, jury, and executioner. She was a blur as
she travel ed the last twenty yards, and unstoppable wolf thing, its entire beingness centered on
the sniper. She didn't understand his outstretched hand, or hear his voice calling, "Here doggie!
Cone to Dan, doggie!"

Grabbi ng sonmething off the table Chin threw it at the descendi ng nonster. The object
didn't even cone close, but it did cause the lifter to throw out its wings |like giant air brakes,
and gave Doc the additional half second she needed. She squeezed the trigger and held on. Doc
didn't like auto slug throwers. Even with danmpers they tend to ride up. Energy weapons don't do
that. Still the slug thrower was doing one helluva job. At first tiny pieces of the nonster seened
to fly off, then it staggered, and fell like a rock. Doc followed it down until the slug thrower
clicked enpty. It hit the nmiddl e of the conpound with a nmeaty thud. She smiled. Not bad for a
pecker checker.

Jurmp and Renn hel ped Vanessa out of the trench. She | ooked at the dead bodi es and threw
up. Politely turning their backs the two nen saw Marla energe fromthe tree line. As she
approached the blood on her nmuzzle and chest spoke nore el oquently than words.

Chin was staring at the dead lifter and shaking like a man with swanp fever. Doc patted
himgently on the arm In her view, he was a jerk, but she felt sorry for him "Scary, aren't
t hey."

Chin | ooked up and nodded. "But what's even scarier is that | might have thrown this at
the lifter." He held up the radio.

For a long time they just stood there grinning at each other. Doc finally broke the
silence. "You know what? |'mjust a grunt, but if | were you, 1'd use that thing while it stil
works." Chin smiled. "You know what? | think you're right."

file:/I/F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20Dietz%20-%20Prison%20Planet.txt (73 of 88) [1/21/03 11:23:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20D:i etz%620-%20Pri son%20P! anet.txt

PART THREE
Citizen

Chapter Thirteen

Shinto flipped a switch and waited while two sets of arnored duraplast doors whirred open
St eppi ng out onto the veranda, he took a deep breath of night air. It had a slightly salty taste
pi cked up fromthe Pacific Ocean sone fifty mles to the west. Behind himone of the twns
whi npered. Broken bones nost likely. No matter, he'd sumon nedical attention in a few ninutes.
First, however, he'd savor the monent. As always, the massive sexual release had |left himrel axed.
Arare thing in Shinto's life.

In spite of his nane, Shinto was not Asian. He was in fact of nobstly European ancestry.
H s name was taken fromthe Shinto shrine where his nother abandoned hi mjust outside GCsaka. He
was about three nonths old at the tine. No one knew for sure, but it was assumed she'd left him
for a better life anong the stars, lifting with other indentured colonists to settle sonme distant
pl anet. If so, she departed during the very end of the three-hundred-year-long nass exodus which
drai ned off nost of Terra's excess popul ation

Denied a famly, Shinto raised hinmself within the cutthroat subculture of state run

or phanages. There he learned to steal, to hate, and to kill. Once rel eased he used those skills to
good effect, conbining themwith the single legacy left himby his nother, a natural presentience.
He didn't understand his gift, but knewit was real. It had saved his Iife many tines. On the nost

recent occasion he'd stepped out of a nightclub and into the sights of a |egal assassin. Sensing
sonet hi ng was wong, he pulled Donna in front of him and felt her jerk as the flechettes hit. H's
bodyguards killed the assassin, and a few days |ater, her enployer as well. That was two nonths
ago. He still missed Donna. It takes a long time to train a good nistress. Enjoyabl e though they
were, the twins were a poor substitute.

So, thanks to his ruthlessness and presentience, Shinto was a wealthy man. And it took a
wealthy man to live in a nodern replica of a sixteenth century castle, high in North Arerica's
A ynpi ¢ Mountains. After a chil dhood spent in the crowded misery of orphanages Shinto needed lots
of personal space. And he had it. A hundred square niles of prinordial rain forests surrounded
him providing both privacy and a natural barrier between himand his many enenies. He didn't own
the forests of course, they were the property of the Inperial government, but he had a | ong-term
| ease on them and that was just as good. He thought of the huge geni dogs which prow ed t he woods
bel ow and smiled. Yes, his privacy was assured.

Looki ng up at the vast canopy of stars that hung overhead, Shinto wondered if his nother
was out there sonewhere. Wuld she be proud of hinf Happy that her flesh and bl ood had risen so
far? He hoped so. The stars seened, to shinmer for a second before regaining their clarity. He
shivered. Others mght have dism ssed the phenonenon as a nonentary change in the atnobsphere. But
not Shinto. He knew better. Sonething bad was out there and coning his way. It would destroy him
if it could. Suddenly tense and troubled, he stepped into his bedroom and cl osed the doors behind
hi m

Renn watched Terra grow | arger on the viewscreen. She was blue, frosted with white cl ouds,
and very beautiful. Freedom It seenmed anticlimtic sonehow. After the sniper attack, they radi oed
for the shuttle and broke canp for the last tinme. Wiile the nmari nes packed, Renn took Fred out
into the main channel and dropped anchor. Renn used an axe to cut a large hole in Fred's hull. As
the water gushed in, he junped into the sniper's boat and poled towards shore. In a surprisingly
short time Fred slipped bel ow the nuddy surface and di sappeared. It hurt to see himgo but there
was no other way. The ruins and the expedition would have to remain a secret until the scientists
could return. Afterwards it was a sinple matter to sink the smaller boat along with the sniper's
gear. As for the sniper hinself, he went into one of Honcho's slit trenches, while his pet lifters
made a nice snack for a variety of scavengers.

Shortly thereafter a nervous Lt. Fitz put his shuttle down in the ancient LZ, the first
pilot to do so in thousands of years, but probably not the |ast.

Once aboard the space station, tears were shed, toasts were drunk, and speeches were
given. But when all was said and done, Ford, Issacs, and Honcho were still dead. Honcho's body was
sealed for delivery to his people and internent beneath his famly's sacred tree. Ford and |ssacs
were buried in space, their bodies placed in eternal orbit around the planet Swanmp. Al would be
n ssed.

As second in command Vanessa qui ckly took charge. Her eyes gleamed with excitenent as she
contenmpl ated things to conme. Their discoveries would be front page news, and with Honcho dead,
she'd be the center of attention. No wonder then that she seened sonewhat distant during the trip
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from Swanp to Luna Prine.

A small armnmy of reporters showed up to neet their ship, all clanoring for
interviews—+ntervi ews Vanessa was only too happy to give. Though careful to credit both Honcho and
Chin, Vanessa sonehow energed as the driving force behind the expedition, and the press ate it up
What could be better? An attractive young fermal e scientist |ands on a nysterious prison planet,
wades through nonster-filled swanps, and scores the archaeol ogi cal discovery of the year! The
story dominated the holos and tabs for two weeks before gradual ly dying away.

By now official wheels were already turning towards a new expedition, and thanks to
Vanessa's reconmendations, early plans called for cooperation with Swanp's convict popul ation
Renn was gl ad. Maybe sone of the people who deserved a break woul d get one.

Meanwhi | e Renn and Marla had rmanaged to stay out of the linelight. Both were nentioned in
passing a few tines, and even interviewed once or twi ce, but were largely ignored. And that was
good because the last thing Renn wanted to do was warn Shinto. He hoped that Shinto had better—eor
in his case, worse—things to do than watch junk holo reports.

A hearing was convened to consider their pardons, and, true to her word, Vanessa stood hy
them t hr oughout the entire process. Just as Renn had feared, there were no clear precedents for
such a pardon, and the authorities were somewhat doubtful at first. There were questions as to
whet her Honcho had sufficient authority to pardon Inperial prisoners, and should the whole matter
be referred to a higher court? Based on his previous experience with higher courts Renn al npst
pani cked. Fortunately, however, there was Vanessa's testinony, plus witten depositions from Juno
and Chin, all of which argued strongly in their behalf.

And the glare of publicity didn't hurt either. It caused Sir Lucius Giswold, Governor of
Luna, and first cousin to the enperor hinself, to intercede on their behalf. After listening to
their case he pardoned them by executive decree, awarded each the sum of one thousand Inperials,
and took Vanessa to dinner. Which was, Renn strongly suspected, the Governor's goal all along.

That night Renn and Marla went out to celebrate their newfound freedom Their party was a
qui et affair, nore conversation than celebration. Each felt a need to clarify their relationship.
Al t hough Swanp had forced themtogether initially, a friendship had devel oped, and then evol ved
into sonething nore. Sonething so tenuous and fragile that neither wanted to discuss it. So they
steered around the future, discussing the present instead, and agreeing to continue their
partnership for a while longer. First they'd solve Renn's problem then Marla's. Actually they
didn't have nuch choice, since Marla's new body would cost a quarter of a million Inperials, and
they were two hundred and forty eight thousand short.

Not that clearing Renn's nane woul d be exactly easy. Assumi ng Shinto was guilty, and Renn
felt certain he was, then the other man woul d have all the advantages. |ncluded were his wealth,
his power, and his snmall arny of personal retainers.

On the other hand, Renn had a few advantages of his own. The first was a matter of
attitude. Renn saw Shinto through the eyes of a hunter. A nonster |ike any other nonster. A skin
who coul d change his appearance to match the society around him who coul d di sappear into a jungle
of laws and custons, and then strike from anbush at any nmonment. But Renn knew Shinto's jungle,
knew t he weapons which would kill him and had the guts to use them As the hunter he'd have the
advant age of surprise, initiative, and desperation. Yes the odds were at |east 50/50. But first he
needed i nformation. Lots of it. The shuttle shuddered slightly as it hit a new layer of air. Well
first things first. Renn | eaned back, allowed his seat to recline, and sent a thought Shinto's
way. "Enjoy it while you' ve got it, Shinto . . . because you won't have it nuch | onger."

Their first week on earth was spent getting organized and finding a place to live. For the
first few days Renn practically lived in public access booths, catching up on all the econonic and
political news, and reading countless articles about Shinto and his various business dealings. A
conmpany acquired here, a conpany sold there, the guy was

214

everywhere. And while not an accepted nenber of the upper crust, his origins were too
hunmbl e for that, he had managed to purchase some respectability. H s donations to charitable
causes, nostly ones associated with children, were well publicized. But after days of reading,
Renn knew little nore than when he began. By blending in with the background the nonster had
managed to disguise itself as sonmething friendly, sonething good.

So he went to work for Shinto Enterprises. It was risky, but every hunter knows that
audacity often pays off, and chances were that no one would check. After all he was ancient
hi story by now. So he applied one day and was hired the next. Shinto Enterprises was the | argest
and best known of Shinto's conpanies, and Renn assuned, largely legit. It wasn't nuch of a job,
Assi st ant Warehouse Manager, still it was a step closer to the man and his affairs, and the fact
that Shinto was paying himto do it nade the whole thing that nuch better. Renn didn't expect to
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find incrimnating evidence |aying around the warehouse, that woul d be naive, but by checking
conmpany records he might be able to identify pieces of what had once been his business. If so,
that woul d be good enough. It wouldn't stand up in court but so what, he had no intention of
taking | egal action against Shinto anyway. No, that's the way the old Renn woul d have done it, the
soft, fat Renn who'd allowed hinmself to be franed. This was the new Renn, the survivor, the
monster-killer. He didn't need courts, honest or otherw se, he needed information. And once he had
it, Renn would serve as judge, jury, and if necessary, executioner

So as Renn went off to work for Shinto Enterprises, Marla headed for Silicon Alley, a run-
down area near the Westerplex spaceport. Dragging al ong behind her was an old drunk who call ed
hinself "Cap." Renn had hired himfor protective coloration. herwi se Marla woul d spend the whol e
day answering stupid questions |ike, "No kidding? You were human once?" That sort of stuff.

So while Marla understood the necessity, she wi shed Renn coul d' ve found soneone a little
bit nmore presentable. Cap had bl oodshot eyes, a large red nose, and a bad case of body odor. H's
personality wasn't nmuch better. Cap swore he'd once commmanded a deep-space freighter. And al t hough
he wore the ragged remains of an old spacer rig, and told hair-raising tales of his adventures in
space, Marla was convinced Cap didn't know a hyperdrive froma cup of coffee. Still he was cheap,
a bottle of whiskey a day, and she needed an escort. So off they went, Marla urging Cap to greater
speed, while he munbl ed and grunbl ed al ong behi nd.

They used a variety of public transportation to reach the spaceport. A hover bus, an

aut ocab, and then the nost public transportation of all, their feet. Renn referred to it as
"revenge on a budget." While Marla didn't think it was funny, she knew Renn was right. Their bare
bones single roomcost a hundred Inperials a day. Life m ght be cheap on Terra . . . but living
wasn't.

The area around the spaceport was an ugly ness which the | ocal police referred to as the
"conmbat zone." This, however, was not typical of the planet as a whole. Mst of the industria
ugl i ness and squal or had been exported to other planets long ago. Inmperial earth had been
cl eansed, scul pted, and brought under man's control. Now vast parks rolled across the land, rain
fell during carefully chosen hoars, and nothing offended the eye. Nothing, that is, except the
sl eazy areas which surrounded the spaceports.

West erpl ex was a good exanple. Like the ancient seaports which preceeded them spaceports
were centers of commerce, places where goods were bought and sold and little thought given to
beauty. Spaceports were necessary evils. Entry points for the wealth of the enpire. Exits for the
debris of earth. Here spacers paused nonentarily between ships, and like all sailors before them
ventured out to buy a nonent or two of happiness. So in the conbat zone there were pl easures of
all sorts, legal and illegal, safe and dangerous. There were spacer bars, gam ng parlors, navy
bars, brothels, drug enporiuns, restaurants, aid stations, marine bars, weapons stores and just
about anything else a fun-1oving human coul d hope for—ncluding Silicon Alley. A refuge for
cyborgs.

As they entered the sleazy anbi ence of the conmbat zone. Marla felt she was com ng hone.
She'd spent a lot of tine down here in the bad old days. It was a place where she coul d be
hersel f, where people didn't treat her like a freak, because they were freaks thensel ves. O f-duty
cyberdogs aren't welcone at Terra's nore refined entertainnments, so she'd cone here, determned to
find what little pleasure she could. Things hadn't changed nmuch since she'd been away. Ch, a few
of the old bars had been replaced by new ones, and half a bl ock had been | evel ed by a shuttle

crash a few weeks before, but on the whole it was the sane old zone. The lights still flashed with
the sane ol d urgency, the cops still |ooked paranoid as hell, the robo hawkers still pitched their
goods wi th nonotonous enthusiasm and the place still snelled |ike the bottomof a recycling vat.

But a part of her still liked it. For sonme perverse reason she was attracted to the forced gaiety,

the hi dden dangers and the squalor. Unlike the geoscul pted symetry she saw everywhere el se, the
zone throbbed with |ife and hidden possibilities.

Cap was no stranger to the zone either. He grunbled, "What's the hurry, damm it; let's
stop and have a drink."

“I'n a nonment," Marla prom sed, scanning ahead. "But only one drink. A drop nore and you
| ose your daily bottle."

"Mutiny, that's what it is," Cap conpl ai ned sorrowfully.

"Woul d' ve thrown you in the brig when 1 had ny own ship."

"Put a cork init,"” Marla replied. "Here's the place we're |looking for." They'd arrived in
front of a featurel ess durasteel door. It bore no sign or other marking to indicate what mnight |ay
beyond. You either knew or you didn't. If you didn't, then you had no business going inside. Mrla
pl aced a paw on the black identastrip next to the door and waited. She knew that as she stood
there sonme very sophisticated equi pment was busy verifying her status as a cyberdog.
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Wth a whirring noise the large surveillance canera nmounted over the door turned to | ook
at her. Its single unblinking eye irised opened slightly. The canmera was intended to be

intimdating and served its purpose well. "Wl cone." The voice cane from nowhere and everywhere at
once. The canera whirred again as it panned over to Cap. "Wo's the bi obod?"
"My date."

There was silence for a nmonent as the canera tilted down Cap's runpl ed body. "No offense

but nobody woul d date that."

"Are you going to let me in or not?"

"All right, all right. Don't get your circuits in an uproar.
t he door hissed open

Marla turned to Cap. "You first."

"Why?" his bl oodshot eyes were suspi ci ous.

"Because | said so."

"I won't. For all I knowit's a body shop." Cap was referring to the illegal practice of
killing indigent sentients and selling their organs to bi obanks.

"Get serious," Marla replied. "Wio the hell would buy a liver |ike yours? Speaking of
which, the drink |I promised you is inside." Wthout hesitation Cap stepped through the door and
Marl a fol | owed.

Li ke nost bars it was dark inside, but unlike nmost bars, it was quiet as a tonb. There was
no | aughter, no ribald jokes, no | oud nusic. Those who cane here did so to escape the conpany of
others. They cane to be anong others of their own kind, beings who understood the pain of
exclusion, and struggled with depression. For while it was a rare man or wonman on Terra who didn't
have sone sort of prosthesis or surgical enhancenent, no one chose to be a full cyborg—o one in
their right nmind, that is. Like Marla, nobst cyborgs had little choice. Some had been born into
bodi es so twi sted al nost anything el se was preferable, sone had escaped dyi ng bodies, and a few, a
tiny minority, had given up their bodies voluntarily. Marla was |ooking for one of these.

It was still early so the place was half enpty. Wat patrons there were occupi ed the mnurky
booths lining three walls. Each booth was equi pped with an el aborate patch panel. By plugging into
it custonmers could access a wide variety of recreational possibilities. Sonme were lost in
intricate nind ganes, just playing for the fun of it, while others bet large sunms on their ability
to beat the house. Sonme were |ocked in the throes of electronic orgasm their bodies jerking
spastically as waves of ecstasy rolled through their circuits. And unable to find peace any ot her
way, some were conpletely unconscious, having purchased an hour or two of electronic nothingness.

Marl a understood the last all too well. During her time with Intersystens |ncorporated,
she'd cone here often. Especially when she started to think about babies, to dream about them
knowi ng she'd never have one. Not even the best cyberbod in the world could make another hunman
bei ng. Yes, had they saved sone ova, a surrogate nother could' ve been found, but unfortunately
they hadn't done so. A profound sorrow rose up inside her. Gitting her teeth, she forced the
feeling dowmn and back

Headi ng for the reception desk, Marla was struck by the variety of shapes and sizes that
surrounded her. There were wheel ed boxes, floating cylinders, various kinds of cyber-aninals and
ot her shapes dinply seen. Like herself, npbst cyborgs were designed for a specific purpose, and
formfollowed function. Many, the mgjority in fact, were pilots, their brains encased in netal
contai ners of one sort or another, passing a few days or hours while their ships were readied for
space. Cyborg pilots were readily acknow edged as the best noney could buy. It had to do with
their special affinity for the ships they flew. For thema ship was sinply a |l arger body, a |arger
nore powerful extension of thenselves, a feeling biobods woul d never know. But there were others
t oo, submariners who ran Terra's huge ocean harvesters, security types |like herself, and a dozen
nor e.

There was a |l oud click and

As she approached the counter, Marla saw that it was enpty except for a beat up I ooking
cashcomp. "I still think your date | ooks a bit worse for wear, but wel come nonetheless. Wat'I1l it
be?"

Marl a | ooked around. It was the sane voice she'd heard outside, but where was it com ng
fron®
"Right in front of you," the cashconp said in bored tones, sprouting an optical scanner
and a single articulated arm "lI'ma robot, so don't waste your time getting enotional. It won't
do you any good. There's sonmething wong with nmy social interaction program but the techs can't
find it, and nmy owner doesn't give a shit. So what's your pleasure?"

“I'mhere to see Machine."

"Machi ne doesn't interface with just anyone. Who should | say is calling?"

“Marla. Marla Marie Mendez."
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There was silence as the cashconp comuni cated with another room and then said, "Al
right. | guess you're for real, Marla. Through that door." A door hissed open behind the counter.
"But the biobod stays here. Machine can't stand bi obods."

"The bi obod gets one drink, and one drink only."

"Understood," the cashconp replied. "I hope he Iikes whiskey. It's all we've got. There's
not nmuch call for alcohol in here."

"Whi skey will be fine," Cap answered eagerly.

"Just one," Marla said sternly. "And wait here. If you're not here when | get back, then
there's no bottle tonight."

"Sure, sure," Cap replied. "OF Cap ain't never deserted a shipmate and never wll."

Leaving Cap to collect his drink, Marla padded around the counter and through the door. A
steep flight of stairs awaited her. Al though she'd net Machine years before, this was the first
time she'd been invited to his quarters. Claws clicking, she trotted up two flights of stairs and
energed into a large loft.

"Down here." The voice had an enpty mechanical quality to it, and cane fromthe far end of
the loft. Light streanmed down through a series of skylights to formdistorted squares on the
wooden floor. As she approached, Marla saw a hi gh-backed executive-style chair, the back of a
hai rl ess head, and beyond that a huge wooden roll top desk. It could ve been a replica, but Marla
sonmehow knew it wasn't, and guessed that the desk was a thousand years old at |east. There was,
however, nothing old about the conmputer console which rested on it. It was one of the nost
sophi sticated boards she'd ever seen

Machine's ability with conputers was | egendary. Sonmewhere, in sonme secure place, Mchine
had a main frame of his own. By all accounts it was an awesone nachine so intelligent that it met
many definitions of sentience. Mdst agreed that Mchi ne had designed and built it himself, though
no one could say for sure. It was al so whispered that Machine's resources were even greater than
that. Many claimed he could access the huge conputer known as "Earth Central Minframe," or "Earth
Central" for short. If so, he nust be very good indeed, because Earth Central belonged to the
I nperial governnment, and the penalty for unauthorized access was deat h.

In any case Machine referred to hinself as an "information interface,” and nade a living
by tracking down facts, in nuch the sane way as a bounty hunter tracks down fugitives. A client
woul d conme seeking certain information. A bounty would be agreed upon and the hunt woul d begin
Unl i ke bounty hunters, however. Machine rarely left the building. Machi ne conducted his hunts
el ectronically rather than in person. O course, Machine wouldn't work for just anyone. He was
quite adanmant about that. He wouldn't even see a biobod, much |l ess work for one, and often refused
wor k whi ch he thought too boring, or unethical

The chair spun around w t hout warning. Knowi ng what to expect, Mrla wasn't shocked.

Machi ne' s body was a parody of the human form a life-size anatonical dunmmy, conpletely devoid of
features. Machine's ovoid head had no ears, eyes or nouth. She knew he had sensors, lots of them
but none were visible. There were no clothes to cover his snmooth sexless body. He | ooked like a
store dumy cone to life, and for reasons only he knew, Machine liked it that way. It certainly
wasn't a | ack of nobney. Everyone knew Machi ne had once been weal thy, a playboy dedicated to the
pursuit of pleasure, a nmenber of that tiny group who already has what everyone el se wants. But
he'd renounced it all. H's nane, his wealth, even his body. For years now he'd lived a m ninali st
exi stence of his own devising. As always, Marla found it difficult to comunicate with sonething
whi ch had no eyes. "Hello, Machine."

"Hell o, Marla. You are back from Swanp. | rejoice.”

"Thanks. You really shouldn't watch those junk hol o-casts, Machine, they're all hype."

"Even hype is valid input, Marla," Machine replied evenly. "It is information. And as you
know, information is what | sell."

Marla mentally kicked herself for attenpting small talk with Machine. He either couldn't
or wouldn't participate. "Right, and that's why |I'mhere. To buy sone of what you sell."

"Excel lent, Marla. Wat would you like to know?"

"Everything you can get on a biobod naned ' Shinto.' Were he lives, how nuch he's worth,
his favorite color, everything." There was a long silence. Marla waited it out, know ng that
Machi ne was thinking it over. Along with his wealth and physical body, Machine had rid hinmself of

the social niceties, like stalling for time while he thought something over. If he wanted nore
time he sinply took it.
"Shinto is a dangerous nan, Marla. | know this w thout reference to ny conputer. He would

not wel cone strangers poking around in his affairs. Conputer inquiries can be traced. Can you
guarantee ny safety?"
Marl a consi dered. \What ever el se Machi ne had given away, he still had his sense of self-
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preservation. And he was right, conputer inquiries could be traced, although fromwhat she'd heard
Machi ne was pretty good at protecting hinself. She decided on honesty. "No, | can't guarantee your
safety, Machine. We'll do everything we can . . . but there's sonme risk involved."

There was a |ong silence, during which Marla searched Machine's face for sone hint of what
he was thinking, and found nothing. Finally Machi ne spoke. "That is correct, Marla. You cannot
guarantee ny safety. But life offers no guarantees nor do | expect any. | amglad, however, that
time and m sfortune have not robbed you of your integrity. That is good. | have defenses which
even Shinto cannot penetrate. You shall have what you want. Now we shall talk price."

Marl a nodded and sat back on her haunches. So far so good. Now to see if Machi ne woul d
extend her sonme credit.

Renn's job was not very difficult. Show up on tinme, check the conputer termnal to see
what goods were coming in and what goods were going out. Have coffee with his two human shi ppi ng
clerks, tell themdirty jokes, and | augh when they told theirs. Ignore the fact that both hated
his guts because he'd been brought in fromthe outside. Assign one to shipping and one to
receiving. This was largely a formality because both had a preference. Luko, a short barrel -

chested man with hair sprouting fromhis ears, l|iked shipping, and, Estaben, a somewhat overripe
wonman wi th bad breath, |iked receiving. Not just goods, but anything else that might happen al ong
as well.

Both clerks had a snall army of robots who did the actual work, many of whom were smarter
than they were. So, after their daily neeting with Renn, they'd retreat to their particular
| oadi ng dock, and screw off for the rest of the day. Renn used the tine to learn all he could
about Shinto Enterprises.

By asking lots of questions, studying all the records available to his |evel of
managenent, and reading the trade press, a picture began to enmerge. Like many successful business
operations Shinto Enterprises had begun to | ose its edge. Day-to-day managenent of the conpany had
passed from Shinto into the hands of bureaucrats who | acked both the vision and the guts to create
anyt hi ng thensel ves. Mst had never even nmet their enployer, and believed the public image his PR
peopl e had worked so hard to create. The orphan works his way up by nmeans of superior ability and
sheer determination, reaches the pinnacle of success, and stoops to help the |less fortunate.
Readi ng between the |ines Renn suspected that those at the very top of Shinto Enterprises knew
better. But they were probably just as guilty as he was, and renai ned silent because ii benefitted
themto do so.

Renn al so | earned some interesting facts. Although Shinto Enterprises had begun to | ose
its edge, it was still enornously profitable, too profitable to be real. To Renn's experienced eye
it seened |likely that other funds were being punped through the conpany's books to cl eanse and
sanitize them O course, he couldn't be sure w thout seeing the conpany records, and needless to
say, assistant warehouse nmanagers didn't have access to those. He did | earn, however that there
were two sets of books, one in the conpany's Westerpl ex corporate headquarters, and the other at
Shinto's residence on the Aynpic Peninsula. Renn suspected that both would provide a detailed
read-out on Shinto's legal and illegal transactions. After all, even if you' re | aunderi ng noney
you must still keep track of it.

Furt her study uncovered nore facts, the nost interesting of which was that Shinto had
i ndeed stolen his business, and was probably using it to commt the very crinme for which Renn was
sent to prison. Shinto had renamed the business "Interstellar Inport-Export," and tucked it under
Shinto Enterprises as a wholly owned subsidiary. It was all there in the conpany's |ast annua
report. Renn recognized it imediately. Shinto acquired the conpany at an auction of confiscated
goods, paid the Inmperial CGovernment a fraction of its true worth, and i medi ately sold off the
parts he didn't want. Then he staffed the conpany with his own people and let it run. Another
profitable subsidiary. Like Shinto Enterprises, too profitable. According to the |last annua
report the business had doubled its profits in a single year. Even allowing for nore efficient
managenment, and phenonenal narket growth, that was too much. So Shinto had stolen his business,
and was probably using it for drug srmuggling or a simlar enterprise. Now Renn knew for sure, and
the know edge filled himwith grimsatisfaction.

So now he knew Shinto was guilty as hell, but so what? He didn't have anything that would
stand up in court. That kind of stuff was |ocked up in corporate headquarters or Shinto's hone. He
remenbered his earlier bravado. Renn doesn't need courts. Renn the judge, jury and executioner
More like Renn the idiot. Al he had agai nst Shinto's noney, power, and personal arny was the
el enent of surprise. And how far would that get hinf Leaning back in his chair, Renn put his feet
up and wondered what to do.

A few niles away Shinto sat behind arnored glass on the top floor of the Shinto
Enterprises Executive Tower. A frown creased his nornally handsone features. He took great pride
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in his face. It was quite different fromthe original. The original was coarse, honely, and
common. This one was cultured, refined, even patrician. Cear blue eyes, a nice straight nose,
lips just full enough to be sensual, and a good firmchin. Al the work of the best bioscul pter
nmoney coul d buy. A bioscul pter who had warned hi magai nst the effects of excessive sun and

unpl easant enotions. So the frown was an unusual indul gence, one which his subordi nates had

| earned to fear, and Shinto used to good effect. And it scared hell out of Signo Amad, his Chief
of Security. As a result he sweated heavily as he stood before Shinto's wath.

"Let me see if | understand this, Anad. W& send a man to prison so we can acquire his
busi ness. Then, within a year and a half, he obtains a pardon and returns to earth. Lacking any
source of incone he applies for the job of Assistant Warehouse Manager with Shinto Enterprises.
We, for reasons that conpletely escape ne, proceed to hire him Are those the facts?" The | ast was
said in a voice which was conpletely calmbut as cold as arctic ice.

Amad nodded, his dark skin flushed even darker, sweat dripping fromthe tip of his blade-
i ke nose. "Yyyess sir. Those are the facts." Fromyears of experience Amad knew better than to
meke excuses. His only chance lay in conplete honesty and a good track record. For the thousandth
time he wondered how his enployer did it. Shinto had suddenly appeared the day before, obviously
upset, and denmanding a full-scale security check. "There's sonething out there Arad, sonething we
don't know about. Find out what it is." How did the bastard know? It was |ike he had ESP or
sonet hi ng. Amad worked his staff through the night, and sure enough, there was sonething out
there. A possible sonething anyway. A computer cross-check between the content of the news hol os
and Shinto's personal enemies |list turned up Jonathan Renn, one-tinme competitor, now a pardoned
crimnal. He'd applied for work under a phony nanme and nade no attenpt to disguise his finger
prints or retinal pattern. A heavy work | oad del ayed the routine background i nvestigation which
woul d have ot herwi se caught him But excuses were not acceptable. Anad knew that. He'd screwed up
pure and sinple. Now it was a matter of seeing how high a price he'd have to pay.

Shinto reached into his desk drawer and withdrew a dart gun. It was a | ow powered affair
he sonetimes used for target practice in the office. The target was nounted on the far wall just
over Amad's shoul der. Shinto brought the gun up and aligned it with the target. Anrad was carefu
not to blink. "So, in spite of all our security precautions, we hired a nan with every reason to
destroy us." Shinto flicked the gun left and squeezed the trigger. It went phufut. A dart sprouted
from Anmad' s cheek. Shinto's scul pted features registered el aborate surprise. "Ooops! Sorry, Amad
I must be losing ny touch."”

It hurt like hell, but Amad didn't nove. If he was very, very careful, he mght conme out
of this alive. "Yyyess sir. W failed sir. W should have been running the conputer cross-check
weekly instead of nonthly. 1 accept full responsibility. "

Shinto squeezed the trigger again. Phufut. This tinme a dart bl ossonmed from Anad' s t hroat.
Bl ood trickled down his neck. "Darn! There | go again!" Shinto said apologetically. "Sorry. As you
can see this thing's got me very upset." Shinto focused his eyes on a spot just over Amad's head
"Let me tell you what | think, Amad. | think I'lIl go to ny country place for awhile. It's quiet
there and a lot safer.” Amad knew this was a reference to Shinto's fortress-like retreat in the
A ynmpic Rain Forest. "Meanwhile, | want you to find Jonathan Renn and kill him Then you will Kkill
his friends, the two idiots who work for him and anyone el se he's spent tine with. Do you
under st and?" Phuf ut .

Amad jerked in spite of hinmself as a dart pierced his upper lip. "Yyyess, sir, |
understand. It shall be as you say." The dart bobbed up and down as he spoke.

"Good." Phufutttttttt. Shinto enptied the magazine. Anad felt the draft as forty seven
darts whi pped by his ear and thudded into the target behind him He had a feeling it was going to
be a very | ong day.

As al ways, Luko plowed his way through the rush hour crowmds with all the finesse of a
battering ram El bowing his way to the front rank of waiting passengers, he sniled as the transcar
decel erated towards the platform He nade it a point of honor to be first aboard the transcar each
evening, and this had the |l ook of an easy victory. He was in the front rank only a foot or two
fromwhere the first door woul d open. Luko w ns agai n!

Then the ol d wonan behind hi mgave a m ghty shove, and Luko felt hinself flying through
the air. A half second |ater he bounced off the front of the transcar and into a duracrete wall
H s death rmade ei ghteen thousand four hundred and two people late for dinner

Estaben didn't plan to be a shipping clerk forever. No way. And since the suits at Shinto
Enterprises refused to pronote her, then she'd have to pronote herself. Estaben had dreans of
opening her own little business soneday, an escort service maybe, or a sex boutique. But that
required capital, which is why she noonlighted as "Margo the Wip," at G cero's House of Pain,
deep in the center of the conbat zone.

file:/I/F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20Dietz%20-%20Prison%20Planet.txt (80 of 88) [1/21/03 11:23:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20C.%20Dietz/William%20C%20D:i etz%620-%20Pri son%20P! anet.txt

She was headed there when sone idiot decided to dive in front of a transcar and slowed the
whol e dam system As a result, her first custoner was al ready waiting when she strode into her
treatment room and arrogantly cracked her whip. Mich to her surprise he didn't cringe and fall to
his knees. Instead, he took her whip away fromher and used it to hang her fromone of the many
hooks in the ceiling. She put up quite a struggle but no one noticed since screans of pain were
rather common in Cicero's.

A few hours after Estaben's death, Amad waited inpatiently across fromRenn's hotel. It
was dark and warm Too warm Sweat was dripping off the tip of his nose again. Amad swore and ran
his sleeve along it. Four nmenbers of his elite security force had entered the hotel ten mnutes
before. They shoul d've snuffed Renn and |l eft by now. W ere the hell were they? Anmad forced hinself
to give themanother five mnutes. Shit. Stepping back into a doorway he punped a round up the
spout and attached the silencer to his handgun. It's always best to be careful

He crossed the street with giant strides and entered through the front door of the hotel
A guest and the desk clerk lay sprawing where they'd fallen. Good. SOP for this kind of
operation. Ignoring the lift tube he ran up the stairs to the third floor. He listened for a
nmonent, opened the fire door, and slid into the hall. An elderly man stepped out of his room Anmad
dropped himwith a bullet between the eyes. Hugging the right hand wall he noved down the corridor
whil e counting off the nunbers. Three-twelve, three-ten, three-oh-eight, and there, three-oh-six.
The door was open.

Amad went in fast and low, gun up in a two-handed grip. It was a waste of time. Hi s team
was there all right, but they were dead. Three | ooked |ike they' d been ripped apart by sone sort
of animal, that dammed dog probably, and the third wore a bullet hole between his eyes. A big
bullet hole, like a .50, or nmaybe even a .75. A quick check of the bathroom confirned his guess.
No Renn, dead or otherw se. Amad shook his head in amazenment. This Renn character was bad news.
And his pet dog was obviously not a dog. He'd told themto check on that. Another fuck-up. Wl
you wi n some and you | ose sone.

A few nmnutes |ater Amad was a nile away, ensconced in a public combooth with the privacy
shield on..H s wife had a snudge of dirt on one cheek. Probably out grubbing in the garden again.
He cut her off. "This is it, honey. Here's the code; Al pha, Beta, Al pha. Grab the kids and the
satchel . You know where to go."

The snmile faded fromher face. She nodded once and cut the connection. She knew what to
do. A few years back she'd been one of his top operatives. Wthin ten m nutes she'd be out of the
house, within twenty it would burn to the ground, and soon thereafter he'd hold her in his arns. A
few days later they'd |ift and start a new |life sonewhere el se. They were still young, and the
satchel full of cash would ease the way. Shinto would be incredibly pissed when he found out, a
t hought whi ch nade Anad snile. He was whistling by the tinme he hopped into an autocab

Chapter Fourteen

It was raining on and off, a fact which wasn't too surprising in a rain forest, but did
not hi ng to make Renn nore confortable. He and Marla were taking a break under the branches of a
huge cedar tree. He bit off another nouthful of protein bar, and winced as cold rain drops hit his
face. "Damm. And we thought Swanp was bad."

Marl a | ooked up fromher resting place on the ground beside himand grinned wol fishly.
"He's been on Terra for only two weeks and he's already getting soft."

Renn nmade a face and took another bite of protein bar. Mich to his surprise it tasted
pretty good. Kind of nutty. Wich also described their situation. Two agai nst hundreds. They'd
left the air car in a clearing a few nml|es back, and were now just inside the boundaries of
Shinto's | and, about fifteen mles fromhis nmountain hideaway. Things should be easy at first.

Al t hough already on Shinto's | and they wouldn't encounter nuch in the way of defenses until the
last five niles or so. Oherwi se, Shinto's private arnmy woul d be shooting | ost hikers and causing
all sorts of problens for the PR department. Besides, a fifteen-nile-deep defensive perineter
woul d cost a lot nore noney without adding a | ot of protection.

But the last five mles would be real tough. Besides the naturally rough terrain, they'd
be up against crack security troops and homi ci dal geni dogs. They'd | earned about the geni dogs
through Marla's cyborg conputer expert. "Machine" is a somewhat unusual nane, but what the heck
to each his own. In any case, Machine had nanaged to | ocate both a blueprint and a security plan
for Shinto's fortress. Two years earlier, Shinto hired a general security contractor to update his
defenses, and afterwards the contractor squirreled away a copy of the plans in his persona
conmputer. It was a naughty thing to do, and in clear violation of professional ethics, but the
contractor thought the plans m ght cone in handy soneday. After all, a man |Iike Shinto had
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eneni es, otherw se he wouldn't have a security plan, and they' d pay handsonely for a way into
Shinto's fortress. Renn grinned. Not that Machine had paid the contractor a single Inperial! No,
he'd stolen the plans right out fromunder the contractor's nose while that unfortunate individua
sat at his keyboard, and worked on another file. Al of which justified Machine's rather exhor-
bitant fee.

Anong other things the security plan specified a force of genidogs. Wile the plan didn't
i ncl ude specs for the dogs, it didn't take a lot of smarts to figure out they'd be fornidable
opponents, on top of which there'd be human guards, electronic sensors, and a variety of traps.

So, while getting into Shinto's fortress wouldn't be easy, they had a chance. Thanks to
his own research, and Machi ne's added i nput, Renn had enough information on Shinto to wite a
book. He knew Shinto |iked eastern nusic, hated nushroons, adored children, and was slightly
cl austrophobi c. "Know your prey, lad," Boater always said, and it was good advice. It gave you an
edge. In this case, however, the edge was sonmewhat dulled, since the prey knew the hunter was
comi ng.

It still seened strange to Renn that Shinto's security was |ax enough to hire himand then
efficient enough to identify hima few days later. But Machine's research reveal ed |ots of strange
incidents in Shinto's life—so many, in fact, it al nbst suggested some sort of precognitive
ability. But one thing was for sure, Shinto knew Renn was back. The four killers were proof of
that. He was alive, and they were dead, but it could have easily gone the other way.

There he was sitting fat dunmb and happy in his room while out in the hall, killers were
preparing to break down the door. Fortunately, Marla chose that particular nonent to return
Havi ng di sm ssed Cap at the back door, she entered the hotel and stepped out of the lift tube just
intine to see the killers approach Renn's door. M staking her for a dog, they ignored her. That
was a serious mstake. She killed the fourth one just as the first three hit the door. Thanks to a
strong door, and Marla's attack, Renn had time to grab his .75. It was still close. The second
time they hit the door it crashed open. Marla killed the third assailant, a wonman, as Renn turned
towards the door. The .75 roared, slamming the first assassin backwards into the second, who
quickly fell victimto Marla's slashing teeth. After that it was a matter of dragging the bodies
into the room gathering up their bel ongi ngs, and slipping out the back way.

The rest cane naturally. Denied the advantage of surprise, and |acking the funds for a
nmor e sophi sticated approach, they decided to attack rather than run. Perhaps they could seize the
initiative through sheer audacity. Were woul d Shinto | east expect an attack? And where woul d an
attack do the nost good? The answer to both questions seemed obvious . . . Shinto's fortress-1like
home in the AQynpic rain forest. If only Shinto would be there. But even if he wasn't, soneone
woul d be, and that's all they needed. Once they had access to Shinto's conputer, Machi ne would
take care of the rest.

So, armed with a loan from Machine, a | oan which the cyborg had pointedly made to Marla
and not to Renn, they rented an air car and headed north. Stopping only to purchase back-packing
equi prent and other gear, they'd arrived the day before. Dropping their air car into a forest
clearing, they' d headed for Shinto's fortress. According to Machine's information, they'd run into
the outernpst ring of Shinto's defenses in another ten mles or so.

Renn stuck the protein bar wapper into a pocket and stood. The forty pound pack nade it
awkwar d. The pack contained food, gear and ammp. Wil e sonme of the explosives were a little
exotic, parting presents fromJunpo, they were quite legal. Rather than support the expense of an
interstellar police, the Inperial government relied on a patchwork quilt of |ocal police, conbined
with bounty hunters and | egal assassins to keep crinme under control. As a result citizens were
all owed a wide variety of weapons. Renn was arnmed with the sanme array of weapons he'd carried on
Swanp, and while Marla was a weapon herself, he'd found ways to protect her nore effectively.

For one thing she wore two small packs which were fastened together to make twin
saddl ebags. They were constructed of a tough bulletproof fabric which would not only provide her
with additional protection, but would also allow her to carry sone extra explosives and anmp. In
addition he'd made a netal collar to protect her throat. Al the gear gave her an exotic | ook. He
| aughed as she got up

"What's so funny?"

Renn struggled to maintain a straight face. "Nothing. You look a little strange that's
all."

"Strange? I'll show you sonething strange, a grown nman running up the trail with ny teeth
in his butt."” She growl ed and | unged towards his rear end. Renn | aughed as he ran up the trail. As
Marla made a half-hearted attenpt to catch him she suddenly realized how natural their
rel ati onship had becone. Instead of hiding what she was, now she could joke about it, and even
take pride in it. The truth was that she |Ioved Renn, and deep down she felt sure he |oved her in
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return, although she knew he had difficulty reconciling his emotions with her appearance. But
appear ances can be changed. Suddenly she was very frightened. What if Renn was killed? She hurried
to catch up.

Shinto flicked a switch, and an entire wall of his cavernous bedroom becane a vid screen
Deep in the electronic bowels of his retreat a descranbler took the seemingly randombits fed it
by a small geosynchronous satellite, organized theminto a coherent picture, and sent it upstairs.
Colors swirled briefly before locking up into a shot of the Westerplex spaceport. It wobbled a bit
as the canera operator shifted his weight fromone foot to another. In the distance, Shinto saw a
shuttle warnm ng up on one of the nmany snaller pads circling the perinmeter of the nain conplex.
"OK, Garvin. |I'mlooking at the Westerpl ex spaceport. So what ?"

Garvin was nervous. As Anad's first assistant supervisor, he wasn't used to dealing with
Shinto one-on-one. Wat if sonething went wong? Mstakes could be fatal, as Anmad was about to
find out. The camera panned over to him and his voice cracked slightly as he answered. "Amad and
his fam |y went aboard twenty nminutes ago, sir. The pilot has requested permission to lift in
about three mnutes.”

Garvin's head was round like a nelon and filled the whole wall. He had thin blonde hair
green eyes, and a visible tick in one eyelid. Shinto sniled. "Excellent. Al is ready?"

"Yes sir. As you requested." "And you're sure he doesn't know?" Garvin shook his head. "He

suspects nothing, sir," "Excellent. It seems you're due for a bonus, Garvin. A rather |arge bonus.
Your two-year vigil is about to end."
"Yes sir." Garvin knew Shinto was referring to the fact that while he'd worked for Amad

he'd al so been paid sonmething extra to keep an eye on him submtting regular reports to conpany
headquarters. So when Amad slipped out of Renn's hotel, and contacted his wife, Garvin was right
behi nd him

"And Garvin?"

"Sir?"

"Pay attention to this. It's the reward for treachery."

"Yes sir."” At a nod from Garvin the canmera panned back to the duracrete pad. Seen through
waves of heat the shuttle seenmed to shiver for a noment and then rose towards the sky. Shinto
began to worry. What if sonmething went wong and Amad escaped? He gritted his teeth as the seconds
ticked by. Then, just as the shuttle reached five thousand feet, there was a sudden flash of |ight
and it was gone. Gone with it were Amad, his famly, and the shuttle's crew. Pieces of burning
wr eckage were still falling fromthe sky as Shinto flicked a switch and the wall went gray.

The durapl ast doors slid open at Shinto's touch, and he stepped out onto the veranda. He
shoul d' ve felt good, cleansed by Anmad's death, but he didn't. For one thing, he hated to kil!
children, and for another, he liked Anad. The little bastard had guts. But business is business.
You can't let the hired help get away with treachery and stay on top. He'd seriously considered
all owi ng Amad to escape but decided against it. Such an act would be widely interpreted as
weakness, and that would be very, very bad. No, it was sad but necessary. He had a hollow feeling
in his gut |like sonmething bad was coming his way. A prenonition? No, probably not. He was getting
sentinmental, that's all. Garvin would find Renn and that woul d end the whol e thing. He | ooked up,
but the Iight was fading, and nore gray clouds had nmoved in to bl ock the sun

They had little difficulty |locating the outernpst edge of Shinto's defensive perineter.
First Marla started picking up routine radio transm ssions and then they ran into a | arge

dur apl ast sign located right next to the trail. It bore an om nous |ooking skull and crossbones,
bel ow whi ch were the words: PRI VATE. KEEP QUT. | NTRUDERS W LL BE SHOT ON SI GHT

Renn | ooked at Marla and | aughed. "That's what | |ike about Shinto. The man says what he
nmeans. "

From that point on security would becone tighter and tighter until they reached the
fortress itself. Assuming, of course, that they nanaged to live that |ong. Even though it was
getting dark Marla had little difficulty finding the hidden sensors. They weren't much different
fromthose Juno had used on Swanp. Coarse, stupid things, they'd been scattered around as Shinto's
first line of defense. The warmh of their power paks popped out fromthe cool er background of the
forest, making themeasy to spot, and once spotted they were easy to avoid.

Renn wondered why they hadn't used nore. A thick band of sensors woul d've been al nost
i npossible to penetrate without setting sone off. Stupid though the sensors were, if twenty or
thirty went off in one particular section of the perineter, that would be a pretty good indication
of trouble. But the folks in charge of such things had chosen to scatter them wi dely, instead.
Alnost as if the sensors were a nere formality. To Renn's way of thinking, that nmeant they were
either very stupid or very confident about whatever defenses |ay ahead. He hoped for the first,
but feared the second.
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Meanwhile it was pretty tough going. Renn figured they were still about four miles from
Shinto's retreat, which doesn't sound like a lot, but it is when it's alnost straight up. The
easiest going was on the trail, but it would inevitably lead theminto a series of traps and

anbushes, so it was best to stay off it as nuch as possible. Yet the thick forest to either side
made travel there al nost inpossible. The vegetation did start to thin out as they went higher, but
that neant |ess cover too, and increased the possibility that someone woul d spot them So they
used the trail when forced to do so, but noved slowy, checking for traps and potential anmbushes
every inch of the way. Then, whenever things opened up a bit, they went cross-country,
occasionally fighting the underbrush, but feeling safer. But either way they had to keep going. If
they tried to canmp for the night, chances were they'd be discovered. No, tired or not, they'd nake
their assault on Shinto's fortress tonight, and trust darkness to cover their approach

In spite of all her fancy sensors Marla fell into a trap so ancient its origins are |ost
in human prehistory. It happened just as it was supposed to, suddenly, and w thout warning. One
monent she was wal king along the trail, scanning the surrounding vegetation for sensors, and the

next she was falling like a rock. Had she been a human, or even a real dog, the nmetal spike would
have killed her. As it was, the spike entered two thirds of the way up her side, destroyed her
solar cells, and wi ped out her radio receiver before conmi ng out through the other side.

Swearing steadily, Renn clinbed down the crunmbling side of the pit, careful to avoid the
forest of sharp spikes which lined the bottomof the pit. Gently, he lifted her off the spike.
“"Marl a? Marla? Can you hear ne?"

"Of course | can hear you," she snapped. "That dammed spi ke wi ped out ny solar cells, not
" She regretted the words the nonment she said them but she was scared and enbarrassed.
Renn | ooked hurt as he lifted her up and out of the pit. "I thought you'd been injured."
Back on her feet again, Marla waited while Renn clinbed out of the pit. "Jonathan?"
"Yes?"

"It was a stupid thing to say. | was enbarrassed that's all. Mghty cyberdog falls into a
covered pit and makes a fool of herself. Forgive nme?"

Renn smled. "You re forgiven."

So they kept on going. An hour passed. Marla could no |onger nonitor local radio traffic,
and the servos for her right rear |leg seened a hair slow, but other than that she felt pretty
good. She put on a burst of speed intent on scouting ahead.

Meanwhi | e Renn found hinmsel f plodding along, fighting the fatigue that tried to pull his
eyelids down, forcing hinmself to concentrate. Look right, look left, lift the right foot, put it
down, lift the left foot, put it down. Look forward, |ook back, lift the right foot, put it down.
The sequence seened to go on forever

Then Marl a appeared out of nowhere, nudged himoff the trail, and urged himto be silent.
Suddenly all his senses were crystal clear, his nerves were wire tight, and the fati gue was gone,
washed away by a flood of adrenaline. Fading into the foliage, Renn stood perfectly still. He
| ooked down at Marla for sone indication of the problem but her attention was focused on the
trail, so he slipped off the safety on his blast rifle, and held it ready.

The first thing Renn heard was a snuffling sound followed by heavy breathing and the swi sh
of branches al ong sonething big. Then he heard a radio, the crackle of a brief transm ssion, and
static. None of which prepared himfor the sight that followed. It was a dog, a dog the size of a
smal | pony, and it didn't look friendly. A permanent snarl winkled the skin on its long wolf-Iike
nose, fangs appeared and di sappeared as it rippled its lips, and red eyes darted this way and
that. To Renn's astoni shnent there was a man riding on the wolf-thing' s back. He was dressed in
green canps, not as good as Renn's skins, but effective nonetheless. The man was arned with sone
sort of auto-shotgun. It had a big drum style nmagazine and a short barrel. Considering the thick
under brush it nmade sense. There's no need for a |long range weapon when you can't see nore than
fifteen feet.

The geni dog suddenly cane to a stop and | ooked right at Renn. Fortunately, Renn's skins
rendered him al nost invisible. This confused the ani mal because it could snell Renn but coul dn't
see him It never got a chance to figure things out because a fraction of a second |ater Renn
fired. Even as its master fell out of the saddle, the genidog | eaped towards them and was in
m dai r when Renn's beam sliced through it. The genidog | anded with a thunp in a pile of its own
entrails. Though nmortally wounded, it continued to growl and snap. Renn put another bolt through
its head and it finally lay still.

Renn | ooked at Marla and she | ooked at him "Wat the hell is that?" he asked.

"Sone extrenely bad news,"” Marla answered thoughtfully. "I've got a feeling we just met
our first genidog."

There was a crackling sound off to their left. Then a fenale voice said, "Unit six ..

heari ng.
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base to unit six. Glda here. Conme in six, you m serable sonovabitch."

Renn ran over to the radio and picked it up. A quick check revealed a red transmt key. It
was risky, but maybe the heavy static would cover his voice enough to nake it work. He pressed the
key. "Six to base. Lighten up for God's sake. | just stopped to take a shit."

"You are a shit, unit six. Now w pe your ass and get it in gear."

"“Yes, your manship. Unit six out."

Marl a | ooked up and shook her head. "That was cl ose.”

"Close, hell . . . that was a disaster. | bought us half an hour, tops."

"So what do we do?"

Renn sm | ed. "Make every nminute count.”

A big wolf sm | e appeared on Marla's muzzle. "Then let's go."

They went. Marla took the point, determined to protect Renn, while he cane al ong behi nd,
wat chi ng both sides and their back trail as well. Just to nake sure that no one coul d sneak up
frombehind them Renn scattered mni-mnmines along the path. They were a goodbye present from Juno,
and now seened like a good tine to use them Each mini-nmne was a tiny six-sided bonb that woul d
detonate under the slightest pressure. The mini-mnes were designed to wound rather than kill
Every person involved in giving aid was one | ess person to fight. That was the theory, anyway. But
if the mnes just |et himknow someone was com ng, Renn woul d be happy.

Marla smelled the sentry | ong before she saw him H's cover was excellent, as were his
canmps, but his deodorant had given up | ong ago. H s body odor was the ol factory equival ent of a
neon sign, pointing out his position, and screamng, "Kill me.” In order to reach him however,
Marl a woul d have to cross a small clearing, and do so w thout being seen. Holding her belly to the
ground she crept forward. Unfortunately, the guard was paying attention and spotted her right
away. "Hey! Doggie! Here, boy."

Marl a wagged her tail as she approached him He held out his hand. "What you doin' here
boy?"

Marl a pretended to sniff it and grinned. "I'mbiting people.” As she spoke the sentry saw
rows of gleaming teeth. His eyes got big, his big Adam s appl e bobbed up and down, and he started
to back away. Then he dropped his weapon and ran

Renn stepped into the clearing his blast rifle ready. "Problens?"

"Naw . . . just a guy who doesn't I|ike dogs."

G lda was a big wonan, so big that when she put her conbat boots up on the console, they
obscured a good portion of the plot screen. That, and the fact that she had her face buried in a
muscl e mag, provided Renn and Marla with a period of grace. Had G |da been watching, she would
have seen light after light flash onto the screen as the two intruders tripped entire rows of
sensors. O course there were audio alarms too but Glda had turned those off. They frequently
went of f by nistake, and besides, they interfered with the music boonming into her stereo ear
pl ugs. Nonetheless all good things nust conme to an end. Wapping up a great article on glut
enhancenent. Gl da gl anced up at the plot screen and saw about a hundred flashing Iights. A
fraction of a second |ater her huge feet crashed to the floor and a neaty index finger hit the
general alarm button. Kl axons went off and people started running in every direction

Renn and Marla were close enough to hear the klaxons as they went off. Then, before either
one could react, there was a series of |loud cracks from sonewhere behind them Soneone or
sonet hi ng had stepped on the nmini-nines. Renn whirled just as three geni dogs appeared around a
curve in the trail. Al were riderless, and one was mnmissing a paw. The mni-nines no doubt. Wile
the injury didn't seemto slow himdown nuch, a blaster bolt did, passing through the beast to hit
the ground beyond. Renn kept his finger on the firing stud as he swung | eft, catching the next
ani mal from behind, slicing through it |engthw se until blue energy found and destroyed its brain

Meanwhi |l e, Marla had rushed forward in an attenpt to distract the third beast and soon
wi shed she hadn't. The big animal bit into her right side and lifted her kicking into the air. For
a monent she thought it was all over but fortunately the huge beast had sunk its teeth into a
saddl ebag instead of her. It shook her a couple of tinmes and threw her down.

The genidog died a nonent |ater as an energy beam burned through its heart. Even as it
fell, Marla was up and running. Renn was right beside her. Both knew speed was of the essence.

Kl axons were blaring, security personnel were running in every direction, and searchlights were
probing the tree Iine. This was their noment of opportunity.

Wthin mnutes the confusion would be over and so would their chances of getting in.

The fortress | ooned big and bl ack up ahead, light spilling out from open doors as nore and
nore security troops poured out. Renn ran straight at them waving his arns, and yelling at the
top of his lungs. "Over this way! Cone on! There's hundreds of "em Hold '"emoff while | radio for
rei nforcements!”
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"Yes, sir!" a sergeant replied, leading his squad towards the woods.

Then Renn heard a voice fromoff to the right. "Reinforcements?" an officer denanded.
"What reinforcenents? Stop that man! Can't you idiots do anything right?"

Renn sent blue energy burping off into the officer's general direction, and eager to
participate, so did a nunber of security people just arriving on the scene. The officer returned
fire, and nonents |l ater the night was criss-crossed with a latticework of energy beanms, and a hai
of | ead.

Renn turned and ran towards the fortress. Up ahead a door opened sil houetting a huge
figure. "Quick ... we need help out here!" Renn shouted as he ran towards the door

But G| da was suspicious. "W the hell are you?" she denanded, the "you" sonewhat
distorted as Renn hit her with a full body bl ock. They crashed to the floor in a tangle of arns
and |l egs. G lda nanaged to cone out on top. A buzzer added its insistent voice to the incredible
cacophony of background sound as massi ve bl ast-proof doors began to slide slowy closed.

Glda' s huge fist connected with Renn's jaw. A wave of darkness rose and tried to pull him
under. G lda sniled as he brought his knee up between her legs. "That ain't gonna work on ne,
buster. Try this on for size." Glda raised her fist and prepared to smash it down into Renn's
face.

Marla growl ed, and cane in fromthe side, fangs bared.

G | da rocked backwards, throwing up her arnms to protect her face. Renn brought up both
feet and kicked with all his mght. Hs boots hit Glda in the chest, pushing her up and back. Her
head hit hard and G| da was unconsci ous when the heavy doors cut her in twd. Renn turned away. It
wasn't a pretty sight.

Struggling to his feet Renn took a | ook around. Dredging up a nental image of the
bl ueprint Renn saw they were right next to the security control center. There was the lift tube
with the stairs which spiraled upwards around it, and the corridor |eading to the mechanica
section, and, last but not |east, the door to the security control center. Ri pping open one of
Marl a' s saddl ebags, Renn grabbed two gas grenades and stepped towards the open door

Before he could throw the grenades, a balding tech with an enpty coffee cup in his right
hand stepped through the door and said, "W the hell are you?"

“I"'mafraid | don't have tinme for formal introductions,” Renn replied. "Could you nove
over just a hair?"

Responding to Renn's polite tone, the tech did as he was asked, frowning when he saw the
gr enades.

"Thanks." Renn tossed the grenades through the door. The tech turned to | ook, and Renn
shoved hi minside, slamm ng the door behind him The grenades hit the floor with a soft thud,
rolled for a few feet, and went off with a small pop. The tech dropped his coffee cup and dived
for them Too late. He was unconscious by the time he hit the floor. And so were all the others in
the room Technicians were slunped and sprawl ed every which way, their screens going unnonitored,
the soft nutter of radio traffic going unheard.

Suddenly Shinto's voice shattered the quiet of the room "Control. Wat the hell's going
on?" No answer. "I said what the hell's going on? Are you asl eep down there?" Still no answer.
There was a pause, and then Shinto spoke again, fear beginning to color his voice. "Contro
answer ne goddamm it!" Silence.

Renn used his blast rifle to spot weld the control center doors closed. According to the
security plan all external doors were controlled frominside the center. As long as the people
i nside the center were unconsci ous no one could get in or out of Shinto's fortress. "There
that should hold "emfor awhile. Now let's find the sliny bastard."

Discarding his rifle Renn drew the .75 and followed Marla up the spiral staircase. By
silent agreenent they'd avoided the lift tube, not wanting to enter anything that coul d becone a
trap. As they arrived on the main floor, Marla went left while he went right.

The pl ace was huge. The roons were oversized, as if constructed for the confort of giants.
Conpensation for Shinto's cl austrophobi a perhaps? Watever the reason, the place was enornous and
filled with fine furniture, exquisite works of art, and the very latest technology. Misic followed
Renn everywhere he went, roons sensed the heat of his exertions and bathed himwi th cool air,
doors opened at his approach, and entire walls rippled with warm col or. Robots hurried up and down
side corridors, motors hummi ng, the very picture of donestic tranquility. Everything seenmed so
normal and quiet that Renn felt silly sneaking around with gun in hand.

Marl a rounded a corner and shook her head. "Nothing."

Renn started to answer, but cut hinself off as a rather |large robot wal ked up and stopped
a few feet away. Like nost household robots, it had a vaguely humanoi d appearance, but unlike
nmost, was wearing clothes. Unbeknownst to Renn, it was currently fashionable to dress one's robots
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in fanciful outfits, and this one |ooked Iike an undertaker. Maybe it was the clothes, but there
was sonet hi ng about the robot which he didn't |ike—sonething oninous. The robot's cultured voice
interrupted his thoughts. "Good evening. | amknown as Bruno. My naster sends his greetings, and
wonders if you would care to join himin his study."”

Renn and Marl a | ooked at each other and then back to the robot. "Shinto sent you?" Renn
asked.

"That is correct,”
study."

"I't could be a trap,” Marla said suspiciously.

Renn nodded. "It probably is. But we could spend a week chasing himall over the castle.
Let's see what's on his mind. Maybe he wants to surrender!"

"OK," Marla replied doubtfully. "But let's be careful."

Renn turned to the robot and gave a half bow "Take us to your |eader."

"Please follow ne." As the robot wal ked away, Renn dipped a hand into one of Marla's
saddl ebags, withdrew two small objects, and stuffed theminto a pocket. Sensing the notion, Bruno
turned his turret-like head.

"We're right behind you, Bruno," Renn said, watching with interest as the robot headed
towards a blank wall. As the robot approached, the wall checked its identity, nmatched it with a
master list, and released a video | ock. A door appeared where a blank wall had existed a nonment
before. Renn felt a little foolish realizing that they'd seen only that which Shinto wanted them
to see. And fromhis menory of the blueprints, there shouldn't be a door in that wall either, al
of which proved Shinto was nobody's fool. Gven the infinite possibilities of video canoufl age,
they coul d've spent hours trying to ferret himout. And given that fact, why had Shinto agreed to
see then? WAs he scared? Tired of being hunted in his own fortress? Or inviting theminto a trap
just as Marla feared. They'd have to be very, very careful. Renn tightened his grip on the .75 and
foll owed the robot through the hi dden door

The door hi ssed shut behind themas they took a right-hand turn, and foll owed the robot
towards a private |ift tube. Bruno touched a panel and brought a platformup fromthe | evel bel ow
Marl a sat back on her haunches. "I'll wait here. Send the platformback for nme when you arrive.

Renn nodded his agreenment. If the Iift was a trap it would capture one, but not both of
them He stepped aboard and heard a slight humas the platformcarried themupwards. It canme to a
snoot h stop, and as they noved forward Renn pretended to stunmble, and fell against the robot.
Bruno waited patiently while he regained his balance. "Sorry about that,"” Renn said. "I'mgetting
clunmsy in ny old age."

Bruno stepped off the platformw th Renn cl ose behind. The robot turned. "W will wait for
your conpani on."” Renn nodded his agreenent. |f Bruno resented the delay there was no sign of it on
his netallic features.

Marl a arrived nonents later, and both foll owed the robot down a plushly carpeted hallway.
It opened up into a huge conbi nati on bedroom and study. A fireplace |arge enough to roast an ox
dom nated one wall, a vid screen another, while the other two were transparent, one opening up
onto a veranda. Shinto stood before it |looking out into the night. As they entered he turned to
greet them but remained where he was, hands cl asped behi nd him

Renn found hinsel f | ooking at a handsone man with bright blue eyes and a slightly sardonic
smile. "So we finally nmeet. How was Swanp?"

Renn was struck dumb for a noment by the sheer effrontery of the man, and then very much
against his will, he started to laugh. d ancing around he said, "Not as pleasant as your country
retreat."”

The ot her man nodded soberly. "Which brings nme to your presence in ny honme. Tell ne
sonmething, Citizen Renn, you were once a businessman, and a good one. Good enough to build a
busi ness worth stealing. What are you now, | wonder ... a businessnman ... or a crimnal out for
stupid revenge?"

Renn dropped into a nearby chair, but kept the .75 in his hand, pointing it towards the
ceiling. "Neither one. I'"'ma citizen |ooking for sone justice."

"Ch really?" Shinto sneered. "And where, pray tell, do you expect to find that? In the
courts that convicted you? In a jury of your peers?"

the robot answered patiently. "And he asks that you join himin his

"Nope," Renn answered evenly, allowing the .75 to cone down until it was ainmed at Shinto's
belly. "I expect to find it right here. In the barrel of ny gun."”

Shinto | aughed. "You and | are nuch alike, Citizen Renn. Mdre so than you would care to
admt. |, too, nake ny own justice. And when that fails, | buy it. Tell me, Citizen Renn, what are
your terms? How rmuch will your justice cost?"

Renn smiled. "Not much. Al | want is the master authorization code for your conputer.”
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A frown creased Shinto's handsone brow. "And then?"

"And then I'lIl make a comcall to a friend of mine. He'll use the code to transfer ten
mllion Inperial credits to my account. And once he's done that, he'll take your data bank and
dunp it into the Earth Central Minfranme."

Al'l color drained from Shinto's tanned cheeks. "The ten mllion would hurt, but its only a
fraction of ny wealth, as |I'msure you know. It doesn't please ne, but | could live with it. Your
ot her demand, however, is totally unreasonable." Shinto knew, as Renn did, that once the data was
dunped into Earth Central, a warrant would be issued for his arrest. In seconds Earth Centra
woul d store the data, analyze it, and conclude that Shinto Enterprises was in violation of al
sorts of laws. Wthin mnutes a small arny of planetary police would be dispatched and Shinto
woul d be taken into custody.

"Yup," Renn replied cheerfully. "It's totally unreasonable, and it's also what | cal
"justice'."

Shinto | ooked down at the floor as if studying his feet. H s voice was as cold as
durasteel. "lI'msorry Citizen Renn. | thought you m ght be a reasonable man. Capable of putting
childi sh enotion aside and dealing with reality. | respected you, |iked your courage, and even
considered allowing you to | eave here with the ten mllion. I was wong. You are stupid. Bruno,
kill them" As Shinto spoke, a shield nade of arnored plastic slamed down from above, protecting
himfromRenn's .75

Quiet until now, Bruno came to sudden life, his right arm sw ngi ng upwards and
transforming itself into a |laser cannon. Renn wasn't surprised. Once identified, an Auto Guard is
still an Auto Guard, no matter what kind of clothes it wears. And an Auto Guard is an ultra-
expensi ve arsenal of weapons quite capable of dealing with a full section of |nperial Marines.

Marl a snarled, and started forward, even as Renn squeezed the tiny black box conceal ed in
his left hand. The deno charge nmade a | oud cracking sound as it cut the Auto Guard in two. The top
hal f of the robot seened to topple in slow notion, hitting the plush carpet with a soft thud. Sone
sort of black hydraulic fluid punped out of severed tubing to stain Shinto's immuacul ate car pet.

Meanwhi | e, Bruno's bottom half whirred and jerked slightly, as a still functioning servo tried to
carry out its last orders.

As Marl a skidded to a stop, Renn turned back towards Shinto, and said, "Cops ... | spoiled
your rug. Sorry about that, but when | detected Bruno's antisocial tendencies, | took the liberty

of slipping a snmall surprise into his coat pocket."

Shinto was silent, his eyes |ocked on Bruno's corpse, his handsone features saggi ng
slightly as he realized there was no way out.

Suddenly Renn's snile was gone leaving only hard Iines behind. "I think that's enough of
your bullshit. Let's have the code. O should | have Marla cone around that shield and take you
apart?"

It was a beautiful day. And why not? He was a millionaire, he'd just finished an excellent
breakfast in one of many fine restaurants the ancient Swiss city had to offer, and had enjoyed a
nice wal k along the beautiful |ake. Best of all was the short article on page one of the news fax
tucked under his left arm Renn knew the words by heart and threw it into a recycler as he passed:

PROM NENT BUSI NESSMAN FOUND GUI LTY

Citizen Shinto, the well-known phil anthropist, businessman, and owner of Shinto
Enterprises, has been found guilty of fraud, theft, and tax evasion, and sentenced to life
i mprisonnent on a prison planet. For nore details, watch Inmperial News Vtd at three.

Who knows? Maybe the m serabl e bastard would end up on Swanp. Smiling at the thought, Renn
rounded a corner, and saw the cybernetics clinic. In spite of its function, the building | ooked
nmore like a classic hotel than a clinic. Cyborgs and people cane and went through the huge bronze
doors in a never-ending swirl of nmetal and flesh

Renn was hal fway up the broad stairs fronting the buil ding when the doors burst open, and
a young brunette ran out, laughing with joy. Spotting Renn, she waved and then spun |ike a nodel
causing her pleated skirt to swing wide, revealing long slimlegs. Then she was in his arns, her
softness crushed agai nst his chest, her |ips neeting his.

And in a bar on a planet far, far away, a nman with a horribly scarred face stood before
his just conpleted nural, and poposed another toast. "Friends, this one is for Jonathan Renn and
Marla Mari e Mendez, wherever they may be. GodBl ess them and keep them"
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