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    The Australian Krall


    


    Maggi Fisher had taken her friends advice, she went exploring on her hundred and twelfth birthday. Not that she looked her age. The latest round of genetic modifications had age regressed her, so that she looked less than a decade older than the two gene modified teenagers she took with her.


    Cory Martin and Danner Greeves had received their own gene upgrades five months ago, right after their sixteenth birthday, the legal age of consent for making that decision. They wouldn’t notice the effects of the age limiting modification before age twenty-five. No one (not the adults, anyway) wanted someone around with life-long youthful hormones ruling their passions, exhibiting reckless behavior, and having a know-it-all attitude. That sort of behavior was reserved for powerful politicians.


    This mismatched human trio was accompanied by two rippers, the huge tiger-like teal colored carnivores from the largest continent of the planet Koban. Kally and Kopper was an unmated young pair of those sentient predators, along for an adventure.


    The sole mature member of the party found she had to cope with more than the normal dangers of exploring a large wild island. The nearly continent sized island was being called New Australia, mainly because it was shaped somewhat like a bent rectangle, and was in the southern hemisphere of the planet.


    Standing beside the still yet-to-be-unloaded shuttle, Maggi was already questioning her sanity at agreeing to take on this “adventure.” Both boys and the two cats had immediately vanished into a forest, which surrounded the large clearing where they had landed.


    To be fair to the four youngsters, Maggi had asked them to get out and scout the immediate surrounding for threats. However, she hadn’t expected them to disappear into the woods, racing to see who could reach the edge first. The decaying dome at the center of the mile wide clearing was what she had expected them to explore first. With her!


    The dilapidated structure was another of the long abandoned habitats of the Krall, the large reptilian aliens that were at war with humanity. They had abandoned this savage heavy gravity world until they could selectively breed, and evolve to live and compete here, many generations in the future. The Krall were conducting a slow war of extinction in far distant Human Space, using their combat deaths to cull poor warriors, as they fought and killed entire human populations, to improve their breed of warriors.


    Human combat test subjects, left behind on Koban to die when the Krall left nearly twenty-three years ago, had managed to solve their survival problems here with biotechnology. Specifically, extensive gene modifications. They had selectively employed genes from several Koban predators, to make a new race of the Homo sapiens species, which they called Kobanoid. Fully compatible to intermarry and reproduce with the other races of man.


    The Kobani people now had an incredibly fast reacting organic superconducting nervous system, the carbon fiber muscles of the rippers, the night vision and enhanced sense of smell of those cats. Possibly the greatest physical gift from the rippers were the genes for contact telepathy. The cats used physical contact via a fleshy neck frill, to exchange thoughts and images with each other, and to sense the thrill of the kill from their dying prey when touched.


    Humans, although a proven violent species, were not interested in sensing the terror a kill experienced as it died. Instead, they used their hands to touch each other to communicate telepathically, sending and receiving, pictures, emotions, and language, the latter only if the being they touched spoke a language. This communication worked between any species.


    The Kobani had also borrowed the ultrasonic hearing of an airborne Koban predator, the wolfbat, and had incorporated genes for carbon nanotubes found in whiteraptors, to make their bones stronger, more flexible, and thus far more difficult to break. These traits combined to make them fully capable of competing with the fast, strong, high gravity native life of Koban, and so humans finally flourished here.


    This current trip of exploration was one that Maggi’s other scientist friends had suggested she needed (and they secretly needed a break from her complaints of boredom). Everyone would benefit from knowing more about their lightly populated, partially explored world. Since this wasn’t suitable for a one-woman project, she sought other participants, and invited those that had free time to go with her. That proved to be only two boys who were between school sessions, sons of her closest friends. In addition, she found two young-adult rippers that wanted to go along for the exploration and hunting. Sometimes you take what you can get.


    Looking at the tall trees, with dark blue leaves and thick black trunks, the sinister looking forest had swallowed up her enthusiastic but reckless young team. She shook her head. “I might as well have come alone.” She often grumbled to herself, when there was no one else to listen.


    “I didn’t expect the cats to do much to help make camp, but those two damned boys could save me some back strain.”


    She said this as she easily tossed an Earth-weight two hundred pound case of supplies out onto the teal colored grass and watched it slide ten feet, imparted with the force of her annoyance. On Koban, the case weighed the equivalent of three hundred Earth pounds. The pretty and petit woman hadn’t even needed to strain as she lifted the large heavy box. She just liked to gripe, and missed having someone present to listen.


    She unloaded several more heavy boxes of camping gear, before she heard the first sounds from the direction of the dome.


    There had been bird-like noises coming from the woods as soon as the rear hatch was opened. There also were tantalizing new scents on the breeze, which was blowing from the direction of the trees. She and the two boys were sensitive to the same smells available to the rippers, but their nasal passages didn’t contain as many receptors as did the much larger heads and nostrils of the cats, and thus the aromas were not quite as rich to them.


    No sooner had she said, “Go out and scout the area for anything big and dangerous,” than all four of them were shoving to see who would get out of the hatch first.


    Now, looking towards the dome more carefully, she saw that some of the armored window glass sections were missing. They had sprung from their frames and fallen to the dirt blown landing area of the old tarmac pavement. The half dozen openings she saw on this side of the structure would let in all manner of birds, and any animal that could climb that high. There had to be other such chance openings around the curvature of the structure’s sides, which she couldn’t see. There were four major entrances, which also might have been left open. Storms in Koban’s dense, oxygen rich atmosphere pushed with greater force here than on lighter gravity planets. Without periodic maintenance over the last hundred or so years, the support frames of the abandoned dome had gradually shifted and warped slightly. Widows had come loose.


    The noise she heard came from the direction of the dome, and she realized it was in the ultrasonic range of her newly adapted wolfbat hearing. She glanced to the sky automatically, to see if there were any wild wolfbat squadrons circling overhead. If any lived on this island, they wouldn’t have a truce agreement with humans, making people simply new prey animals for them.


    However, there were none to be seen circling overhead. She could hear their ultrasonic calls, and if they dived on her, their echolocations of the distance to her would be a warning of their approach. She was armed, faster than they were by a significant margin, and considerably stronger. She’d hate to have to kill any of them, since she considered those at home almost pets. Nevertheless, some faint sound in the ultrasonic range had echoed through the empty passages of that dome, making its way to her ears.


    She recalled what she heard, her memory organization having been improved by wolfbat sound processing and storage. The sound she’d heard wasn’t grouped like a multipart wolfbat cry. The dog-sized fliers didn’t have a true language, but every flock they had ever encountered had a considerable repertoire of complex calls, which produced cooperative action between squadrons of hunters, and between individuals of the flock.


    The sound she had heard just now was less…; articulate was the word that came to her. More like a noisy squawk than communication.


    Glancing back at the woods, she didn’t see anything unusual there. Certainly, not her co-explorers returning, who had likely been drawn into some impromptu hunt by the cats. This big island was isolated from the closest continental land mass by hundreds of miles of ocean. The animals isolated here were expected to have evolved to be quite different from those they knew on the three major continents, even if some of those species had managed to drift across the ocean on storm debris, over the long passage of time.


    The birds and small flying reptiles they had seen darting about had appeared similar to those found elsewhere. Many of them probably migrated seasonally. They were much the same as those at home, even if sporting different colors and plumage, and had different songs, calls, or squawks. Actually, the large number of small flying creatures spoke against there being a flock of wolfbats in the dome, or even a nest nearby. Those animals preyed on other fliers, and kept the numbers down wherever a flock was found.


    She could always use the transducer, embedded behind her right ear, to call to the two boys, so long as they stayed within a roughly twenty-mile transmission range. She wasn’t worried about them being out in the strange woods. Both boys were armed, and had two seriously dangerous predators with them as guardians and companions. That was if they even encountered anything too tough for them to handle on their own. They had returned from an expedition to Jura continent two weeks ago, having traveled with a larger party, and their fast reactions and deadly aim had been demonstrated multiple times on that trip.


    There were K-Rex, raptors, huge carnivorous plesiosaurs on Jura, and other dangerous large and fast moving dinosaur analogues. That continent was surely a more dangerous place than this island. Arial surveillance and satellite imaging had not found any huge prey animals, and without those, there would be no need for predators to grow to giant size.


    Maggi heard faint ultrasonic echoes again through the openings in the dome sidewalls. She made up her mind. She was here to explore, and that’s what she was going to do!


    Talking to herself she muttered, “I’m going to see what lives inside that cavernous old dome right now. The boys will just have to set up camp alone when they get back.”


    The two teens had bragged they knew how to do it like pros, after their camping trip and exploration up the Ricco River on Jura continent. If they wanted to sleep off the ground and inside a tent tonight, they’d damn well have to prove their boast. She locked the shuttle hatch and recoded the door with a simple four number code, doing it out of a smidgen of spite. The food was still inside, so it was a case of no-work-no-eat! She left them plenty of bottled water.


    As any Kobani did, despite gene mod strength and fast reactions, she checked her two pistols. One was an old Krall made pistol, which fired caseless rocket propelled ammunition. She checked her fanny pack, holding eight magazines of sixteen-rounds each, making sure they were all full, and that she had soft nose slugs (for blunt force stopping power), armor piercing (if some thick skulled, or heavily muscled animal appeared), and one magazine of explosive rounds, just to make her feel complete. Her other hand weapon was a .45 automatic, a human made weapon. She had a spare thirteen round magazine for that, and ammo inside the shuttle.


    The Krall pistol had nearly no kick because of the rocket propelled ammunition, and it was ultra-light weight. However, the .45 was a more comfortable fit riding against her hip, because the Krall weapon was bulkier. Maggi was more than strong enough to handle a larger bore weapon than the .45, but strength alone couldn’t keep the kick from jolting her slight built frame back sharply after each shot.


    Both boys had carried their .50 semiautomatic rifles with them, as well as two pistols each, and there was a third rifle still here, for her. If the dome doors were locked, she considered the jump and climb she expected to make to reach the lowest opening on this side of the dome, where a third level window had fallen to the ground. At fifty-seven inches, the length of the .50 caliber bolt-action rifle was too close to her five feet two inches. The weight of it wasn’t a consideration for her, but having that length slung across her back could be. She left it in its case.


    Besides, she wasn’t going hunting; she wanted to see what sort of birds had taken up residence in the old dome, and were making those high frequency squawks. She patted the hunting knife strapped on her right calf to confirm it was secure, and started to trot towards the dome, only a quarter mile distance.


    There was small brush and grass growing in the thin layer of dirt that had blown over the wide circular landing pad pavement surrounding the dome, but no trees. Those had halted their relentless advance at the outer edge of the partly buried landing field. There was a half-mile of light teal colored grass on the open ground around the building, all that the thin soil covering would support.


    As she neared the building, even her enhanced vision didn’t reveal a great deal inside the shadows of the missing windows. Dirt and dust had partly covered the intact windows ages ago, and relatively dim light leaked through them now. Out here in the sun, her ripper vision wasn’t adapted for that interior dim light. It would adjust immediately to the lower light levels, once she was inside.


    Despite the shadows, she caught sight of something small and gray, which swiftly pulled back into a darker area. It seemed to start out moving on four limbs, and then rose up onto the rear set just as it vanished. It was a bit smaller than a wolfbat, and the brief glimpse showed it had a different body type, because there was no flight membrane stretched between the limbs.


    She suddenly pulled up short and muttered. “Huh! They left the doors open.” She had just discovered that several of the ground level doors, under the overhang of the closest garage entrance were standing ajar. No need to jump up to scramble through a broken window. The doors of every other abandoned dome on Koban had been closed against the elements, and most were even locked.


    The rifle would have been no encumbrance to carry by this route, but it didn’t seem worth returning for it now. She still wasn’t going hunting.


    As she neared the closest door, which was standing open by almost two feet, she drew her .45. As her thumb pressed, and then slid the safety forward, the small power pack in the gun butt also chambered the first round with a soft clicking. Fast reactions or not, there was no reason not to be prepared.


    In the shade of the overhang, her eyes quickly adapted. In the dust below the doorframe was a jumble of scuffs and marks. The small looking prints were indistinct, but there had been a lot of traffic through this doorway. A dome like this, if left open, made a great den for small animals to hide from their predators. It did occur to her that a den this large might also be home for some large predators.


    Looking through the gap, there was only open floor visible, so she used one hand to push the door open wider. It pivoted on the hinges easily, without sticking or making a squeak. Krall construction used a composite form of carbon on door hinges, which appeared to be self-lubricating with a form of graphite. The ease of movement didn’t seem particularly odd. Unless perhaps the dome was old (it was), or if the doors were used far more frequently than expected.


    She looked to each side and up, before sticking her head through the opening. Nothing waiting, and even the maintenance shop here appeared more barren that she had encountered at a half dozen other old domes. The Krall were wasteful, and often left behind useful items, such as their computers (rather poor quality anyway), trucks with fusion bottle power (very sturdy), and a small amount of furniture, broken weapons, old body suit uniforms or damaged armor. None of that was evident here.


    She walked through what would be a maintenance area for vehicles at most domes, or a storage area for supplies, such as ammunition or small arms. The line of tough window material, which normally lined the next wall inside, had all been smashed, and the large wide swinging doors were torn off the hinges and piled haphazardly near a sidewall. There wasn’t enough undisturbed dirt here to leave identifiable individual tracks on the floor. There clearly was a considerable amount of traffic through the doors at times, but there wasn’t a sign of life at the moment. Not even the insects she expected to see, also unusual for as long as the place had been open to whatever wanted to enter.


    Passing through a broken doorway in the back wall, she walked along the corridor to the next set of destroyed doors, which led down a wide passage towards the large hall or auditorium that was always at the center of one of these domes. There appeared to have been some sort of fighting here, long ago, from the amount of dust accumulated on the broken windows and doors she saw on the floors. The debris had been moved to the sides, but not cleaned up, and no repairs started.


    There was still no sign of another of the little gray creatures, like the one she had seen through the third level opening earlier. She had not heard another sound, other than her own muffled movements, and the sound of wind whispering through the hallways. That air movement proved there were other openings out of here, or the breeze couldn’t flow through so continuously.


    When she reached the central hall, she saw her first signs of life. Or rather, there were many signs of past life. There was a disorderly pile of bones, filling almost a third of the central area’s floor, stacked three times her own height at the center. She pivoted in place, looking all around, seeing or hearing nothing alive.


    The typical ring of eight elevators was spaced around the wall of the hall, placed midway between each of the radial passageways that led in to here. They were all closed. There were stairways built next to each elevator. In this dome, the stairs led up, and descended down into darkness. This building apparently sat over one of the underground Krall factories, which would have once been operated by a slave race. The Krall only fought, they didn’t make anything but war, and lay eggs to make more Krall.


    She stepped several feet over to the closest bones, and saw that they were not only old but were clearly animal bones, and had been broken open to get to the marrow. None of the bones or skulls was of animals instantly recognizable to her. That wasn’t surprising, since they knew little about the animals on the island anyway.


    Maggi was mystified by the macabre display of bones. What animal would, or could, pile them up like this? Rising from the broad base of the pile, the bones at the peak would have needed to be thrown over fifty feet to reach up there. Four legged predators like a ripper, or a swamp dog, didn’t have that sort of dexterity using only jaws. A wolfbat could drop them from the air, but she was confident none lived near here. Why a predator would trash, or decorate was a better word, their den this way was another question.


    As she skirted the pile, staying near the closed elevator doors and wall, the breeze flowing from the passage she had entered by finally brought her a scent of the death all so evident, as she went halfway around the large room. The outer bones, those at the base of the pile, were old and desiccated, with little odor. As she moved downwind of the stack, the odor grew stronger. It was chillingly familiar.


    She drew her other pistol, and sought the source of the smell she recognized.


    Looking higher, the evidence was in plain sight, scattered on the topmost layers of the heap of bones. They were so mixed and jumbled that they had not registered as different from the animal bones lower down. The evidence also formed the freshest new top layers.


    One small, cracked open skull was peering at her, from where it had been tossed after the brains and flesh were stripped and eaten.


    A young Krall.


    It had been probably eight or nine years of age, old enough to start early warrior training, and subject to the brutal culling administered by the adult trainers. There had been no Krall trainers on Koban for twenty-three years. Furthermore, this particular dome, the only one on New Australia, had clearly been abandoned about a hundred years ago. Yet she estimated this skull was on a living creature less than a week ago.


    Peering closer, she saw that there were at least a hundred such small skulls amid the tangle, and a few significantly larger ones, which would correspond to a slightly older Krall of novice age. All of them having been killed and eaten, with their bones tossed here. The symmetrical pile suggested that the remains had been tossed there from every side, and the high central point was equidistance from the railings of the three rings of balconies around the hall.


    She was sure the feasters had had ringside seats as they added to the pile. There was also no doubt as to who the killers were. Feral Krall infested this island.


    They would have originally hatched from a deserted nest of probably one low status Krall female, possibly two or three, and after a century, the offspring had to be seriously inbred. The deadly but untrained aliens would grow and reproduce unchecked, and might eventually swarm over an entire continent or perhaps a whole planet if all of the landmasses were connected.


    On nearly any planet but Koban, they would kill and eat every animal encountered, and eventually have only each other to eat. On the larger landmasses here, the high gravity prey animals were extremely fast and tough, and their predators even more so. Feral Krall couldn’t spread very far against that competition. This isolated island might be a different case, and vulnerable to being overran.


    The larger Krall bones, literally teenagers it appeared, probably ate hatchlings when nearby game grew sparse. Any fight between a pair of older Krall would lead to a least one set of larger bones on the pile. The adults, those that survived to that stage, must have to move out in ever widening circles to hunt for diminishing prey each day. Those surviving until about eleven to twelve years old could breed with a sibling, and the females would lay clutches of as many as twenty eggs.


    Maggi considered the math and time span a moment. Proof that all of those hatchling females didn’t live to reproduce and find enough food, was the fact there had been room to even land here by this dome. If only twenty eggs (with ten females hatched, on average), had each laid twenty more eggs every twelve years, for a hundred years, the island would be hip deep with Krall. However, the survival rate of hatchlings was an unknown factor here.


    Each round of new hatchlings would fight each other, and eat anything they could find or kill, and were subject to predation from older Krall, and from Koban predators when they went outside. That must be why there were no insects in this charnel house. They were food. The smaller Krall would also have to learn to hide from the hungry larger ones, unless starving and they had the numbers to try to take a bigger one down.


    That figure I saw was one of the small ones she thought. It feared being seen by me…


    “Wait.” She interrupted her own train of thought aloud. “Even small, these are Krall! Those little shits are not afraid of me. Simply looking for an advantage.”


    Looking at where she stood, that advantage came to her. “Damn! I’m in the middle of their turf, alone.”


    Confirmation came in the flurry of ultrasonic sounds that her voice provoked. From the passageway she had just traversed, scrabbling taloned feet and high frequency gibberish issued forth. More of the same came from the other passageways, and some from above on the balconies. They had done what adult Krall warriors, in their arrogance of superiority, rarely did. Sprang a trap. This may be how they had killed a few of the larger Krall examples on the bone pile.


    The naked ones she suddenly saw climb on the railings were more than hatchlings, but slightly smaller than a novice warrior. These were not speaking anything that sounded like language, just making angry, competitive sounding cries, without lower frequency sounds mixed in with them. They must have learned that making low frequency sounds spooked hearing limited prey prematurely. Maggi was definitely spooked with what she could hear. It sounded as if there were quite a few of them.


    Looking for a route for escape, she headed for the closest stairs, planning to shoot her way up the steps, intending to exit through one of the outer wall openings. As she turned that way, one of the young Krall directly above her leaped from the second level rail, straight down at her. She shot it through its gaping, tooth-filled mouth, while it was in mid ultrasonic screech.


    The loud report of the .45 ended the low frequency sound restrictions, when that dead, five-foot killer smacked into the floor, a future dinner for others. There were impressive roars of anger from those that witnessed the killing. They might not feel individual loyalty when they ate that dead clan mate, but peer pressure and instinct said they couldn’t tolerate the existence of prey animals that attacked them.


    Five more of the pre-novice aged Krall launched from the railings, just as more turned the corners of the nearest radial corridors. She calmly picked off all five that were dropping towards her, headshots each, and stepped away from where she had been standing, to let the corpses land there. Their leaps were as accurate as any adult’s would have been, right on target.


    For most sentient creatures, six noisily delivered deaths would probably have turned them back, or at least caused them to pause. If anything, she appeared to have triggered a berserker’s rage that she had only heard described. The lower pitched screams of rage were nearly as loud as any delivered by an adult. If they had been armed with guns, she’d already be dead. Only a few older ones even carried a club.


    If she was going to get away, she needed to find a route out now, or a secure place to stand them off while she called for backup. Her mind in high gear, she decided that the swarming balconies were no safer than the ground floor, and the radial passageways were filling with them, funneling them into the hall. There had to be many hundreds of them.


    She couldn’t help her next wry thought. How the hell did they plan to divide me up? A bite apiece?


    As she fired the Krall pistol eight times to make a lane, she stepped over bodies and moved past the front of a closed elevator door. On a wild hunch, she holstered the .45 in a blur, and stuck a finger in a talon hole on the call panel to see if the door would whisk open. It didn’t. No power, of course. Probably being backed into a box with no way out wasn’t a good idea anyway.


    Down! There were none of the maniacal horrors coming up from below, and plenty coming down the stairs. She drew the .45, and both guns blazing, one with a SWOOSH, the other BLAM, she accurately plowed her way through the dozen midsized Krall leaping and rushing down from the upper levels. Her eyes already adapted to lower light, she saw no sign of heat signatures below, or movement in the dimmer light. When she entered the darkness, her eyes would adapt more to the lower light, giving her the full night vision of a ripper.


    Holstering the .45 again, she leaped down to the first landing where the stairs turned, and swapped the magazine on the Krall pistol even before lightly touching down on the balls of her feet. There were Twenty-nine rounds gone, twenty-five Krall dead and four with serious head wounds. She knew that her remaining ammunition wasn’t enough, even at the same efficient one-shot-one-down rate, to keep her alive for another fifteen minutes. Not if the berserker’s rage of the feral Krall continued to drive them to kill her at any cost.


    “Link to Team.” The transducer, a rice grain sized device buried behind her right ear, would use that audio cue to connect to Cory and Danner, if they were within range.


    She didn’t wait for an acknowledgement and she stared talking. “Boys, I found feral Krall inside the dome. I need your help to get out.”


    The answer was relatively quick, but for someone with an organic superconducting nervous system, the delay of almost three seconds was very noticeable. The signal, as she descended below the metal framework of the dome and flooring, with a steel ceiling now over her head, was weaker than if relayed by the transmitter of an Artificial Intelligence on a spacecraft. They were relying on the signal strength of only their small transducers, perhaps twenty miles in open territory. She was underground and they were in dense woodlands.


    Cory answered her, and the signal was weak and broken. “Aunt Maggi, we found …em too. We’re fighting… way… to the shuttle. We didn’t take… ammunition…us, so we’ll reload, lift off…., laser… way through …., …et to you. Tel…where you are.”


    Maggi was shocked by, and ashamed of her earlier display of spite and pettiness. Not because they had encountered other Krall, she hadn’t caused that, but by the instant realization that she had locked the shuttle hatch with a new code, to force them to set up the camp before they ate. The small amount of spare ammunition was locked inside with the food. They never expected a fight.


    She could hear the Krall’s talons on the stairs above her, so going back up to improve reception would expose her to dozens of them, leaping down the stairs at her. She stood her ground a moment, firing accurately around the corner and up the stairs.


    “Cory, the new code for the hatch is two one four one, the hatch code is two one four one. Do you hear me?”


    “… what? … we…”


    She couldn’t remain this far up the steps to hear what else he might have said in that broken transmission. She fired her last round from the .45, then used its butt to smash in the skull of a four foot, red eyed little demon. It had suddenly leaped down onto the back of the corpse she had just created. Between its grasping talons, her hand flashed out and back before it could close its grip. After that, the deep pistol butt shaped dent between its blazing red eyes occupied what little mind it had left.


    She whirled and leaped down another entire flight, as the thuds of her pursuers struck the landing she had just vacated. There was no more ammunition for the smaller gun, so she holstered that and snapped the retainer while she leaped down another flight, firing the Krall pistol again as she did. The .45 could always be a short club if needed, since those boney heads were hard on your bare hands.


    The faded light from above illuminated the open stairwell, enough for her night vision to see two more flights left, before reaching the first level of the factory. That was always where administrative offices for the slave managers were located. The Krall didn’t go in for safety railings, so slipping over the side was a possibility if you went too fast. The sound of several snarling bodies falling past her on the right, demonstrated that fact. If they survived the fall in the 1.52 g’s of Koban gravity, they’d try to intercept her when she reached the bottom.


    She couldn’t see very far away from the pool of dim light around the stairs. Had she been reliant on her normal human vision, she would be all but blind, with only the faint glow above revealing the shadows of the hell that was coming for her.


    When she reached the last landing, the heavy thudding sounds of two other Krall landing to the sides of the stairwell told her more were down ahead of her. Unlike trained warriors, these advertised their presence and intentions with deep-throated screams. The two closest ones moved towards the base of the steps from her right.


    She could see both were limping, with an obviously broken leg for one, because she could see a bone protruding. Krall were bred to ignore pain, and had and astounding ability to halt bleeding. These were likely the first two that had plummeted past her, with the longest drop. They retained the natural physical gifts bred into them, and had landed on their feet, even if striking with a force greater than their thick muscular legs could absorb.


    Two half-grown Krall had jumped down to her left to try to get ahead of her, or perhaps they were pushed off by the press of bodies. No matter how it happened, they were attempting to cut off her retreat from the two larger Krall.


    She kept track of every round from each magazine, and had two left in this one, with four targets below her. In training, she was told to swap magazines more often, to avoid running empty. However, with her speed of reloading, the lack of armed opponents, and her limited ammunition, she intended to use every single shot she had. One-on-one, she could probably defeat and kill a full-grown warrior with her hands. However, she couldn’t afford to let them slow her down while others closed the gap.


    Her next direction to run was chosen for her by the two cripples. She shot the two healthy ones, as they came into the light from her left, a slug through an eye for each. Then pulled her knife from its calf sheath, and made a running leap from the landing that took her in a high summersault over the two cripple’s up-reaching arms. She figured correctly that they couldn’t jump high, and would be too slow. When she was inverted over their heads, she reached down in a flashing motion and lopped off extended fingers, on both hands for one of them, and on a single hand of the other. The molecular thin edge, and hardened blade, could significantly scour most metals. Flesh and bone wasn’t much of an obstacle. Using knives on human captives was a warrior’s entertainment for the trained killers. This was not fun for her, simply self-defense.


    Her memory of the standard layout of Krall factories, told her this corridor split in three directions at the base of each set of stairs. She could go left, right, or straight away from the last step. She had chosen the right side, because the two slowed cripples she jumped over were to her right. This would circle her towards the next stairs along the corridor ring that passed behind the elevator shafts. The inbred undisciplined beasts all seemed to have charged to the same stairway where she had descended. She imagined it was similar to being pursued by the Krall equivalent of Neanderthals, if even that bright.


    There were no sounds from ahead of her in the nearly inky darkness, where a pale glow of dim light came down the next stairwell.


    She noticed that her Infrared vision, somewhat less sensitive than that of the Krall, was detecting small heat related contrasts along conduits and dead light fixtures on the walls. These helped guide her around the gentle curve. She didn’t make any more sound than necessary, but those after her didn’t need to hear her footsteps to guide them. They could literally follow their noses. Her own sense of smell was claimed to be equal to that of the Krall, but hunting them down in the dark wasn’t her problem. They only needed to follow the single scent that was hers.


    They were following noisily after her now, and she intended to stay far enough around the curve to avoid a direct IR image of her heated body. With her enhanced metabolism, she’d be quite visible in the dark. She put on a burst of speed to get to the second junction around, and pressed her hand hard against the inner wall, dragging it and building friction.


    When she reached the selected junction, she passed the open stairwell, and dragged her hand along the wall on the other side, then lightly lifted it as she went. She next whirled and backtracked, to dive through the open radial corridor that led straight away from the bottom of the steps. She jumped as far as she could down that corridor to avoid a heat spot where she touched the deck. If she’d timed it right, she made the turnoff before the first of her chasers could catch a glimpse of her around the curve.


    Not that she waited to see. This passage intersected with another concentric ring corridor in roughly twenty feet, and she made a left turn into that one before the sounds of pursuing growls and inarticulate grunts passed where she had made her jump. As she had hoped, momentum kept them moving straight, and the scent trail continued briefly.


    Most telling for them was the faint IR glowing streak, which she’d left on the right side wall, focusing their attention to that side and away from her true direction. Even when the warm streak faded, the push of the mass behind the leaders moved them farther in the wrong direction. When the scent and IR streak ended, they had to shove to go back the way they came. Lacking language, they couldn’t communicate other than by clubbing those in their way, and displaying the signs that the trail had gone cold.


    Soon, her new scent trail direction attracted Krall who had been farther back in the pack, and they moved into the correct corridor. By then, Maggi had made another two turns and had gained some separation. It was effectively pitch black for visible light, and the temperature differences of the structure around her was largely based on the heat conductivity of the materials used. She had a memory of factory layouts from having been inside several other underground facilities, and this level was more or less a standard layout for any of them. Two levels down, the factory would open out into larger high ceilinged production and assembly areas, with hoists and abandoned machinery lining wide and open pathways between various manufacturing stations.


    There was no way of knowing what the clan that had once lived here had forced their alien slaves to make for them. However, there would be many levels below her, and huge high ceiling areas that spanned four or five levels. There was ample room to try to avoid the Krall, but eventually she’d run out of ammunition, and they would finally sniff her out and corner her in the dark. Being faster and stronger did not trump sheer numbers.


    This wasn’t a matter of heroically selling her life for a good cause in the war with the Krall. These were inbred dregs, left behind with no regard for what the unchecked progeny could do life on an isolated land mass, like this island. On any of the other three continents, these primitive acting Krall throwbacks would already be dead, unable to compete with the larger and tougher animals found there. In the end, they probably couldn’t beat out Koban life on this island either. The dome had provided them a refuge from predators that might pass this way. When the normal prey animals diminished from over hunting, the Koban predators would discover a taste for Krall flesh.


    None of those thoughts helped Maggi with her own predicament. She didn’t see this ending in a triumphant victory over a pack of wild Krall. There was nothing for her to gain in this fight, or for the rest of the Kobani on the planet, regardless of how many of this plague of killers she took down with her. Besides, she had placed her companions at risk, because of her irrational feeling of annoyance. What had she thought those four youngsters would do? She sent them off with no instructions at all, except to “scout for threats.” She could have Mind Tapped them in a few seconds with a touch, telling them to stay close, and return quickly.


    Now she was going to die down here, and they might die trying to reach her. She didn’t want their bones to join the pile with hers, although she couldn’t think of a way to get high enough to improve the weak signal of their transducers. She had lost the signal at about thirty feet below the main floor, when she was still close to the open stairwells. That was a direction closed to her now, at least if she wanted to delay her death. Despite the darkness, her IR vision component could guide her. There were other stairs (also next to dead elevators) closer to the center of every Krall factory complex. She went in search of one of those now.


    When she reached the next set of stairs, she knew that the stale, unstirred air here had put her pursuers on her trail again. Wherever she went, some scent would lead them. She was wearing a light jacket, because this island was so far south that it had cool night breezes, coming off the polar ocean currents that flowed past. She started down the stairs, seeking some place she could leave the jacket as a distraction.


    As she descended, the walls gave way to a vast feeling of space, where there were echoes from the blackness around her, sounds of condensation drips, and the smell of mustiness. The lack of visual temperature contrasts close to her, for easy reference when she entered the large open volume, caused her to experience a momentary sense of vertigo. She couldn’t orient herself properly, and the lack of stair rails could send her off the side of the steps if she wasn’t careful.


    When she adjusted her focus, she realized there were temperature variations detectable farther across the vast feeling space. Old machinery, walkways between them, power and cooling lines, conveyer systems, and structural members could faintly be discerned. The Krall, with their more sensitive IR vision would be able to move faster here than she could. The ripper genes conveyed superior low natural light vision, because they never hunted in total darkness, as she was in now. She had to pay close attention to where she walked, to stay centered on the steps.


    When she reached the wide walkway at the bottom of these steps, she touched some of the machinery. It felt damp and gritty to the touch, with flakes coming lose between her fingers. There had been no maintenance here for a very long time, and unseen rust probably coated many of the metal parts, catwalks, and support beams.


    She walked between tall mysterious pieces of equipment, and turned down several side walkways, to get her heat signature out of sight of the stairs, once her chasers reached this far. They were coming, because she could hear them.


    Ah. They’re back to using the natural cunning displayed when I first entered the dome, she noted. They had stopped making low frequency sounds, which most animals on Koban could hear, and were using only ultrasonic gabble. It still sounded like nonsense, but it was clear they wanted to sneak up on their prey, unaware that her wolfbat gene modifications let her hear them coming.


    They were so confidant she couldn’t hear them, that they were being very noisy. To better sense from which way they were approaching, she closed her eyes and simply listened. She had a clue to orient herself, because they would be trailing her by scent, and would be descending the same stairs she had just used. As the first of them reached the top of the steps, the echoes of their multiple voices started echoing all through the cavernous volume, reflecting from the walls, machinery, and catwalks.


    A peculiar sensation pervaded her mind, as the sounds reflected and reverberated. She had a definite sense not only of where they were, behind and above her on the stair top, but they were over her right shoulder. As she turned her head, the echoes arriving at slightly different times and from different directions, she believed she could pinpoint their location. Not only that, but she could visualize her own catwalk, and the huge hydraulic press she was concealed behind.


    Press? How do I know that? It dawned on her that the shape she sensed next to her, in her mind, fit the design of other Krall factory equipment she had seen in operational factories. She sensed an opening in the side of the press, where material to be shaped would be placed. Quietly, she stepped closer and, eyes still closed, reached a hand out and precisely touched the edge of that recess. She hadn’t needed to fumble. She had found it easily with her eyes closed. She cautiously moved down the walkway several steps, and with more confidence, reached out and touched the other side of that opening.


    She was forming a more detailed image of her surroundings by the second, as the echoes arrived, and were placed in some sort of order in her mind. She had no idea how it was happening, but the ability was certainly familiar to her. She had Mind Tapped wolfbats many times, after they had scouted for them, to provide the human partners with their mental images of what they had seen. Part of those images came from their eyes, part from their mental images built from echolocations. A human couldn’t make the sounds required for echolocation, but the Krall were being obliging, and doing it for her.


    One of the side benefits of the wolfbat hearing genes, had been the inherent improvement in memory organization, experienced in the brains of every Kobani after that modification became fully incorporated. The orderly structure for improved memory storage and fast data recovery had been noted, examined, and they thought it was understood as a byproduct of the wolfbat’s need for an audio map of the world when flying through a darkened jungle or cave. However, it hadn’t occurred to them to test it like this for humans, when visual cues were unavailable.


    Maggi didn’t have precise ranging cues, based on a personally generated echo measured position in this audio space. However, her mind was automatically organizing the sounds into a perception of the entire space around her. She “knew” just how wide the press was that she was touching. That there was a walkway eleven feet on the opposite side, where a formed metal alloy chest plate could be removed. This press was part of a Krall body armor production line. One that she had seen previously, in a different well-lit factory.


    This acoustic ability was one they hadn’t realized they had. Useful, even if a lesser version of the sharply defined images sensed previously from wolfbat minds. Humans were predominately-visual creatures, so it hadn’t occurred to them to look for this. She could use this ability to elude her pursuers better in the dark, but it literally wouldn’t get her out of this hole.


    Now that she could sense where there was cover from the Krall’s IR vision, she could move along places of concealment. She even had an intermittent sense of where the sound emitters were (the Krall when they were making noise). Fortunately, some of them were babbling all of the time. It wasn’t language, but there were repetitions of the same sounds from different voices, which suggested they did use rudimentary voice signals.


    She could tell this hydraulic press had a narrow opening all the way through to the other side. Her eyes still shut, she crawled through the tight space, quelling the thought that the press might suddenly activate, and convert her into a messy organic replica of Krall chest armor.


    Other than the near hatchling sized Krall, the thick chests of the larger ones would not fit through the opening that had passed her slender frame. She could try other tricks like this, to slow them down. She felt confident she could shoot and hit them with her eyes closed, if they were within fifty to a hundred feet, and acoustically outlined. Her goal was to avoid letting them get that close, because the flare of a shot would identify her position to the entire volume of Krall seeking her. They would come swarming by multiple routes if she was seen.


    She passed a small dangling power cable and used her strength to flex it repeatedly, and broke off a thirty-foot length. She removed her jacket, and tied it in a bundle to one end while she walked, her eyes mostly closed. She was unable to resist the periodic need to open her eyes, to see some IR blemish of whatever she was passing. It was confirmation that her mental audio picture hadn’t misled her. That she wasn’t about to step off a catwalk.


    She found a place where a slender strip of metal stretched over a fifteen-foot gap between parallel walkways, with a long drop below. There was no clue what the strip was used for, but it was just lying there, and didn’t appear strong enough to hold her weight.


    She tied the other end of the cable around the strip, and shoved the looped knot out as far as she could, with the jacket hanging down over the drop, as a scent attractant and faint heat source. She lay prone, and scooted out as far as she could, to shove the knot farther away, and felt the metal strip start to sag. It didn’t seem attached to either side. It was a stupid trap, which wouldn’t sucker a four year old. Perhaps a feral Krall would “fall” for this.


    She worked her way through the factory maze, and knew from the accumulated sound sources and noise level, that the trackers had reached the crawl space through the press. It hardly delayed them at all, and they simply walked around. It was good she hadn’t wasted much time trying that.


    A short time later, two screeches, and a clattering of heavy bodies hitting far below proved that the trick with her jacket had worked, prompting a sardonic thought.


    Gee! Two more down and a bazillion to go!


    That was an exaggeration. Her ears actually reported there were only a few hundred down here searching for her. Apparently, none of the nearly mindless dolts was willing to branch off and search very far away from the main scent trail. Otherwise, she thought her movements would be sharply curtailed by their ability to see her heat signature from a distance, if they had simply spread out more.


    Having that thought proved prescient, and proof arrived only a few minutes later. Suddenly, there was an ultrasonic cry from a distant catwalk, well separated from the main group that was following her. This Krall had not been making any audible noise at all, and Maggi had been unaware of its position before this. Even now, it was only a dim IR glow to her at that distance. There wasn’t anything between her and it to block the view, and her hotter body glow had been easily spotted. She could handle just that one, but others would be drawn like moths to her IR flame.


    The cacophony of ultrasonic calls from the larger group told her the “first sighting” call wasn’t entirely inarticulate. It must have been an equivalent to “tally ho” or “prey here.”


    There was a benefit to her from the noise increase, as the huge underground cavity filled with high frequency hoots and howls. The definition of the structures around her improved for several seconds. She mentally scanned the acoustic mind picture for somewhere to make a stand, where they couldn’t get to her en masse. She found one, but it had no possibility of retreat once reached.


    The underground factory was centered under the dome, and the floor of the dome was partly supported from below by structural beams. One was a large vertical “X” shaped central beam, which appeared to provide primary support for the ceiling, at a point her memory told her must be under the center of the great hall above. The beam was completely clear of catwalks for three levels below the ceiling, and at its top, there were four smaller angled support beams, which branched away, to distribute ceiling support over a wider area.


    If she reached that upper junction, she would have the four angled beams to use for moving rapidly around the four sides of the central support. The Krall would have to climb straight up to reach her, only a few at a time. When her ammunition ran out, she had her knife, strength, and intelligence, to hold them off longer.


    She started running for the center of the complex, where she could get close to that support beam. She was exposed to view for part of her run, and new calls reporting her sighting reverberated everywhere, which at least refreshed her acoustic map of where things were located. It was nice she could count on that level of support from her would-be-killers.


    She saw a problem as she neared the center, and the resolution improved. Her present level didn’t have a catwalk that came closer than twenty feet of the beam. Krall were now at the stairs she would need to climb, to reach a higher level that came within a few feet of her goal.


    As she neared the edge of the catwalk closest to her target, it was literally time for a leap of faith over the dark abyss. Running in the pitch dark, she slapped her right foot down less than an inch from the edge, and jumped.


    The distance was well within her ability to leap, even in 1.52 gravities, and she was certain she was on an intersecting trajectory with the beam, arcing over the deep dark chasm. What her mental map could not tell her, was the texture of the beam she needed to grasp in the dark. If it were slippery and damp, she would slide down, unable to reach her intended refuge at the top. Moist wasn’t actually in doubt, not in this dank humid environment. What she needed was a gritty or rusty surface, for a secure grip that would permit her to climb.


    She’d kept her eyes closed for the jump-off, using only the mental map as reference, but now opened them to try to see the details of the beam as she drew near.


    There would be thanks offered to the god of thermal conductivity. Heat from the dome above had crept down the beam, and its edges glowed faintly, where the heat was radiated away.


    The metal had a wonderfully dirty, marvelously coarse, slightly rusty surface for a secure grip! It probably left a red mess on her clothes and hands, and particularly her right cheek, pressed thankfully against the damp coolness. Now she had the means to climb, and tenuously started up, testing her handholds on the rough surface of the edges, and trying out climbing techniques. In only a few seconds, she was moving like a spider monkey up the beam on one bar of the “X,” going hand over hand, using booted feet squeezed in hard for her lower grip.


    She was in clear view of probably every Krall that had been after her, but because they had been in the process of descending to her level, they were clustered close to a distant stairway, fighting each other to get down first. She passed the catwalk that extended closest to the beam in a few seconds, even as some of the more fleet footed chasers ran towards her.


    The beam was too sturdy to transmit any vibration of the impact of Krall bodies as they jumped on below her. However, the almost joyous grunts of a close pursuit sounded directly below her, only twenty feet behind.


    Lighter, stronger, and more agile, she outpaced them to reach the four-way junction, where forty-five degree angled smaller beams branched out to the sides, providing a place for her to sit. As she looked down, she could see the body heat of a chain of pursuers climbing after her, the closest one forty feet below.


    The Krall were discovering that extended talons were less useful for this climbing task than fingertip pads, as Maggi used. There was considerable scrabbling as talon tips slipped and they had to renew their grips. One or two had found that retracted talons and their four thick finger and toe pads worked better, but the Krall already above those fast learners were slower to figure this on their own.


    Maggi drew her pistol, and decided she would pick off the smarter climbers first, particularly those that might hit climbers behind them as they fell. In a flash of insight, she decided against headshots, for the quick kill. Instead, she shot at hands.


    The fourth one in trail, directly below her, was shot in its right hand as it held on to pull itself up. It was surprisingly quick. It planted its wide left hand around the end of the beam with a retracted talon grip, and still moved up a foot. She admired its tenacity so much, that she shot its left foot to see if it could use that combination to continue.


    A waste of a second bullet, she reprimanded herself. Then was vindicated as it slipped free, and grasped at the Krall just below, pulling it free as well, who it in turn caught at the shoulders of a third, sending three killers into the blackness below, roaring their rage.


    Rational beings would have seen the futility of the high losses to be incurred, just for a single adversary who couldn’t escape. If they merely waited for hunger and thirst to do its work, she was doomed. Except, the enraged reaction confirmed that this wasn’t going to be a rational response.


    Maggi knew there had been autopsies done on Krall, which suggested that there was an adrenaline-like chemical, whose production spiked suddenly when warriors around them were killed or they themselves were wounded. It triggered the familiar berserker rage. The Krall didn’t particularly like each other, respected sometimes, but not liked and never “loved.” A prey “animal” that killed one of them often became the intense focus of rage and revenge. Most humans didn’t survive that level of attention.


    The Krall that the Planetary Union Army normally faced were trained and carefully selected warriors, capable of reluctant withdrawal, and of much smarter actions than these sad representatives. Those higher status warriors had been culled from a mass of hatchlings, such as those that had managed to survive here, with no culling and completely untrained. With each death, more of them leaped out to make the climb, eager for their chance at a challenging kill.


    Thanks to such mindless, driven persistence, Maggi was eventually down to her final magazine of all explosive rounds. There had to be a considerable pile of flesh in the lower levels of the complex, directly under her. The clangs of impacts on metal had shifted to duller thuds, as the bodies accumulated. Other Krall had made their way down into the dark factory from above, either coming from the dome, or perhaps from the surrounding woods. If some were from the woods, then she may have helped draw them away from the boys and the rippers. They would have had much more room get away outside anyway, and could outpace any chasers if they avoided being cornered, as she was.


    Eventually reaching the sixteenth and final round, she had to decide if that one would be saved for herself or not. She saved it for the time being, holstering the pistol, and drawing her eighteen-inch molecular edged blade. She hung upside down by a knee, from one of the angled supports, slashing at hands, wrists, and fingers as they came in reach. She nearly lost the knife once, when she stabbed straight into the top of a skull, and the violent twist of her victim’s neck nearly tore the weapon from her grip.


    This hanging position only permitted her to defend three sides of the main support beam. From time to time, a Krall would reach up, grab the angled support farthest from her on the opposite side, and swing a leg up and over. She would then have to quickly pull up and dispatch the “successful” climber with a flurry of cuts and slashes. Despite her best efforts, she was slowing down. It was only a matter of time before she would take too long to kill one of them, and others would gain a handhold behind her.


    She made her decision. It would be to deny them a direct victory. She intended to leap out over the abyss, and use her final saved round on the way down.


    That time was fast approaching, she knew, as she barely managed to keep two of them from reaching the top behind her. That’s when she felt them finally change tactics.


    It was felt, because the unexpected jolt nearly shook her loose from her one handed grip, as she swung over and slashed the fingers off a hand griping a top support beam. They were somehow battering the main beam she thought, to shake her down.


    The jolt came again, and she was better prepared this time to hold on, but debris splintered from the ceiling and unexpectedly struck her in the face in the darkness as she looked up, lodging tiny fragments of grit in her eyes. Unable to see their IR signatures, she’d have to rely on her mental acoustic map to continue the fight. The sound absorbing enemy bodies could be faintly perceived when they were close to her, via occultation of background sound reflections. Of course, they often could be sensed directly, because their noisy mouths made their heads and eyes a target for her blade.


    The third, much harder impact, shattered large segments from the ceiling, because she felt from which direction the larger particle spray came. The pieces stung when they hit, and one larger shard nicked her left cheek. Unless a smaller angled support beam had just pulled free, she couldn’t understand how that happened. Nor could she imagine how these Krall had managed to apply something heavy enough to act as a battering ram on the sturdy beam. Apparently, a few of them were more resourceful than she had expected, compared to those still climbing towards her.


    Because the battering had caused some of the climbers to slip down the column, she had a moment to reposition herself, to confront the next closest climber. It was fortunate that she was climbing over an angled support beam when the next and stronger impact came, because the chaotic loud low frequency noise disrupted her mental acoustic map, and simultaneously slightly displaced the beam she had reached for in her blindness.


    Missing her handhold, she spun downward, saved only by a knee hooked over the support she had straddled. Without the mental map of where she was in space, she’d have to listen for a few seconds to rebuild that. The Krall were screaming their anger even louder, as if she had done this. She needed to try to blink the grit out of her eyes, using the tears generated by the irritation. If she could regain part of her IR vision, she might hold them at bay while her mind rebuilt a map from the sounds echoing around.


    With effort, she tried and failed to open her eyelids. Dust, mixed with tear duct fluid had gummed them closed while she’d held them tightly shut. Shifting her knife to her left hand, she used her right thumb to try to pull the right eyelid gently open. It hurt, as this activity drug grit over the surface of her eye.


    Dazzling light blinded her for a moment as the eyelid lifted, and she thought she had done that to herself. Possibly a shot of pain induced optic nerve activity. Except her eye, even though closed, adapted swiftly to a continuing glare, closing the iris. It was then that she sensed the pink glow through her eyelid. The light was real. The ceiling must have cracked, to allow light through from the hall in the dome above her. The Krall wouldn’t need IR to see her now, and she couldn’t take advantage of the same light. If several of them got hold of her, she might not be able to fight free.


    She thumbed open the holster retainer and drew the Krall made pistol. It occurred to her for the first time that a Krall bullet ending her life was too ironic. She should have saved the last round of her human made .45 instead.


    There was a clanging metal on metal sound on the girder on the opposite side of the main support. She prepared to straighten her leg, to start the drop into the dark depths, pistol ready.


    “Hey! You going to just hang there, or help us?”


    Thinking she was hallucinating, she asked eloquently, “What?”


    The hallucination had Danner’s sassy mannerisms. “Clever reply, as you would tell one of us. Climb over and grab the line I just tossed over that cross beam. We see the locals are climbing up to get you. We’re out of ammunition, the shuttle lasers are ruined, and you need to get your butt over here.”


    She used her right hand to pull herself up to straddle the support beam. “How the hell did you find me?”


    She heard Cory in the background mutter, “Just like her to quiz us, instead of listening to us knuckle headed kids.”


    “Uh. I heard that, young man. Danner, I can’t see, I have dirt and grit in my eyes. I’ll climb over to the other side. You guide me to the line.”


    “OK.”


    Following his directions, she found the line in a few seconds, with an improvised hook on the end.


    “I can pull myself over on the line if I tie it off here. Where the hell are you? You don’t sound very far away.”


    “We’re sticking through the floor of the dome. I guess from your perspective, we’re stuck through the factory ceiling. You only have about twenty-five feet to go, but I suggest you tie the rope securely around your chest, and swing down to let us pull you up by hand. Hurry if you please. There are Krall almost up to you.”


    She quickly looped the line around her chest and under her arms. At the sound of a snarl from right behind her, she pushed off into the darkness. To her accelerated perceptions, the second before the tug of the line was felt passed like an eternity. She had resigned herself to jumping to her death a moment ago, but with salvation now at hand, this short drop was terrifying.


    As she was being pulled up, her body rotated, and her ears sensed the enraged snarls of the Krall that had just missed grabbing her. When the point of origin of that sound suddenly shifted closer, she knew it had launched itself after her.


    “Look out!...”


    Simultaneous with Danner’s warning, she quickly drew and fired her last bullet.


    The Krall’s screech ended with the swoosh-blam of the explosive round and a spatter of wetness on her face and arms, thus eliminating that particular bit of noise pollution.


    “…Damn, that was a nice shot,” Danner amended what he was saying, all in the same breath.


    “Got your sight back just in time,” Cory added.


    “Nope. Still can’t open my eyes yet. However, I’ll have a neat trick to teach you two. Assuming you can learn how to use your ears.” She enjoyed the pun.


    She felt a hand on her shoulder guiding her as she was lifted, and a rectangular opening bumped and scraped against her shoulders, then hips.


    When she put her hand out, feeling for support, she felt an instrument console tilted at an odd angle. She also smelled the inside of something she knew well, which could not be here.


    “How did you get a damned shuttle down here? What happened to the broken windscreen you just lifted me through? I don't smell Kopper or Kally, just your sweaty armpits.”


    “Wow. You’re welcome. So glad to hear your thankful comments.” Danner sounded as much amused as annoyed.


    Cory added, “If the window pisses her off, just wait until she finds out about the rest of the shuttle.”


    “OK. I’m sorry.” She responded. “Thank you both. Please get me a water bottle and the med kit, so I can clear my eyes. You can tell me what happened as you do that.”


    “Uh…, I’ll have to get a cup of water from the shuttle water cooler. You tossed all the water supplies out with the camping equipment. We couldn’t bring them inside with us because the cases wouldn’t fit through the windscreen frame. Which we had to shoot out, by the way, just to get back inside. The hatch code was changed somehow.” There wasn’t an accusation there exactly, but a question was certainly implied.


    “Oh. You didn’t hear my last transmission?” The guilt came back to her.


    “It was broken up, and we were kind of busy fighting off a bunch of big, unusually stupid Krall.”


    Her heart skipped a beat when neither of them mentioned the two rippers, and she couldn’t smell a fresh scent from them. “The cats?” She dreaded an answer.


    “Oh. They were too large to fit through the window. We used the ammunition stored in the shuttle to help them tear a hole through the wave of Krall coming out of the woods. They were headed for the open plain a mile on the other side of the trees. No Krall can catch them there, and after what we and they did to them getting back to the shuttle, I can’t believe the Krall would want to try that again.”


    “After you were inside, why didn’t you open the rear hatch for them?”


    “Speaking of using ears.” Danner chuckled. “Didn’t I mention the code was changed? The standard code wouldn’t work.”


    “Did you try the console master switch? It’s the override if you’re inside you know.”


    “Uh…, no.” He sounded sheepish. “We were shooting Krall out the window at the time, so Kopper and Kally could break through to the woods. We only thought of it later, after the Krall were crawling all over and banging on the top and sides.”


    The application of water had loosened the gum around her left eye, and when she pulled both lids back, she had Cory pour more water onto her upraised open eyes to flush them, blinking and rolling her eyes to clear them of grit. She could see a little now.


    Squinty eyed, she asked, “Why are we stuck here with our nose pointed down?”


    “Because the pointy end of the shuttle made a better battering ram?” Answered Danner, with a smirk.


    His expression annoyed her. “You broke through the floor of the dome with the shuttle? Were you nuts? How did you plan to get out of the same trap where I was? That all of us are in now? This thing isn’t going to fly us back out you know. It must be smashed to hell.”


    “Before Cory burned an entry into the side of the dome for me to hover through, to reach the central hall, I called Prime City by radio. They answered, and help is coming.”


    “Oh.” She was mollified somewhat.


    “You don’t want the answer to the most important question?” It was Cory’s smirk that irritated her now.


    “Which is?”


    “How we found you.”


    “If I have to drag it out of you, I won’t tell you about the neat new thing we can do.”


    “Fine. You really made them angry and they all went down after you. The ultrasonic screaming came up from all of the stairwells, and we put our ears to the floor and heard it loudest from almost directly below us. Only you could have pissed anything off that much, and sure enough, we heard you curse a couple of times. You do that a lot, you know, when you think no one can hear you.” He hurried on, when he thought she was about to demonstrate her century old mastery of swear words.


    “Anyway, we had to see what was happening down below, and there was no other way to make a hole. Sorry about the shuttle you borrowed.”


    Danner quickly jumped in to remind her of her offer, hoping to divert her anger a bit longer. “What trick can we do that we don’t know about yet?”


    Not fooled by the obvious diversionary ploy, she went along with it anyway, because she really did want to show off what she’d learned.


    “Hear those Krall still screaming out there in ultrasonic? I want you get close to the broken window, close your eyes, and listen for a few minutes. Then tell me what you see in your minds.”


    Their surprised expressions a minute later was reward enough to pay for a wrecked shuttle.


    

  


  
    

    Bats of a Leather Flock Together


    


    The giant not-live flier vanished into the sky, leaving Jura continent behind, and the former passengers watched its retreat from the gently rolling flat terrain atop the huge elevated pedestal-like formation. Flock Leader issued a recall to the four circling squadrons, sent to scout the area around the rocky plateau, as their supplies were unloaded.


    The four-mile wide flat-topped slab of stone rose several hundred feet higher than the surrounding rain forest trees, its vertical cliffs were draped with jungle vines, and the forest grew almost to its flanks.


    The flock’s effort to colonize this area had been supported by their human partners, in gratitude for services from the newly elected Flock Leader and his new Flight Leader, for past scouting missions to this largely unexplored continent of Koban. Last season they had scouted for a small pack of humans and a pride of four rippers, to travel upstream next to a river seeking where shiny bits of hard rocks were born. Why their human partners wanted the shiny rocks was a mystery the Flock Leader never understood, since they could not be eaten. The mind pictures implied they traded the shiny rocks with humans that did not live on Koban, for different not-live things you still could not eat.


    The flock insisted they be paid with something useful, things they could eat or use to make a strong nest, like meat that could feed them for many days without the need to hunt, as they made their new nest in the crevasses leading deep into the cliffs of the plateau. The cold bags of cubes of high quality rhinolo meat would be the last of those they would have, because there was none of those horned beasts near here. That didn’t actually matter to them, because before the humans became flock partners with them and paid them in that meat, the only time a squadron brought home rhinolo meat was when rippers left a kill unguarded. A wolfbat squadron, or an entire flock, could not bring down such large animals, and they had to scavenge to obtain such rare meat.


    There were many small to midsized prey animals here, living in and below the trees and on the top of the plateau for them to hunt. One thing they had learned from ripper mind pictures was never to kill all of any one kind of prey animal in a small area, or then there would be no more.


    Their human partner’s mind images also suggested this was smart, so that a flock would always have enough food to eat. They would try to do like the rippers, and not have so many pups that the flock needed to eat everything they could find, and split into new flocks that would soon fight over what little was left to hunt.


    There were distant flocks living at other plateaus, and they would be a source for trading females when fresh blood was needed in the flock and as opponents for raids if the younger squadron males needed an outlet for their excess energy. These neighbors were lost flocks, which had established themselves here long ago, when individual squadrons or entire migrating nests were blown here by storm winds, forced to cross over the wide waters between the lands. Their signal calls were very different, but then, remote flocks in their former homeland also had strange signal calls. The wolfbats could learn new calls quickly, not as fast as they built complex mind maps made from sound echoes, but those mind maps could hold more than just the pattern of reflected echoes.


    The human partners, when they learned to hear like the wolfbat, also could make complex sound maps in their minds, and could save other information in the same matrix. Flock Leader and Flight Leader both had new ideas, learned from humans, which they had saved for use if they were able to lure followers to come here, to a fresh exciting place to form a new flock, with new prey.


    Their practice with mind sharing with humans, and with rippers, had left them with an idea of how they might convince cousins of rippers to work with them as well. They could spot prey too large for a wolfbat from their aerial advantage point. On the ground, large cats that could pull down such prey, often could not find them, or position themselves for an ambush to make a successful sprint after fast and agile prey.


    Because all of the families of cats on Koban had inherited the ancient common ability to share mind pictures, Flock Leader hoped they could find a way to cooperate with them, as they now did with rippers and humans on hunts on their home territory. He and Flight Leader had seen it was difficult to obtain cooperation from the mated pairs of lions that lived on the open plains of this new land. They lived in relative isolation, and did not cooperate in hunts even with others of their own kind.


    However, they could delicately, and cautiously, try to approach other cat families for cooperative hunting in the forest. Cautious, because to those cats a wolfbat was not only a competitor for some of the same food sources, but potential prey.


    Wolfbat flocks near dryer regions at home had learned to help dessert panthers find prey among the dunes, in trade for a share of the kills. This had been initially arranged by their human partners, after they had trapped and shared thoughts with many of the midsized cats. The purpose of the humans was originally only to convince the cats to leave people alone, or to be hunted by them in turn. However, they recognized that threats alone would not prevent a hungry predator from attacking one of them if a person was found all alone.


    The key was to reduce how hungry the panthers became, and thus be willing to avoid a more dangerous sort of prey. That’s where their cooperation with wolfbats was the key. To help them find their prey more quickly, then guide them to the prey, or chase the prey to them. The concept of payment had been harder to convey, but leaving a quarter of a kill in exchange for more frequent kills was eventually arranged.


    Without humans to be the mediators it would be more difficult, but Flock Leader had hopes it would work. If it did not, there was ample smaller prey in the forest canopy, in the occasional clearings, and along the riverbanks of a huge slow flowing river only a few miles away. If they hunted other plateaus with wolfbat populations, there would be inter flock warfare.


    When the squadrons returned, they reported numerous signs of flying birds and reptiles in the treetops, or gliding above them, and small four legged animals eating the vegetation on the more exposed flat top of their new home. Distant flock calls were heard from the nearest plateau, well away on the far side of the river, so they had distant neighbors out hunting today.


    When Flock Leader signaled a migration to a new home, the squadron males divided the weight of the meat sacks between them and rustled their leathery blue wings as they opened them for the effort of the leap into the sky carrying the extra weight. They had to move their food supply first, into the large cavern that the humans had discovered under the plateau’s top. They said they used a form of echo, like wolfbat sounds, which found the hidden cavity and an entrance, but that the method didn’t make a noise that could be heard by ears. The hard dish the human herd leader pointed to was shaped a bit like a round ear, and he told them that it “saw” the underground opening from high above all of the air.


    When a smaller not-life flyer brought Flock Leader and Flight Leader to explore last week, they had soon found the crevasse openings under the vines that hid the deeper passages leading into the large cavern. They were exactly where the human partner’s mental pictures indicated they would be found. The cavern was much larger than they needed right now, but had room for them to grow into a great flock if they found enough food.


    The higher priority meat was already being moved, with Flight Leader showing the four squadron leaders the way. Flock Leader called out to the females to prepare to follow him. The twenty four females, many already bearing future pups, grasped one each of the coils of light but strong chording, which the humans gave to them to weave long lasting support webs to hold their individual nests. That would keep their nests clear of the sides and floors of the cavern, where slithering predators would potentially come to eat their pups. The not-life coils were stronger, thinner, and longer than the vines they would have used. The slithering creatures would find them very difficult to use as a crawlway.


    For two days, they were busy stringing the chords into a series of crisscrossing supports for the more complex webbing that the females instinctively wove using the thin lines. Then most of the flock flew out to gather vines, sturdy limbs, and foliage to line the basket like structures, and thus provide firmer support for the weight of a family, and to hold the flightless pups securely. They were careful to leave the concealing vines over their outside entrance in place.


    This was hard, energy consuming work, and with their high metabolisms, they would have frequently needed to interrupt nest building to hunt for food. The high quality meat they brought with them sustained them while they completed their base of operations, and they had some left, in case early hunting failed to prove productive.


    That proved to be a nice reserve of meat, but unnecessary for their continued survival when the nest building was finished. Prey was plentiful and at least in this area, not particularly wary of the unfamiliar presence of wolfbats. That would change of course.


    The females were settling into their nests and preparing them for occupation by one or two pups each, using a soft downy blue lining, pulled from additional fur that pregnancy hormones caused to grow long and fluffy on their stomach. Flock Leader’s mate was as busy as the other females, and she was cranky and tended to snap at him (literally) if he perched on the side of the nest too long, presenting himself as the leader he was to the other wolfbats.


    Most of the other males were off either guarding the entrance to the nest, out hunting, or scouting the new territory. As future fathers of many species had learned, on multiple worlds, going hunting for large game was often less hazardous duty that simply standing near your expecting mate.


    Flock Leader, a fresh screech of irritation in his ear as motivation, wisely elected to be the leader outside, for a while. He went to seek signs of some of the several varieties of felines that were said to inhabit this jungle region. It was raining as he made his exit between the vines, but the rain was warm, and thus more inviting than his most recent contact with his grumpy mate.


    He circled over the jungle canopy, sometimes dipping below the crowns of the giant trees, and flying under or between their layers of limbs, watching for signs of cats on the forest floor. He saw marsh dogs, eight or ten in a pack, sniffing their way through the surprisingly sparse underbrush. The amount of ground cover here was less than in the forests where Flock Leader had previously lived. There was less sunlight leaking its way through the canopy of these trees, with overlapping limbs constantly trying to steal every photon of light from their neighbor.


    He often saw browsers and scavengers rooting through the leaf litter, seeking tubers, insects, leaves, or small animals. He saw a few fly covered stripped carcasses a time or two, often near small streams that the frequent rain fed. There were arboreal creatures in the trees, half the mass of a wolfbat, but taste tests had proven their rangy meat was bitter tasting, apparently a result of their tolerance of a bright red fruit that was toxic to most other animals.


    Obviously, water sources were places a predator could wait for meals to arrive. However, there were so many small streams and pools, that this didn’t narrow his search area greatly.


    When his ears detected shrieks and screams under the canopy to his left, closer to the large river, he flew that direction, chewing on one of the last cubes of rhinolo meat, expelled from his throat storage sack. Flying burned more energy than gliding on thermals above the forest.


    He soon followed the noise to a pack of two dozen screamers. They had surrounded a large deer-like animal and her fawn. The sixteen to twenty inch high, two legged blue theropod dinosaurs had surrounded the two much larger creatures. The mother could have easily broken through the ring by leaping over or forcing her way through the little predators. However, her fawn, probably only a few days old, was unlikely to avoid the teeth that would try to grip its hooves and leap at is throat, in an effort to trip it and bring it down. Once on the ground, the small sharp teeth would deliver multiple wounds, to bleed it to fatal weakness even if helped to its feet by the doe.


    The blood on the dappled fur indicated that the fawn had already been attacked, perhaps even down briefly, since there were bleeding bites on its lower legs, sides, and on its neck. There were a few such blood marks on the doe’s legs, but she would have been able to kick the attackers loose. The heaving flanks of the bleating fawn were evidence of a longer chase, and that the pair had finally been overtaken when the fawn’s energy ran low.


    The screamers, named that because of their attack strategy of leaping high and emitting a high pitch loud screech to terrify their prey, used their leaping ability to overcome their natural height disadvantage. They used numbers and endurance to pursue and overwhelm tired larger prey. The doe was well above their normal prey size, unless the pack was considerably larger. A solid kick not dodged could cripple or kill a screamer, and a broken leg meant a slow starving death alone, or even sooner if another predator found them.


    Clearly, this modest sized pack had chosen the pair with the goal of separating the fawn from the mother, and now that the chase had reached the point where the fawn had to stop running, the standoff was merely a waiting game. A screamer would dart in and nip at one of the fawn’s legs, adding to the steady flow of blood that would weaken it until it sank to its knees. Once bled enough for the fawn to collapse, the doe would eventually give up the lost fight and save itself for the next breeding season. The greatest risk for the screamers was that the doe would hold them off until the noise drew a much larger predator, and it took their prey away from them.


    Flock Leader looked at the shaky fawn’s wide legged stance, barely able to stay on its feet, and he felt great sympathy. For the screamers!


    As a fellow predator, he had been in similar standoffs when he was a squadron leader, with too few wolfbats under his command to take a prey animal down directly, forced to wait them out as they weakened from wounds. Too often, a passing ripper or pack of wild dogs would claim their prize as they waited. To him the fawn looked like tender succulent meat that would feed a third of his flock for a day.


    Had his flock been closer, or he heard one of his squadron’s calls above the trees, he would have gladly have called in a team of his larger predators to steal the fawn from the screamers. Three of his younger squadron mates could lift the fawn, and fly it into the lower limbs of these trees for rendering. However, he was on his own, and his predator’s sympathy went to the screamer pack.


    Accustomed to cooperation with humans, and sometimes with rippers, Flock Leader analyzed the problem from that standpoint. If he were helping those partners, in exchange for a share of the kill, what could he do that would earn him a share of the meat? His advantage as an aerial scout wasn’t needed, because the prey was already found and surrounded. It was obvious to him after only a moment of circling, staying well above the scene below.


    He partly folded his leathery blue wings and dropped in a controlled dive, suddenly uttering a low frequency scream that served no echo ranging or communication function for wolfbats. It was deliberately scaled to the hearing range of other animals.


    The startled looks of the screamers, as they glanced up at the falling blue blur was proof enough they heard him. However, they didn’t scatter, because they instantly recognized that he was alone, and thus could not take the fawn from them.


    The doe also looked up, and her already tangible fear was evidenced as she backed away from her fawn, unprepared for this second assault. Wolfbat attacks and cries may have been heard by her previously, with another flock just on the other side of the river. Perhaps it may have been instinctive. She oriented her two long straight horns vertically, to defend herself from a strike from above at her exposed neck, prepared to thrust them back at any contact there or on her back.


    Flock Leader had no intention of going for her neck, or even biting her legs to try to trip her, and thus risk a kick. He opened his wings at the last moment to swoop over her rump, and he used his rows of forearm grasping claws to scour her flanks, raking his claws on each side, and delivered a hard nip to her short, nervously whipping tail. He pulled up well behind her rearward thrusting horns, which protected her elongated neck and front shoulders.


    His final cry, as he flapped rapidly up and made his wings snap taut to generate a loud popping sound, accomplished his purpose. The startled doe leaped forward, into the circle of screamers, who promptly went after her legs and leaped onto her back. She panicked at finding herself attacked from two sources, and in that instant, her sense of self-preservation was stronger than the bleating of her trembling fawn. She shook off her attackers as she ran into the scattered underbrush between the bases of the giant trees.


    Flock Leader landed in the lowest limbs just above the scene of slaughter below him, and observed with interest as the screamers quickly went for the throat of the fawn, ending its kicking and cries in a few bloody minutes. They were less efficient at this, because of their smaller size, and thus less merciful than wolfbats would have been in ending the prey’s life quicker.


    However, the concept of mercy was as alien to the wolfbat as it was the screamers. This was survival, not a sporting event with manufactured rules. A struggling prey animal was likely to injure you, and delayed the start of feeding. The sooner it was dead the better.


    As the screamers started to feed, Flock Leader made a low frequency sound from time to time, to remind them he was watching them, and some of them kept at least one eye on him at all times. The two dozen slender little hellions had more to eat than they could hold, despite the fawn’s limited supply of flesh and organs. It was rare that a pack this small could protect the leftovers of a kill for a repeat feeding the next day, and they couldn’t carry it away. They ate what they could and then stayed near, to try to protect the kill from other small scavengers overnight. If any competition of size appeared, and their digestion had not progressed enough to remove the lethargy they now felt, they would be compelled to surrender the remains of the carcass.


    Flock Leader watched as they left the side of the kill, one by one, the smallest and least dominate pack members being the last to feed. That was when he silently swooped down, and used his front leg claws to snare what was left of the exposed backbone and skin, and flapped furiously to gain altitude with the reduced weight of the fawn. One haunch fell away, the connective tissue bitten away, but the remaining weight proved there was meat enough left to feed at least two or three wolfbats for a day. None of the screamers made a serious move to stop him, and even the screeches of protest were softer than before the kill had been made. They were small, and had a stomach to match. They were full.


    He returned to the limb where he had watched the feeding, and draped the carcass securely over several branches. He then flew above the canopy and spotted the plateau, and saw a squadron circling in a thermal above the cliffs. Alone as he was, the carcass was a bit too heavy for him to fly it to the nest, so he issued a loud ultrasonic call, and waited for the sound to travel the two miles. When he saw the squadron leader turn his four squad-mates towards the sound’s source, he issued a new cry, which would allow them to home in exactly on his location.


    When they arrived, he issued the follow-me-to-a-kill call, and led them through the tree canopy to where the remains of the fawn lay on the branches. He commanded they feed on the remains while he flew low over the screamers below, forcing them to notice that he had numerous flock mates at his disposal now. It would be obvious to the dominate members of the pack below that he was a leader of this flock, or at least of the squadron.


    He regurgitated another cube of rhinolo meat from his throat pouch, and stayed behind after he sent the squadron back to the nest. He knew without the remains of a kill to hold them here, the screamers would return to their own nesting area to digest in safety. At least that was what a cousin species of them on Flock Leader’s home continent would do. He wanted to follow them.


    After an hour of observation, he spotted some of the pack trailing off through the trees, in groups of four or five. Staying high, he kept several groups in sight as they wandered through the forest. After a time he found their home territory, which he marked in his memory from above the tree tops and flew home.


    On subsequent days, between hunting, he would return to the screamer’s home territory, and sat and watched for them to form hunting parties. The pack consisted of perhaps seventy members, but he only followed those hunting parties of about twenty or more. They were most likely to try for larger game, which could furnish him opportunities to help. He had given up on finding cats to try to form a partnership. They were possibly nocturnal, too isolated, or too stealthy. He’d not seen any in days of looking.


    After a month of doing this, and bringing Flight Leader with him because that wolfbat had experienced cooperation with other species, he had established a pattern. He and Flight Leader would spook prey towards them, or help them bring it down by a surprise attack if they had it surrounded. Then, when the prey was too large to eat in a single feeding, the flock was called in to claim the remains. Despite dropping remains of some small flock kills near screamer packs, there was no indication that any of the pack was appreciative, or inclined to participate willingly in hunts with a wolfbat. There was no apparent partnership developing, but rather a kind of tolerance of the wolfbat’s presence. They only left food behind for wolfbats when it was too much for them to consume.


    Individually, a small screamer was easy prey for a wolfbat, although they were seldom found alone. Nevertheless, Flock Leader could have swooped down to catch one of the small tidbits if they were not on guard, and if he kept his wings from rustling and avoided creating a whistling wind stream on the fastest possible dive. He was frustrated at their lack of recognition that he was improving their hunting success, feeling so frustrated that killing one of them to refuel his metabolism was an idea growing stronger in his mind today.


    He had spotted a drove of hairy black pig-like animals, which were large enough that even a squadron of eight wolfbats would be hard pressed to contain a medium sized one long enough to tire it and overcome its stamina. A large pack of screamers could possibly maintain continuous pressure and wear down one of these sturdy animals, by rotating out tired pursuers to let them rest for a bit. However, even a large screamer pack could not easily contain or turn the massive body of a fleeing pig, to prevent it from rejoining the drove of other pigs, and receiving their group protection.


    Flock Leader turned back to the large hunting pack he’d been shadowing, and swooped low to make a cry to get their attention, trying to get them to follow him. That seemed easier than attempting to turn the pigs towards the screamers. In a group, the pigs had little to fear from a lone wolfbat, and clustered together for protection, with the weakest and smallest at the center of the drove, they could refuse to turn in the direction he wanted to herd them. He’d tried that before.


    The little hunters looked up at him, but didn’t move in the direction he flew as he passed over. They looked around and didn’t see anything he had driven towards them, so they mostly ignored him.


    On his third low pass to induce them to follow, two of the smaller and presumably younger and less experienced screamers actually leaped at him with snapping jaws. An agile turn avoided them, but this left him more annoyed that these inexperienced pack members actually treated him as potential prey.


    Having worked with humans and rippers, he thought of a way to make his point that he was to be respected, and at the same time to get the pack to follow. He’d noticed they obeyed the typical pack rule, when they defended endangered pack members, and helped them if they could. He knew how to get them to follow, and hopefully understand shortly that he was not their enemy, despite what he was about to do.


    On his fourth low pass over the pack of screamers, he kept his eye on one of those small ones that had jumped at him, the one that had reached the highest. It had discolored yellow-green topknot head feathers, marking it as slightly different from the blue-green color of the others. Staying alert for any full sized pack members that might decide to jump up at him this time, he flew over the targeted screamer. It obliged him by a short running start, and made a respectable four foot high leap.


    Its resulting strangled sounding squawk was less loud than the normal scream of the bird-like two legged little predators. That was because it only was able to utter squawks, with a wolfbat’s jaws clamping onto its skinny neck as it reached the height of its leap. As Flock Leader lifted smoothly with the screamer wiggling below his jaws, it continued to squawk, alerting the pack that it was alive and calling for help.


    Flock Leader traveled perhaps a hundred feet and landed on a large tree root, and looked back to the pack, the lightweight screamer noisily dangling from his relatively loose jaws. Initially a number of larger screamers ran after him, but assumed the pack member was lost to them, and would remain out of reach as it was killed and eaten in a treetop. They had halted their pursuit.


    Seeing that the victim was still alive, and his captor had landed where they could reach him, the entire pack entered the chase. Flock Leader let them close to within thirty feet, then leaped into the air and climbed to perhaps ten feet, just above the pack’s frequently observed best possible leaps, and flew slowly, with the squawker still raising hell in his jaws.


    It was hard to fly properly, because Flock Leader kept his head rotated to the side so that there was no sharp crimp placed on the neck of his captive. The entire plan would be a waste if he accidentally killed his lure. The pack was actually closing the gap, so he put on a bit of additional speed. They all continued to follow, perhaps thinking his prey was too heavy for him, or the wolfbat was hurt in some way.


    The pack had entered their normal prey-tracking mode, which was free of screams, despite the fact that Flock Leader clearly knew they were following, and the sound would not alert him more than he already was.


    Except for the incessant croaks of his unwilling “passenger,” the drove of pigs would not hear a large pack of screamers closing with them. Ahead, he could see the shaking of some of the tall ferns where the pigs were still rooting for tubers or grubs. Now he was undecided. Should he fly over and draw the pack with him or land and release their annoying little ungrateful pack mate, and hope they would see or hear the pigs and attack.


    He landed, and released his captive unharmed when the pack was again thirty feet away, and he flapped directly towards the pigs, a short distance away in the ferns. His now released screamer raced towards the pack, but the dominate pack members in the lead of the chase went right past it, to make certain the wolfbat didn’t turn back, or perhaps was injured and unable to escape for some reason.


    Flock Leader passed a few feet above the pigs and they instantly squealed an alarm at sight of him, calling drove members to cluster together for defense, as usual. What he did that was not usual as he passed over, was to suddenly dip down and rake his jaws and claws along one side and flank of an old sow. He had identified her as the probable weakest member of the drove from his previous scouting. She obligingly squealed loudly, and bolted a few feet from the edge of the group.


    No matter if the screamers were merely still in pursuit of Flock Leader, or had zeroed in on the scent and sounds of the pigs, the result was a sudden burst of the pigs from their fern cover, with the pack in close pursuit. The chase would not last long, because the screamers would soon realize they probably could not isolate one of the much larger pigs if they stayed clustered and ran as a tight group. However, Flock Leader turned and came at the same sow from the front and this time bit and clawed her other flank and side in passing. She was not seriously injured, but the sight of blood would definitely draw the screamers attention, and the sow lost close contact for a moment with her group as she recoiled again from the attack.


    A dozen of the screamers leaped between the sow and the drove, which caused her to veer farther from her group protection. Flock Leader made a low frequency scream she would clearly hear as he again dove directly at her face. She pulled up her run just a moment before he climbed back up, which allowed most of the other screamers to catch up to her, and suddenly the bleeding sow was surrounded, at a standstill and watching her only protection recede into the trees.


    Her snorts and squeals of terror had caught the attention of several of the other pigs, one a large tusked boar that seemed to be the dominate male, and he and two other male pigs were slowing, looking back. Flock Leader quickly dove at them to distract them, then pulled up and chased after some of the now exposed piglets, which were normally hemmed in by the protective adult pigs. They squealed in fear as he screamed loudly at them and bit one in passing. The boar’s choice became one of returning to defend the surrounded old sow, or to go protect the future of the drove. The future won, and the pigs soon vanished into the underbrush.


    The screamers began their task of wearing the sow down, with simultaneous bites coming from all sides, and leaping up to come down with their middle toe claw raking her sides, drawing more blood. It wasn’t going to be a quick end for the big sow, not with attackers a small fraction of her size. Even a squadron of wolfbats would have had to exhaust the large animal gradually. This was larger prey than either set of predators would normally have tackled alone. None of them had the bite force to clamp jaws on her thick short throat to close her windpipe to suffocate her, or jaws large enough to cover her mouth and muzzle for the same sort of faster kill.


    Climbing above the trees, Flock Leader called for two squadrons he saw circling near the distant home plateau to join him. This prey would be far more meat than the screamer’s entire pack could consume in days. He suddenly heard loud screaming from the pack, down below the obscuring tree crowns. Had the drove of pigs returned after they saw the wolfbat depart?


    Confident his two squadron leaders and the Flight Leader had seen him with their sharp eyes, and marked his location, Flock Leader dove back down through the overhanging branches, twisting and turning to get below their multilayered cover.


    It wasn’t the return of the pigs that had the pack screeching, it was a large spotted feline thief that had arrived to claim the weakened sow as its own, a leopard analogue on this part of Koban. At roughly half the size of a female ripper, the light teal and deep blue spotted cat was still eight or nine times the mass of a wolfbat, and over fifty times the mass of an individual screamer.


    The screamers had backed away from the much larger predator, which appeared to have already injured two members of the pack, seen limping out of range of another swat of those sharp claws. The sow, already wobbly on its thick stubby legs, and in no condition to run, couldn’t catch a break. One predator after another had her marked for a meal. The cat could easily bowl the tired unstable prey onto her side if it leaped and shoved her, but the task of suffocating it would take time. With its jaws on the pig’s throat, the cat would be vulnerable to darting attacks from the screamers.


    The sow weighed perhaps two times the mass of the leopard, an animal slightly larger than the cat would normally try to kill if it was with its drove. This was an opportunity for theft of more than a week’s worth of meat, which seldom presented itself. However, it had a problem. There were no low trees below the light blocking towering forest giants, where it could climb above the screamers with this heavy prize, particularly if it were still alive and kicking.


    Closer to the river, over a mile away, there was open sky along the banks and many smaller tree varieties grew there. Except the cat couldn’t carry the pig that mile, not with forty or so screamers biting at his haunches when his jaws were occupied.


    Then his luck grew worse, as he caught sight of the wolfbat dropping down through the highest tree branches. He was more than a match for a thirty to forty pound wolfbat, but an entire squadron would be able to drive him from this prey. There was a “V” shaped cleft, formed by two above ground massive roots, which led to the base of the nearest tree from the leopard, only twenty feet away. It suddenly lunged for the front lower left leg of the sow and jerked it off its feet, and pulled with all of its strength to drag the fallen pig quickly towards the cleft. The huge roots rose over five feet high right where they merged into the tree’s trunk, with relatively smooth and vertically planar sides sloping up to the tree.


    As the space between the high roots narrowed as the cat backed into the cleft, his flanks were protected from side attacks, and it only needed to release the pig’s leg three times to defend itself. Twice to bite and paw swipe at screamers that came too close, and once it leaped and nearly raked its claws along the leathery membrane of Flock Leader’s right wing. That would probably have proven fatal for the bat if he were injured and flightless, located where the screamers or the cat could reach him.


    The leopard backed deeper into the narrow juncture at the base of the tree, its haunches touching the thick high roots on either side, its tail touching the trunk. The wiggling pig providing protection from screamers that could only reach him by climbing over the pig. One enterprising, but not terribly bright little screamer, worked its way up the narrow crest of one of the long sloping roots, and poised itself above the leopard. It belatedly realized that alone, it would be suicidal to leap down onto the cat. Its precarious position nearly proved fatal anyway, when the cat leaped up after the poor planner. It was a narrow escape as it dropped down the opposite side of the root, the leopard’s claws sweeping the air where it had just been.


    The cat pulled sideways on the pig’s leg to turn it fully onto its back, exposing its throat. With a glance at the screamers, and the circling wolfbat, it knew it could bite down on the sow’s windpipe and still keep both eyes on potential threats, positioned as it was between the walls formed by the roots. It clamped its jaws on the grunting animal’s throat, and pressed its neck frill down against the pig.


    A significant part of the joy of the kill for any of Koban’s cats was to use their contact telepathic ability to experience their prey’s fear of them, and receiving their last thoughts and images. The leopard pressed the soft, organic superconducting nerve filled neck frill against the pig, as it clamped its jaws tight and shut off the flow of air.


    The pigs fear of dying, and the savage images sent from the cat’s mind triggered a delectable “flavor” of mental terror from the sow, which produced the sense of dominance that all felines of Koban had evolved to relish. One byproduct of what humans called frilling was the enhanced communication this telepathic ability provided between cats of the same species, and between different varieties of cats, with the means to pass on learning to their young, experience, and facilitating peaceful social interactions.


    Flock Leader, having shared thoughts directly with rippers, at first with humans acting as intermediaries between them and the feared rippers, was experienced enough to know what to expect. When the pig’s life started to fade, the cat would be mentally distracted despite its open eyes. Just as humans could act as a filtered, slightly insulated two-way conduit for thoughts between a ripper and a wolfbat, the pig, while still alive could do the same. Any of Koban’s life forms, with their universal superconducting nerves, could link a cat’s mind to any other creature touching the same animal that the cat frilled. That would permit shared images and emotions between all three creatures. In this case, the pig’s thoughts were irrelevant.


    This was a moment where Flock Leader had to take a risk if he hoped to form the hunting partnership he’d wanted to forge. He’d done this sort of link with humans and rippers many times, but never with a wild feline who had never shared a wolfbat’s thoughts, and probably never had a peaceful meeting of the minds with another species. He would have to risk turning his back on the screamer pack, and place himself in dangerous proximity with the leopard.


    The two squadrons he’d summoned would be here soon, but he couldn’t wait for the reinforcements. The weakened pig would probably be dead by then, and the cat would break the link when it released the sow’s throat. The Flock would flourish better here, as they did at home, if he could make the cat understand the advantages of cooperation in hunts.


    Swooping down silently, he passed over the heads of the forward edge of the largest and most dominate pack members, squawking and stamping their small feet in agitation in the wider part of the root cleft. The screamers had largely ignored the wolfbat after the leopard arrived. Startled, they pulled well back from the pig as he swept over them, wings rustling for air braking as he landed. His recent snatching of one of them was made fresh in their thoughts by this close passage.


    Using the pig’s thick bulk for cover, Flock Leader crawled low to reach the animal’s hindquarters. Closer to the head would strengthen the mental connection, but that would provoke an attack from the cat. The ass end would have to do.


    As he placed his muzzle on the sow’s nerve dense genitalia region, the frill link was established. Two years of practice with humans and rippers had taught Flock Leader how to withhold transmitting its own mental images. That was a learned tactic, to withhold information in order to negotiate the size of a food reward for scouting reports for humans. Unlike rippers, humans always offered less than he considered a fair payment in meat cubes, and he learned to withhold his mental images until he received more than was offered.


    He blocked his own thoughts from the cat now, in order to receive the unguarded thoughts of the leopard, which would remain unaware of the wolfbat’s mental presence. Other than verifying that the pig still lived, Flock Leader ignored its fatalistic desperate thoughts. Predators couldn’t be concerned about the prey’s objections to being eaten.


    The leopard was in a blissful mental state, as expected, and although his view of the area was monitored by some autonomous part of its mind, watching for obvious threats, its awareness was focused on the delectable dying thoughts and fear from the pig. It would require only a couple of minutes for that to end, so the cat sometimes relaxed its bite to extend the process.


    The first thing Flock Leader noted was that there were no images of cubs to feed, or a mate with which to share this bounty. That was good. Those would have complicated the negotiations. The cat was determined to eat its fill, but was resigned to not being able to retreat to a safer place, to preserve the entire carcass for its sole later consumption. That was a point for negotiation, an offer of future bounties like this one.


    Flock Leader gently inserted a thought that the wolfbat had made this possible, by leading the screamers to such a large prey animal. His intention was to show the cat that a wolfbat could find more large prey from their silent position above the forest floor, using their rapid mode of travel, and lead the cat to animals too large or dangerous for a wolfbat to attack.


    The concept wasn’t rejected outright, but the cat, thinking it was its own wandering notion, thought only of the opportunity of prey theft from wolfbats, as it had committed today with the screamers.


    The strange thought arrived to it that the wolfbat had already helped the screamers isolate the pig from its drove, and helped them hold it in place as they wore the animal down. That explained the lone wolfbat’s presence, when it could never take down a pig that size alone, nor steal it from the large screamer pack. The cat’s first smug thought was that it had taken the prey from not one, but two competitors.


    The idea that sharing the prey now, in exchange for future help in obtaining other large animals was taking trust too far. The cat thought this concept was an outlandish bit of daydreaming in its part. What would ever convince the screamers and wolfbat to do that, when they would soon be fighting for the part of the carcass the cat would have to leave behind?


    Suddenly, images of past hunts, with wolfbats departing with the remains of different large prey that the pack had been led to find by the wolfbats filtered into the cats mind. The images were so strong that it knew they came from another mind, and certainly not from the pig.


    The leopard raised its head, not releasing its jaws by lifting the pigs head, and saw the wolfbat hidden behind the bulk of the sow’s body. Flock Leader quickly sent stronger images of past hunts, and cooperation with rippers, of kill sharing with them. This cat knew nothing of rippers, but the frill and mental contact was unmistakable as having occurred between this wolfbat and a cousin feline species. A gigantic set of cousins in fact, that nevertheless benefitted from the proposed cooperation with this smaller predator.


    Unexpectedly, an angry, strident new mind joined the group frill. One that wanted both of the larger predators to leave. It nipped at the wolfbat, who then tried to share the same thoughts as it had with the leopard. The concept of hunting cooperation, as they had seen over the past month from the wolfbats.


    With brain power considerably less than either the cat or bat, the little terror, dominate within its own pack, bit the wolfbat harder, to try and force it away from their prey. They would drive off one predator at a time. The bat drew the bitten wing farther from the screamer, now standing on the side of the lower abdomen of the sow.


    Suddenly, Flock Leader, maintaining muzzle contact with the pig for the mental link, heard a welcome sound. It was the ultrasonic calls of Flight Leader, who had arrived with two squadrons, each with eight flight members. There were seventeen wolfbats coming, and he could hear their echolocation signals as they navigated down through the crown of trees. He called out to them, sending only a rally cry to circle his position. His very reply would permit them to home in on that sound and find him.


    He renewed his offer of cooperation with the cat, and included the dominate screamer in the offer. The screamer, not understanding where this thought came from, instantly rejected the idea. However, Flock Leader made it clear that with a combined force of eighteen wolfbats, the offer would only be open for a short time. The flock could take and hold possession of the entire pig if Flock Leader chose to do so.


    To make the point that he was negotiating from a position of strength, Flock Leader suddenly swept his lightly bleeding and nipped wing over the screamer, who was looking fearfully up at the new threats. He pulled the five-pound theropod close, and not so gently closed his jaws around its neck, and then returned his muzzle to contact with the pig. The sow’s heart had just stilled, and the mental link would not last long now.


    The emotions and images were as sharp as Flock Leader could make them. Share this kill, and we will help you make more such large kills. If not, we will take this one for ourselves. He offered a show of trust, that from his position of strength he did not need to make. He would let the cat have its fill of the prized organ meat, then allow the screamers to eat what they could hold today, and then his squadrons would strip the pig and carry the meat in their throat sacks to their home nest in relay. The link was fading, and then was lost as the leopard lifted its head, breaking frill contact.


    There had been no acknowledgement from the cat before the link faded, no indication that it had accepted the offer. If it chose to leap over the pig and attack Flock Leader, who was holding the dominate screamer in his jaws, both would die before either of their support forces could save them.


    The cat looked into the wolfbat’s eyes, opened its fanged jaws, and plunged them into the soft flesh of the lower throat of the dead pig, starting its feeding process by tearing open the flesh. Flock Leader backed away, and released the screamer, who still didn’t care for the deal, but couldn’t control the outcome. It ran clear of Flock Leader, joining the apprehensive pack watching the circling wolfbats.


    Trusting the leopard or not, or believing the wolfbat or not, the pack would learn to adapt to the new and larger prey they would be able to attack and share. If they received their fair portion, the cooperation would continue, even if all they understood was they were eating better if they followed the lead of these larger predators.


    Flight Leader understood what was happening and the need to wait, and when Flock Leader flapped up to join him, they controlled the impatience of their squadron mates as they anxiously watched other predators eat a prize they could have claimed.


    In a relatively short time, the cat had its fill and it looked up with bloodied jaws to the circling wolfbats, then it leaped over the pig and scattered the screamers. It was petty gesture of dominance, which made certain they understood the hierarchy here. It walked calmly into the forest, with a wolfbat sent to follow it to its lair. They would need to find it again for the next hunt.


    The screamers promptly swarmed the pig’s carcass to feed.


    Outraged cries came from the squadron fliers at allowing the smaller screamers to eat from this kill. Without an actual language, the deal just negotiated by Flock Leader with the cat would only become apparent to the other fliers over time, as the flock’s food supply increased, despite having to share with other predators. The small stomachs of the screamers were soon filled, leaving a considerable amount of meat for the flock.


    Finally, the two squadrons were ordered to descend, to eat their fill, and store chunks of flesh in their throat sacks to take back to their mates and pups in the nest. They would need to make a several round trips, because this was considerably more meat from a single kill than the flock usually acquired. Pig meat was a sweeter, fatty, high-energy delicacy than they normally obtained.


    With the cooperation of the two new hunting partners, there would be opportunity for a greater variety of larger animal kills, which would bring types of meat the flock had seldom savored. As Flock Leader, and organizer of the joint hunts, he would have the right of first choice of meats over his other flock members on future large kills.


    It was good to be the Flock Leader.


    

  


  
    

    Kobani Kiddie Cappers


    


    “Physically he looks like a healthy two month fetus, Carol.” Aldry Anderfem put her scanner rod back in its charging holder on the portable body scanner. This first pregnancy for a “full” Kobani couple was being followed and studied with intense interest.


    Carol looked at her pleased husband. “See? I told you I knew it was a boy.”


    He was elated if he was having a son, but wondered how his wife knew. “Hon, the baby doesn’t have language yet, nor real thoughts. Certainly, no mental pictures to share with us or that he could understand from us. Are you certain you or I didn’t accidentally insert our own desires to have a boy into the baby’s mind, and that’s what you sense? A baby girl that thinks she’s a boy?”


    This was part of what Aldry was here to assess, and to reassure these young first time parents of what to expect. To explain how an unborn child, conceived of Kobani parents with the latest set of genetic modifications, would be affected by its parent’s new mental ability and the child’s own inherited mind reading ability.


    She chuckled. “It may not have been obvious on the monitor Richard, but there is definitely a ‘stem on the apple.’ You are indeed having a boy, not a little girl who thinks she’s a boy. I can’t say for certain if the fetus has received any thoughts from you two or not. This is the first one ever, but accidental mental influence from either of you is unlikely with the fetus. It’s after the delivery you need to exercise caution.”


    Technically, Carol Slobovic and Richard Seeker were not the first Kobani couple to become pregnant, and a half dozen other children had been successfully conceived, with the expected and predicted rate of normal prenatal development. The term “normal prenatal development” was what had been redefined for Kobani births.


    Those previous six gene-modified mothers had all delivered healthy and normal babies within the last few months. With the high activity metabolism of a Kobani mother and fetus, the gestation period only lasted between seven and eight months, which was an expected result. These were not preemies, because full term development didn’t take as long when tissues grew quicker, and organic superconducting nerves assisted in that faster development.


    However, those previous seven children (one delivery was twins) were the progeny of what was being called “early gene mod” Kobani. The child of Carol and Richard would be the first to be born of parents with genes that provided all of the gene enhancements available, or that were anticipated. The first full Kobani birth.


    Their baby would inherit more new gene complexes than any of the previous children had, and one of those modifications was more revolutionary that any of the others. It was an ability never encountered in a life form of any species, on any world other than on this planet.


    Koban was a world with gravity 1.52 times that of Earth, with a significantly higher percentage of heavy metals and rare earths. Eons ago, that availability had provided primitive life there the building blocks for organic superconducting nerves. All subsequent higher animals on Koban had evolved to incorporate this lightning fast nervous system. That made possible the evolution of additional features, unique to this planet. The fastest, strongest animals ever encountered anywhere lived on Koban, in abundance.


    Through the strange fortunes of a war forced upon humankind by aliens, over twenty three thousand people were forcibly stranded on dangerous Koban. This was done by an enemy that called themselves the Krall, who had tested their captives for fighting ability. The captives were later left to die when the enemy departed Koban, to start a protracted war with humanity.


    However, the marooned prisoners didn’t die, they adapted. Not slowly, through natural evolution, because that could never have proceeded quickly enough to save them. There had been geneticists and bio scientist left behind among those stranded thousands, and their militarily “worthless” scientific equipment was left stowed in holds of captured human spacecraft, which the Krall had permanently disabled from flight. Those scientists found a way for people not only to survive on the beautiful but highly hazardous world; but they proved it was possible for humans to thrive on Koban.


    Genetic enhancements were the key to survival here. They began with the addition of well understood, but three hundred year old gene modifications originally designed for use in worker human clones. These made the clones more suitable for hard menial work, in harsh climates on hundreds of new colony worlds, and for fighting wars. That was before the practice of human cloning and gene modification was firmly outlawed under penalty of death.


    The forbidden clone mods made survival barely possible on Koban, but left even those that accepted the changes facing a risky and grim future. With the ice broken on the legality of using gene mods to survive, some of the castaways chose to do better than simply scrape by. Besides adapting themselves to be safer on Koban, they wanted to make sure that the powerfully built Krall would be unable to dominate them physically, if they ever met again.


    Every form of higher life known to Man was based on variations of DNA. The scientists learned to incorporate favorable genetic features copied from Koban’s native animals. The chosen candidate animal for an organic superconducting nervous system was a fast and powerful tiger-like Koban predator, called a ripper. This second nervous system initially ran in parallel with the normal human nervous system. Later, they also incorporated the genes for the carbon fiber reinforced muscles of a ripper, as being most compatible with the nervous system selected as their model.


    However, the carbon nanotube genes for making stronger bones came from a different Koban species, a dinosaur-like large raptor, which needed stronger bones to handle its greater mass in the high gravity. After the first successful Koban derived changes, the people with those features were super strong, faster reacting than a Krall, and much harder to “break.”


    These first Kobanoids, the racial name they called themselves, were later described as having “early genes.” The first of these Kobani parents passed the Koban genes successfully to their children, who inherited all of the traits of their parents.


    Then the science and technology of the genetic improvement process took a sudden leap forward, when improved medical equipment became available to the people on isolated Koban, after they finally managed to restore contact with now war torn Human Space. It had been twenty years of isolation for Koban, and human worlds were losing the war to the Krall.


    War had always spurred technological developments throughout human history, and technology was advancing, but it wasn’t enough. What was required was to match, and even surpass the Krall physically, a strategy that required use of outlawed biological and genetic technology. Something the Planetary Union that governed Human Space refused to consider. Koban was the only place where that illegal strategy had been applied.


    The Kobani acquired new families of microscopic biological nanites from allies in Human Space. Originally developed for repairing the bodies of wounded soldiers and civilian casualties, they could regrow limbs, damaged tissues and organs. The Koban based scientists modified them and were able to increase the growth and linkages of new tissues and nerves, doing it faster and more effectively. This was a necessary step to produce many superior humans, capable of fighting and beating the Krall, who were bent on the total destruction of a physically inferior human species.


    Kobani scientists succeeded in producing stronger, and much faster humans, who were better fighters than were Krall warriors. However, to be truly a new race of the Homo sapiens species, they had to be able to breed true with each other, and with unenhanced “Normal” humans of the general population. That ability was demonstrated with the inevitable mattings between Normals on Koban, those who avoided the alien gene themselves, and the early Kobani that some Normals came to love. Any gene mods used required that the recipients retain the ability to pass on their new genes to their offspring.


    The leap in medical technology allowed multiple new desirable genetic traits to be added, and they were able to incorporate them all together, rather than one at a time. Had the Kobani incorporated the new genes in a more sedate manner, that phase might have resulted in some “middle gene mod” Kobani. Instead, the new nanite technology allowed a major transition, skipping ahead as five sets of new genes were incorporated simultaneously.


    The people that received all of the changes were said to be “full Kobani.” Some of the young people with those changes did what impetuous lovers have always done. Mated and merged their genes.


    There was a gene complex to provide the Kobani with low-light night vision and infrared heat detection, and one to enhance the sense of smell. These too were derived from the predatory night hunting rippers. Other genes were copied from a large flying animal called the wolfbat, which provided ultrasonic hearing, a capability that the Krall also had. Another mod was one that didn’t have an immediate effect, but would have a long-term implication for humanity, because it prevented aging once a Kobani reached their mid-twenties, and regressed the age of older Kobani to that same physiological age.


    However, it was a revolutionary and unprecedented fifth gene complex, also taken from the amazing, sentient, and intelligent rippers, which had the greatest potential for immediately altering human social interactions.


    It was a feature that gave the recipient a form of contact telepathy. It was a consequence of a rare mutation in the early evolution of the felidae family, involving their organic superconducting nerves. Every known member of the cat-like families discovered thus far on Koban displayed this capability. A touch, particularly by a nerve dense organ, would enable the exchange of thoughts, emotions, and mental images with any life form.


    Aldry was a geneticist who acted as a medical doctor at times, and the fetus within Carol was the first child conceived by two parents with Mind Tap, as the telepathy capability was called in humans. In rippers, the ability was called “frilling,” because the telepathy nerves were concentrated in a fleshy frill on the necks of those predators.


    She and her fellow geneticists had designed the nerve dense fingers of human hands to be the most appropriate sites for the best mind-to-mind linkage to the human brain. Although any tissue infused with nerves would serve to convey some degree of weaker mental communication.


    There would certainly be physical “contact” between a fetus and its mother. How might that affect the mind of a developing fetus? This provocative question had every potential Kobani parent concerned, and Aldry was one of those conducting research.


    It was one thing to accept and employ these gene mods as a consenting adult, or even to permit those as young as sixteen years old to elect to receive the mods, per the age restrictions in place for informed consent to request them. However, a fetus never has such an option, and how the potential exposure to unshielded adult thoughts might change them was unknown. Would Mind Tap contacts between the parents and a fetus alter their brain development? Their minds? Ensuring their babies had a normal childhood struck future parents as vital.


    Richard reflected his and Carol’s concerns. “Will Mind Tap affect our baby? That’s what our own families have been asking us, Dr. Anderfem. None of them have the full set of mods as of yet, and they don’t understand details of Mind Tapping very well. Carol and I do understand, and even we don’t see how we can always shelter a still forming baby from ideas that are too mature for them to grasp. We’re worried about Ryan losing his innocence and missing a real childhood.”


    Aldry smiled. “I see you had a boy’s name picked out.” Then she offered some words of reassurance.


    “Richard, we aren’t operating totally in the dark concerning mother and fetal mental contact. We’ve had rippers living with us since before you two were born. As you know, Kit and Kobalt were the first ripper cubs we raised, adopted as orphans into two families, and they have both become parents multiple times in the last twenty-three years.”


    The ripper siblings were the best known of the cats, and they had lived among humans the longest. They hadn’t even met another ripper until they were nearly grown, being reared by their human “mothers and fathers,” raised with human siblings they considered brothers and sisters. Yet, the two cats had knowledge of wild ripper society that predated their first contact with other cats.


    Aldry continued, “We know what Kit has shared with us, of what her unborn cubs can sense from her and what she can sense from them. She also has some faint memories of mental sharing from her own mother, when her mother had been hunted and shot. I know you’ve heard the story of the two people at Hub City she’d attacked and killed in hunger, because she was pregnant and trapped inside their electrified compound. This was long before we formed the partnership we have today. You two were adolescents when we made our first truce with the nearby wild ripper prides.


    “The ripper knowledge Kit and Kobalt received all came as their mother lay dying, as she gave birth. It had to have been a traumatic event, but they don’t actually remember that.”


    Carol asked, “You mean they filtered it out of their memories?”


    A head shake from Aldry. “No, their mother did. She knew she was dying, and wanted them to know something of their heritage, so she gave them powerful images that they retained, but didn’t understood until older. She didn’t share terrifying images. They know a small amount of their father only because mom passed it along. He apparently died months earlier, in a dimly conveyed memory of a hunting incident. It might be why the mother was outside of her family pride and hunting alone. Somehow, she wandered into the Hub City compound when the electrified gate was briefly left open she became trapped, and found she had no wild game to hunt. She gave her cubs all the knowledge she could before dying.”


    Richard raised an eyebrow. “You mean they didn’t get any images from good old pop via direct contact? I was thinking that would be something I might try. To let Ryan know me in advance.”


    Aldry both shook her head and shrugged. “Aside from that being a risky and bad idea to try, Rich, I’m afraid your mental contact with your baby is going to be zero until after his birth. Kobalt has said he knew nothing of any of his cubs before birth, and little afterwards until they were weaned. Ripper moms and other females have the only permitted mental contact with cubs before weaning in their society, and mental contact isn’t at all what you might expect before birth. We think it’s going to be extremely limited mental contact between you and your unborn baby, Carol. If there is any at all.”


    “Why? I saw his little hands on the scan you just performed. He had one pressed against the sac just now.”


    “Right,” Aldry agreed. “The placental membrane sac. That protective sheath that encloses your child. It has no superconducting nerves whatsoever. It is a near insulator for a Mind Tap connection with the baby’s hands, or in the case of ripper cubs, from a neck frill contact. We designed our hands to be the primary contact point for the nervous system responsible for our mental connection to our brain, and evolution put that contact area in the neck frill for rippers. However, evolution placed no nerves in the placental sac of any mammal-like species of any world. Please note that there were no nerves in the primitive egg shells that gradually evolved into placental sacs either.” She shrugged again, and continued.


    “Of course, the human placenta isn’t identical to that of Koban mammal analogues, but one place where they do match is in the complete lack of nerve connections in the membrane of the sac. Think about it. What evolutionary advantage would there be for the mother to experience the painful tearing of that sac when giving birth?”


    “What about through the umbilical cord that connects the baby to me?” Carol sounded rather plaintive.


    “Carol, the umbilical vein supplies the fetus with oxygenated, nutrient-rich blood from the placenta, and the fetal heart pumps deoxygenated, nutrient-depleted blood through the umbilical arteries back to the placenta. However, there is no nervous system connection between you two via the cord.”


    “Ms. Anderfem, I thought Kit and Kobalt experienced mental contact with their mother before birth.” It was obvious she had expected to sense the developing mind of her fetus, and was disappointed.


    “The sac and umbilical aren’t perfect insulators, hon. Remember, we don’t have to make hand-to-hand connections to share thoughts, and any skin contact will work, even if not as strong or efficient a circuit. I think that nature has luckily provided a natural safety buffer for the fetus, who doesn’t yet have the mental faculties to process information concerning an outer world it has never experienced. I’d urge restraint and extreme caution with Mind Tap transmissions, even after the baby is born. Anything the baby sends out, you two as adults should be able to handle, but the reverse isn’t going to be true.


    “Until we know more of how this ability will alter your child’s mental development after he’s born, limit yourself to simple ‘baby thoughts’ even through the toddler years. Just as human parents have used ‘baby talk’ with their children since prehistoric times.”


    Richard wasn’t satisfied yet. “Doc, how were the thoughts and impressions of ripper history passed to Kit and Kobalt by their mother if she couldn’t frill them? I’ve shared both of those cat’s thoughts on their pre-birth knowledge, just as soon as Carol knew she was expecting. New experiences have overlaid most of that for those cats, but they say they did have some knowledge at birth.


    “They say they both were born with quite a bit of ripper lore and knowledge, and yet when I’ve played with cubs from Kit after weaning, or those from other ripper mothers, they don’t seem to know much ripper history or culture at all. As they grow older they do, but why not give it to them as fast as they can absorb? Kit and Kobalt managed OK, and thanks to our mods, we have a much larger mental storage capacity than a ripper.”


    “Not a reasonable comparison.” Aldry rebutted. “Their mother was dying. She had only moments to give them information that might help them to survive, if they could. She probably did the equivalent of mental screaming to reach them. There was no other choice, and the humans that shot her were approaching her babies, as she gave birth with her last dying breaths. If they didn’t kill the cubs, as she hoped they wouldn’t, they would need the mental images she gave them when they were old enough to put the mature ripper images in context. The emotions they grasped right away. Kit says she and Kobalt felt and always remembered her love for them.”


    She looked at the young couple earnestly. “Showing that you love your unborn fetus and the newborn infant is one thing, and those purely emotional images are surely helpful and healthy. Nevertheless, do you want to risk passing a kaleidoscopic lifetime of images to your child before, or just after birth? With no experience or context for any of them? As Kit and Kobalt’s mother had to do for them, in a final act of desperation?” She answered her own rhetorical question with a shake of her head.


    “You have both been on raids against the Krall. You’ve felt fear, seen fighting, experienced terror, deaths, and considerable violence and gore. Those are extreme images and you’d never inflict them on your baby. However, even benign images for you might not be suitable for an infant. They have no knowledge of the wider world. How do you know what will frighten them, distort their perceptions of other people and life in general? What their boogeyman will be?


    “We humans have tens of thousands of years of experience rearing our children, and we have always exposed them to the world incrementally. Were you allowed to watch the more graphic Tri-Vid news broadcasts, the violent entertainment dramas, or sexually explicit programs when small? With Mind Tap, that experience would feel far more real and frightening than when seen on Tri-Vid, which only enters their awareness through eyes and ears, not via direct mind-to-mind contact. Don’t be too quick to abandon tried and true methods simply because you can.”


    They nodded, and listened. Like most young parents, Aldry knew they’d make mistakes, learn from them, and strive to correct them. At least a full Kobani could directly experience the unshielded mind of their child. A parent would know exactly what bothered them or frightened and confused them.


    At least until the smart, rapid learning little demons learned they could block their thoughts, and tell mental lies with false images. Then, when they were inevitably caught at this activity, the modern equivalent of washing their mouth out with soap, or standing them in the corner would apply.


    Probably, the most severe punishment imaginable to a child would be ruthlessly administered. The dreaded long lecture, delivered in a manner where tuning the parent out would not be possible. A Mind Tap could be sheer adolescent torture in that case.


    Please, mom and dad. Stop. I won’t do it again. I promise!” The parents would know a kid meant that, when they thought and said those words.


    “Uh…, Doc,” Rich started tentatively, “you said Kit and Kobalt’s mom probably reached her children’s minds by mental shouting while under duress.” Would Carol or I be likely to inadvertently do this when under some form of intense…, uh… feelings?” His face reddened.


    Aldry didn’t need to touch his hand for a quick Mind Tap to figure this one out. “You mean sex?” She smiled at his discomfort, and then chuckled at Carol’s shocked realization of the subject he’d just brought up.


    “Well, yea... Last night we…, uh, you know.”


    Aldry pretended to look shocked. “My goodness, your neighbors in the nearby apartments heard you two? Didn’t you display any restraint or discretion?”


    Carol slugged her husband’s arm. “You made it sound like we did something in public!”


    She looked at Aldry, red faced. “It was passionate, but very private. We’d never disturb our neighbors.”


    Aldry grinned. “I assumed as much. I was making a point.


    “The normal tact you would use to guard your privacy is exactly the sort of mental privacy you maintain when using Mind Taps with friends, family, and of course with nosey strangers. You don’t accidentally reveal your personal and intimate thoughts to them because you wouldn’t want to do so.


    “Parents have made quiet love with children in the next room, or even the same room, for as long as there have been people. You won’t warp a fragile little mind with your adult thoughts, because you wouldn’t want to do that. It won’t get past the mental privacy all of us with Mind Tap ability maintain continuously. Before birth, it won’t easily get past the placental sac to the fetus anyway.”


    She grinned wickedly. “I shook hands with you both when I arrived and sensed nothing. I had no idea you were such animals.”


    


    ****


    


    


    Four years later, Ryan Seeker, the human ripper, as he thought of himself, was playing in his fully enclosed compound in the backyard of his mom and dad’s settlement home. He had played all morning with Kam, the young male ripper his parents had recently adopted, only a year after they moved out of the more congested Prime City dome. They thought Ryan would bond better with Kam in a more natural setting than an enclosed dome. As if that was even in doubt. Of course, he and Kam had instantly bonded.


    At age nine months, Kam had been weaned for three months, and he liked his surrogate temporary mom, but he knew she was not to be his permanent family. He was the sole survivor of his litter, and was told his wild mother had died in a rhinolo stampede when he was four months old. Aunt Beverly was nice to him, but she wouldn’t let the little orphan get out and run in the woods and plains. She had made it clear that he soon would have a permanent mother and father. An actual human family pride to join.


    Playing outside was something Kam knew wild rippers a little older than himself were allowed to do. Aunt Beverly was only protecting him she said. There were bad things outside that he wasn’t ready to face. Nonsense, he was a ripper! He could face any threat.


    Ryan had been begging his own mom and dad to adopt a ripper cub since he’d turned two, over a year and a half ago. One of his other kindergarten friends had a cub in her family now, and she was younger than he was! He was ready to take care of a cub!


    The only outside playtime he had at home was often spent alone, at their isolated gazelle ranch. He stayed cooped up in the “baby” box that ran the seventy five foot width of their house, extending thirty feet back. Anytime his mom or dad didn’t have the time to play with him, he was placed there to watch them work on the gazelle ranch. The enclosure was made of transparent and extremely tough flexible plastic, with side vent holes too small for him to pass through. That way his mom or dad could work outside in the feedlot or near the barn and still see him. The clear plastic curved up and twenty feet overhead, to attach to the back of the house, under the edge of the second floor roof.


    It was a stupid box! For babies! He was almost four, and he felt insulted, treated as if he was still a helpless infant. Their nearest neighbor’s house was a half mile away, and that single mom, “Aunt” Gretchen was always home alone (her husband had died fighting the Krall he had learned), but she had an empty-headed eighteen-month-old daughter that Ryan wasn’t allowed to Mind Tap. They knew he’d share more thoughts than her mother would want Ingrid to know about yet.


    Ryan’s dad was often off planet, also involved with something to do with the fight against the Krall, doing it on different worlds. Both of his parents blocked their thoughts about what happened there. Before he was born, his mother had also fought the Krall. It was unfair. He wouldn’t cry or be frightened, not as he’d been of unknown things when he was small.


    His dad came home every month or two for a couple of weeks, and then he left again. Ryan complained that there was nobody his age to play with when he was away from school on weekends. Two weeks ago, before his dad left again, he said he had a surprise coming for Ryan. The flash hints Ryan could catch came only when his mom and dad would be holding hands and smiling. He suspected they were sharing mind pictures and thoughts that they were keeping from him. He was no dummy. He would sneak up on them from behind the furniture, and suddenly reach out to touch their joined hands. He sometimes caught a glimpse of what thoughts they were sharing, and it wasn’t always boring stuff about other people, or things for the ranch or house.


    A week ago, he had briefly detected some of their hidden thoughts were about him, and was about something that would make him very happy. Only they had already exchanged the images of what it was, and he missed it before they shielded their thoughts and switched the topic to something else.


    When he pestered them, they shared something with him that wasn’t much of a surprise. His dad touched his hand and Mind Tapped him the supposedly great news, “I’ve instructed Sam to raise your computer access level next week, and if you stay out of arguments at school, I’ll raise it every two months.”


    Ryan was naturally interested in the expanded computer interface he would be able to get from Sam, the house Artificial Intelligence, but that was only an incremental boost in what he was allowed to learn from it already, and not full access. That was nothing new.


    The real secret surprise turned out to be the family addition. Two days ago, Kam came to live with them. To join their family “pride” as the ripper thought of them. Now that was truly a terrific surprise. It also gave him some new mental pictures and secrets to “trade” with his school friends. His dad had shipped out again yesterday, which Ryan had decided meant he had left on a spaceship not a large cityship, like the one he’d seen on the computer network about a water world colony.


    He had told Ryan, “Help look after Kam for mom, and teach him the house rules. He isn’t allowed to hunt our gazelles. I’ll take you both out to watch a ripper hunt on the savanna when I get home. In another year you both can go on a hunting trip with me.”


    Ryan couldn’t wait to go hunting. Literally, he could not wait! He securely blocked those thoughts.


    The new source of ripper Mind Taps had given him some glitzy images to share at school, because Kam knew about different things than did most kids, and he didn’t filter or block out anything from Ryan.


    “Brother,” offered Kam on his second day in his new home, “I can share some images that could be like those you asked if I have seen.” In milliseconds of mental contact, a kaleidoscope of thoughts and pictures were transferred.


    Ryan looked puzzled, but touched the cat’s neck frill and told him, “Those are funny images for sure, and I don't know what the people were doing. Anyway, I think I can trade them at school for something we both would like to know. Thanks.”


    There were secret things that his school friend Sanjay bragged that he knew about, which he wouldn’t share with anyone until they had something truly snarkley to give him in trade. Now Ryan had new currency.


    At school, where all of his full Kobani friends were a couple of months younger than he was, he was better than any of them were at finding out things that their teachers or parents routinely hid from them. Hidden because they were too young to know, was the preposterous claim made by the adults.


    He offered to share everything new that he learned with the others, unless they had absolutely nothing to trade in return. His new images had a price. As normally the richest source of shock value information for his classmates, he was the one that decided what was most valuable to trade. He personally wanted to know things about hunting. About how to hunt the sorts of animals outside the fenced homestead compounds, about the herd animals that lived on the savannas or browsed in the small groves of trees that dotted the area.


    He wondered what happened in a war that was so bad that it was never shared with kids. He was curious about all the many things that their parents kept hidden from them. The more secret, the more it whetted his appetite to find out. He thought this urge to hunt, and learn secrets, was connected to the dictionary meaning of his family name, Seeker.


    Adult’s mind pictures and blocked knowledge had become kid currency, and he was usually richer in that than his classmates were, because he was adept at hunting down the filtered adult level knowledge. He didn’t have that last name for nothing! He was a forty-two inch tall, fifty-three pound sleuth of truth (Koban weight, of course).


    He liked to walk up to an unsuspecting new adult, politely offer his hand to shake, and ask a leading Mind Tap question as he did so. Such as, “Have you ever hunted a rhinolo?” On another person, he might ask about seeing a whiteraptor, or shooting a moosetodon or yak. Their minds weren’t as instantly on guard as would be the case if he asked something like, “Have you ever killed a Krall?” He knew they would shield, because he’d tried asking things like that a time or two. When he did, the adult’s mind became a granite wall.


    He acquired many milder, but still restricted images from adults, which came easily into a person’s unprepared mind when he asked them less shocking questions. At least before their mental walls gradually went up for that inquisitive little boy. He mixed it up, by using Mind Tap conversation with oral questions in his little boy’s voice, to keep them off guard.


    Simply discovering that adults could hide their thoughts had been an awakening for him when he was only two and a half. After that realization, he practiced hiding his own thoughts, and learned through interaction with other Kobani children, how to block his thoughts from them while picking their open minds. Of course, at first they seldom knew anything of value that he didn’t already know.


    His example, and success at learning new things, was eventually noticed by the other kids, as well as by the adults with whom he regularly came into contact. Adults without the Mind Tap ability were his richest source, because they didn’t automatically guard their non-personal thoughts very well, and oral questions seemed to keep them distracted enough that they didn’t consciously apply mental blocking as quickly as did a full Kobani.


    The kids called this sort of mental slipping brain leaks. His dad’s commander, Colonel Greeves, called them brain farts.


    He’d learned from his teachers that the mind structure, at least of every full Kobani, had developed amazing memory retention and instant data recovery. It was an unanticipated side effect of the ultrasonic mental maps of their surroundings they could construct, using gene changes for wolfbat ultrasonic hearing. The superb memory organizing ability didn’t seem amazing to him at all. Why would he ever choose to forget anything he’d learned? It seemed impossible to do, and stupid even to try.


    In the first hour of playing with Kam, and sharing mind thoughts, he discovered the young ripper had a considerable repertoire of human images, for which it had no context, or understanding. Some images Ryan understood instantly and explained to Kam, others he didn’t fully grasp, and a few completely mystified him. Kam was the repository for things he had seen in his former keeper’s home, learned from visitors that frilled the little cat, or that Kam acquired from the few mature female rippers he had frilled.


    The little ripper’s former caretaker had not felt any inhibition in allowing the cub to see her private activities. She’d be horrified if she knew what was being shared with kindergartners now. Ryan had seen both of his parents without clothing when he was so small he still slept in a crib. He’d never seen them do some of the things that the woman that cared for Kam had done. He was sure he would figure it out in time. These were images of several naked adults, which he could save for trading with the other kids when he understood what Kam had seen, and decided on their value. It didn’t seem like very valuable information, despite the level of secrecy displayed around children versus ripper cubs.


    Kam was most interested in Ryan’s knowledge of the savanna in general, in the part within the gazelle ranch’s fencing, and of the animals raised here to sell for their meat. There was also apparently a market for their teal colored, beautifully marked blue and white hides, and the long curved and sharply pointed black horns. That was something that defied explanation for Kam. That stuff wasn’t edible!


    Ryan’s parents, the neighbor woman Gretchen, who helped manage the ranch, and his teacher, Ms. Walters, all said the gazelles had been given the name of bluestreaks long ago, because they ran so fast.


    Since every herd animal on Koban ran fast, and many had shades of blue or teal on them, a color shared by Kam himself, that the name didn’t seem particularly unique to Ryan.


    Once Kam was told by mom and dad, in no uncertain terms, that he would not be permitted to hunt, or even to terrorize the family’s moneymaking herd animals, his hunting interest shifted to outside the compound.


    It was the human-sized gazelle’s speed and agility, which had intrigued Kam when he arrived, and he was only half their adult size at an age of nine months. They were what he told Ryan was normally considered a prey animal by wild rippers. He desperately wanted to hunt and experience a prey’s death mentally via frilling, and then eat his fill of bloody fresh meat. However, his new mom and dad had impressed on him how much trouble he would be in if he killed the “pride’s” herd animals. Oh well, there was even larger and more challenging prey outside of the family territory, which were not pride owned animals.


    He’d had his first taste of raw meat after being weaned from simulated ripper milk, fortified with ground meat. It was mostly cubed bits of rhinolo meat, which both Kam and Ryan knew was far too large and dangerous an animal for Kam and him to hope to hunt for at least a couple of years. Besides, the waste of more tons of meat than they could possibly eat would be something adult rippers said was a terrible, unforgivable thing to do for the mere pleasure of a hunt.


    Kam’s desires melded exactly with Ryan’s own, to get out of the backyard and explore, to hunt dangerous large prey animals. Together, they would figure out how to make that happen.


    Over the next week, after his dad departed, Ryan “acquired” some material things they would need. He had no trouble getting onto the garage and onto a tool table. No need to climb. It was an easy four-foot leap for a three and a half year old Kobani child. One day, while his mom was in the feedlot giving grain to yearling half-wild gazelles, to fatten them up for sale to the slaughterhouse, he used a ladder in the garage to reach some things on shelves and high hooks. Kam stood watch at the rear glass doors, to see if their mom headed back to the house sooner than expected.


    He took possession of a seldom used long hunting knife, which was out of place in the back of a tool drawer and wouldn’t be missed right away, if at all. From hooks on the garage wall he took one of four sections of coiled ropes, found a small foldable shovel, and he used an old school backpack to hold his ill-gotten goodies. He claimed some old pliers, a spare screwdriver, and a wire cutter with a nicked cutting edge and damaged handle. The wire cutter wouldn’t be missed, at least until his dad came home. He’d said within Ryan’s hearing that he’d fix it later. Mom said that to dad, “later” meant never. It was odd that his dad confused the two words.


    There were multiple firearms in the house, from pistols to heavy rifles, but even if he managed to find a way to get hold of one, the chances of their not being missed were zero. The house AI, Sam, monitored the locked gun case for one thing. His mother had the same nearly perfect memory as did he, and she checked the secured glass faced case several times daily, when she passed through the main family room. He watched her eyes to be certain she did that. At least he had his personal jazzer, a non-lethal nerve jangler with a short range.


    Before the advent of the most recent gene mods, and availability of Mind Tap training, a child didn’t acquire their own jazzer until at least the age of five or six. Ryan had known how to use his small rechargeable gun for almost a year. He’d been permitted to use it to drop a gazelle into numbed unconsciousness on two occasions, when male bucks with horn gore wounds required medical treatment. The males fought over “friendships” with the females his mom said. Ryan couldn’t imagine why they’d even care. He’d never fight over any girl in his class.


    A jazzer only had about a twenty-five foot range, but one could stop even a sizable animal from approaching too close if it wasn’t coming at a dead run. The nerve disrupter didn’t actually hurt them, but the numbness left them partly paralyzed and vulnerable. The gradual recovery, over a half an hour or less, depending on the animal’s mass, felt like thousands of little pins prickling the nerve endings as feelings returned.


    Ryan knew this, because he wasn’t allowed to have the eagerly anticipated weapon until he underwent a “zap.” As the kids called being jazzed. There was no pain when the cone of nerve deadening radiation touched him (his dad made him sit on the couch). However, his legs, which his father had numbed, soon felt like hundreds of kants with painfully sharp feet were walking on him as sensation returned. A kant was a small social colony insect on Koban, which had a dangerous sting and pinchers that hurt. He zapped them anytime he found them in the back yard. Those and other “mean” biting or stinging insects had been his only prey to hunt thus far. His mom became distressed if he zapped a bird or the harmless small animals that got into the back yard. Even the pretty colored flying insects she attracted with sugar water feeders.


    The discomfort he was made to experience from the jazzer was to make certain he knew the consequences of being careless with his personal protection. Koban was too dangerous to depend on so weak a defense, but one couldn’t give small children lethal weapons. He wanted the knife for its obvious defensive utility, but used as a tool, he’d fashion spears from the aptly named spear grass.


    The grey bamboo-like stalks grew to nearly ten feet in length, and were over an inch thick at their base. They became slender hollow segments half way to the top, and the solid base could be shaved down to form a sharp point. When treated with fire, the tips hardened, and were perfect for throwing or stabbing. He had paid for that knowledge from Sanjay with a visual image he’d collected of a Krall. They all had been shown what the Krall looked like, of course, but this image was of a dead one. A very messy image of one.


    He’d gotten the image from a visitor to his school, a soldier like his dad, who came to speak with his teacher. It was obvious from the kiss that Ms. Walters appeared to like Mr. Rayburn a great deal, and as she excused herself to bring him a cold drink, he was left alone with her class of nine children, which was at recess in their exercise room.


    Poor man. He never expected to be suckered by a three year old. Ryan asked quietly if he could ride on his shoulders. As he was lifted, he casually asked by Mind Tap, “Is it true a Krall can heal from any wound?” Mr. Rayburn, completely unguarded around his girlfriend’s small wards, had a flash image of a Krall he’d made certain wouldn’t recover.


    That image bought the spear-making lesson from Sanjay, who had seen his father make some of them for his older brother. Wait until he showed Sanjay what he did with spears he made for himself, and went hunting with Kam.


    His chance came, as he’d planned, when his mother and Gretchen needed to drive two trucks loaded with nearly grown gazelles to sell at market. They herded the animals onto a raised railed platform, and used long shock rods to get them to move into the two big boxy trucks. They always did this early on a Saturday morning, when taking kids to school and picking them up wasn’t required for two days, leaving them the entire weekend for the journey over rough roads. Not that they would take the out of school kids with them to the slaughterhouse.


    “They think we’ll see or learn something that will warp our minds,” Ryan sent to Kam scornfully. “Boy, if they could see that image I got of a gutted and decapitated Krall.”


    For babysitting, his parents always called on retired old Doc Trent, to watch and feed him and Aunt Gretchen’s little girl for the overnight trip. He was partly crippled and only had clone mods, which made him able to endure Koban’s gravity but he was no match for Koban animal speed and strength, so he generally kept to the indoors. That meant he didn’t mind staying inside with Ryan and Ingrid.


    Another reason for his being hired for this periodic task by settlers with full Kobani children, besides his need to earn some income and free meat, was his disability. He’d suffered a brain injury on a rhinolo hunt years ago, when the side of his skull was pierced by a rhinolo cow’s horn tip, entering on the left side of his head.


    Somehow, he’d been thrown free and rescued from certain death by others on the hunt with him. However, without the modern med labs and nanites they had today, he’d barely been kept alive. He’d suffered irreversible brain damage. He could function and do many normal things, but he walked with a slight right side limp and his right arm was mildly affected. He’d completely lost the ability to speak, due to injury to the Broca’s area of his brain. He understood what was spoken to him or sent via a Mind Tap, and he’d demonstrated on multiple occasions that he retained his former medical knowledge, when he treated the less serious injuries of the settlers on the nearby ranches and farms. He simply couldn’t talk to anyone about what he knew.


    The key to his demand out here in the new settlement, as a babysitter of Kobani children, was that he could not be Mind Tapped by them. Or rather, a full Kobani could not read his thoughts. He could receive and process images, words, and emotions sent to him, but the brain circuits for sending thoughts back, for speaking words were ruined.


    Ryan thought a person like Doc, that couldn’t Mind Tap, was weird and far more crippled than his body made him. He felt sorry for the nice old man, but he would nevertheless take advantage of Doc’s inability to communicate verbally or mentally with his parents if he caught on to what the two daredevils did this weekend.


    Ryan and Kam went upstairs to “play,” leaving Doc Trent to watch Ingrid in her large playpen in the living room, with his recorded shows playing on the Tri-Vid set. Based on previous experience, Ryan knew they would have many hours of free time. Previously, Doc had left him completely alone all day on Saturday, after the two moms drove off in the trucks. Whom could Doc tell if he thought they were ignoring him and didn’t come down all day? The stairs were steep, and the old man hadn’t risked climbing them in the past.


    He and Kam would have time to explore and hunt, if they could get out of the house undetected. He had a perfect plan to get out, and back inside, without Doc knowing, nor Sam’s cameras seeing them. What could possibly go wrong?


    After the two women left, Doc appeared slightly nervous about Kam, and didn’t offer to scratch his ears or touch the neck frill. Talking overly slow and too loud, as if Doc were deaf, Ryan said, “Kam and I are going up to my playroom. I’ll take some snacks with us so you won’t have to make us lunch. I think Kam makes you nervous. See you later.”


    Doc nodded, and waved his good left hand as if to shoo them off. He rolled his eyes at the youngster making the common kid’s mistake of thinking the old man couldn’t hear, and was dim witted as well.


    Gathering up the assorted food and water bottles he’d prepared and concealed while his mom and Gretchen were loading the trucks, Ryan and Kam raced up the steps. Once in Ryan’s playroom, Kam fetched the stashed rope, as the boy shoved the sealed snacks into his backpack, which held the knife and other items, with the short folded shovel tied on the side.


    The two of them shoved, pushed and pulled a couple of three foot cubed hollow plastic play fort segments from the playroom, and stacked them in the hall. The boy wasn’t restructuring or relocating his pretend fort today. He was building an escape tower. Located directly under the cover of the opening into the attic, where winter gear was presently stored. He didn’t think he’d need any of that stuff, and all he and Kam required was access.


    The folding ladder he’d used in the garage was the one his parents used to get up into the attic, but bringing it inside could have drawn Doc’s notice. Wearing his backpack, he and Kam climbed easily to the top of the improvised tower. Standing on the flat surface, Ryan pushed up the rectangle of wood that covered the opening and slid it out of the way.


    He took the coiled loops of rope from Kam’s jaws, draped them over his head and on his left shoulder, and then jumped up to grasp the sides of the opening. He easily pulled himself through and into the familiar darkened attic. His night vision adapted almost instantly and he could see clearly by the dim light entering from the hole at his feet, and from two air vents at opposite ends of the gabled roof that ran the width of the house. The entire attic area was floored, for holding the parkas, snowshoes, and other stored winter goods, but there was a center aisle for easy movement.


    Ryan stood back to allow Kam to jump up, ready to assist if the cub had any problem. There was no need. Kam shot through the opening without touching the sides, and landed on padded feet. He’d been up here before, when they discussed Ryan’s plan.


    They walked the length of the attic to one of the air vents of smart plastic, mounted two stories above the garage. Depending on current temperature, humidity, and breezes, the Smart Plastic vents would automatically open or close to help maintain a reasonable flow of cooling air in summer and close tight to hold in heat for the winter. Today, the task of keeping the attic cool would become easier. Ryan had a large screwdriver in his pack, to help him remove the vent cover from the rectangular opening.


    Leaning the lightweight vent frame against the wall when it was free, he and Kam stuck their heads out of the opening. There it was, in plain sight. Freedom!


    The teal colored grass, cropped short by the gazelles that had been held in the half kilometer per side square feeder lot around the house, was only the first step to the real freedom they craved. They wanted to reach the larger electrified outer compound’s fence, where the main herd grazed in safety until the yearlings were separated and brought into the feeder lot.


    On this side of the house, they could see the trees of a forest grove only a kilometer distant, on the outside of the heavy duty electrified fence, as well as the lighter and safer perimeter fence, which surrounded the entire property. Ryan looked to where the gravel drive passed through the “air lock” gate, as his parents called it for some reason. It was a double set of gates, which was also electrified, and it allowed a vehicle to pass through the fence, one gate at a time, and still block any large animal pests or predators from entering to threaten the herd or household.


    There was a reassuring column of brown in the distance, caused by the two trucks as they stirred up dust on the unpaved dirt trail, headed towards Hub City and its slaughterhouse.


    Kam nudged his arm, and made contact with his frill. Raised entirely by humans, he was capable of more than sending simple images and emotions, even if nature had denied rippers the power of human speech. His mental words matched the image he sent of a quivering blue and brown, long eared fur-ball, with frightened eyes. “Will you stand here frozen like a fear struck marsh rabbit, or will we go to the hunt?”


    The amused tone of his thought was only half in jest. His new brother was reluctant to disobey his father, but he had “sworn” to complete a hunt today with Kam.


    Ryan flashed back, in silent irritation. “I made sure the trucks were still moving away. Last month one had something break and they came back after a short time.”


    He lifted the coiled rope from his shoulder, which had two loops already tied in the ends. The small loop he slipped over a bracket that held the bottom of the vent in place against storm winds, thus forming their top anchor point. The larger loop, intended to fit around Kam’s upper shoulders and chest, was slipped over the cat’s head as it stepped lithely through. Ryan cinched it up under the cat’s front legs and chest front, before the cat turned around and stepped up on the four-inch ledge of the opening, balancing easily.


    Ryan slipped on a spare set of his mom’s work gloves, which he took from his pack on the floor, braced himself with his feet against the base of the wall, with the loose rope coil at his feet. Now he was prepared to support the weight of the cat as he lowered him to the ground.


    “Don’t go out too fast,” he warned. “Use your front claws to hold on until I start letting you down.”


    He was easily able to lift the hundred-pound cub with his arms wrapped around him, but the rope was only a half-inch thick. It could slip through his hands if he wasn’t careful. Kam eased his rear quarters over the edge, his front claws extended to grip the wood frame.


    Fingertips of a hand in contact with the ripper’s paw, Ryan sent, “OK. I have you, ease down the side.”


    They had decided to avoid any oral conversation by Ryan or any growls from Kam until well away from the house. Sam had mike pickups inside for conversations, and the AI might hear them through the walls.


    Ryan had a firm grip and it was no problem to lower Kam the twenty feet to the ground. Although he did realize that he should have placed knots in the slender rope for a better grip if there had been slippage. He pulled the rope up when Kam wriggled free, and lowered his pack, where Kam’s jaws and paws worked it out of the loose loop. Then Ryan went down the rope easily, just as he did on the thicker climbing rope in the gym at school. That practice is what had given him this idea. Planning to return in a few hours, he left the rope hanging. Doc wasn’t going outside, even inside the larger fenced compound. The gazelles were skittish of people, but their horns were also dangerous to a person as slow as the old man was.


    They stayed in the “cone” of visual protection from the front and rear video cameras, as they walked straight away from the end of the house. This blind spot was another aspect that had made this route and his plan a good one. He could have aimed either camera farther away from covering this direction while he was out of the house, but if his mom looked at the recordings to check for predators inside the outer fence, she would notice the difference in that coverage.


    He was pleased to have thought up this up on his own, although Kam’s urgings pushed him to put it into action. He made sure he bragged a bit to Kam, as he stroked the frill on the cat’s neck. For once his new best friend didn’t have anything snarky to think back at him.


    Instead, Kam was eagerly sniffing the air, and visually scanning the approaching fence line near the edge of the woods. Ryan had the same ripper genes for detecting the smell of prey, but a human’s much smaller nose reduced the number of receptors, so Kam would be the better tracker.


    They lifted the flexible plastic mesh fabric of the inner feedlot fence and crawled under. It was there only to keep the yearlings in the feedlot and separated from the rest of the herd.


    As they neared the twenty-foot high, electrified wire fence, they knew to stay back from the deadly strands. Even the gazelles knew to do that. Both Ryan, and recently Kam, had seen the mental and video camera images of large animals that had pushed through the next outer harmless wire fence. They had died from mere contact with the deadly heavy fence. Those views had clearly impressed on them both not to come near any strand suspended on their insulators.


    The education on how fatal it was had been beneficial, and Ryan had soon discovered that some of Koban’s smart and smaller predators had learned to dig under the lower strand to gain entry. All of Koban’s animals were brighter than the equivalent species that filled similar niches on other planets, due to the improved mental processing ability of their superconducting neural circuits. They weren’t as bright as humans or rippers, or even wolfbats, but people didn’t call them “dumb” animals here.


    Koban animals were not born with knowledge of electric fences of course, and some learned the hard way to avoid the threat, with their fatal lesson serving as examples for others of the various herds. Those occasional educations were a source of fresh wild meat for settler households, and Sam notified them each time the fence monitor indicated an electrocution had happened. One happened every month or two. Excess meat could be traded, in a barter system for things that other homesteads had in plenty. Waste not, want not was a philosophy that ripper society had impressed upon humans on Koban.


    The reason for the small shovel became clear, when four feet from the fence Ryan removed his pack, untied and unfolded the shovel, and started to dig a trench. Kam’s task was to help move the dark soil back away from the ditch, and to widen the trench behind the boy as he dug closer to the lower strand. He dug deeper the closer to the fence he came. Kobani muscle strength, even of a (nearly) four-year old boy, was greater than for a Normal with clone mod muscles. As he dug closer to the wire, he lay prone and dug two and a half feet below the surface. The wire, running six inches above the ground, provided them a safe separation. At one point, he half folded the shovel blade to lock it in place at 90 degrees to the handle, to rake the dirt to the rear, where Kam pawed it farther back and piled it for replacement when they returned.


    In less than an hour, the soft loamy savanna soil had yielded to their labors, and the trench passed under the fence and four feet to the other side. Ryan was dirtier than he’d expected to be, but he’d be washed and in clean clothes before Doc saw him later this afternoon. Kam was more fastidious, and licking his fur and paws clean as they rested a moment.


    Ryan next used his damaged wire cutters to cut a boy and cub sized hole in the lowest part of the wire outer fence, and they crawled through. He left behind a coil of wire, the cutters, and a pair of pliers that he’d use to patch the opening when they returned. The uncropped grass outside the electric fence was taller, and provided better cover. Kam’s teal fur closely matched the grass anyway, and Ryan was dressed in darker mottled shades of blue and teal. He didn’t blend as well in grass, but he thought it was close enough until they reached the grove of trees.


    Still staying out of sight of the house camera’s Ryan moved to a stand of spear grass at the edge of the tree line. He used his knife and the shovel to chop several of the stalks free at their bases, and trimmed the excess upper fronds to leave him two six-foot long, straight throwing shafts, and one thicker five-foot heavy spear to hold. He chopped down on the thick solid bases with the heavy kitchen knife, as the images Sanjay had given him showed to do. All three soon had sharp pointed tips, and he cut a series of shallow notches with backward slanting slivers, placed several inches from the tips, which would make the spears harder to pull free from an animal when he hit his target.


    He hadn’t brought a means to fire harden the tips with him because this close to home, fire and smoke would likely be detected by Sam and reported to Doc, as well as the other settlements within a twenty mile radius. Brush fires were a common problem out here, so he’d accepted that his spears would need to be sharpened again after each use. He anticipated they were only going to be used once today anyway, in his mind’s plan, to take down his first wild mule deer, antelope, or some other medium sized savanna game.


    From his second floor window, he’d seen them every day of his life it seemed, walking at the edge of the outer fence, appearing to taunt him.


    Kam sniffed the air and lowered his stomach closer to the turf, in a semi stalking posture. He looked at Ryan in an obvious invitation for him to follow the young ripper. Ryan moved up quickly to touch the frill, and knew that the cat had caught the faint scent of multiple animals wafting through the trees from the unseen savanna on the opposite side of the grove of trees.


    Ryan could scent a tang of antelope droppings, but not the musty scent of the animals. Kam also claimed he scented distant rhinolo, which was a prey animal they definitely did not want to let see them. They couldn’t possibly kill one of the huge blue-green beasts. Instead, they would become the hunted in a heartbeat if sighted by a bull. For that matter, a cow or even a year old calf could trample and gore them to death.


    The heavy humpbacked frame of a large bull might stand nearly three meters at the muscled front shoulders, with nearly inch thick hides that resembled creased armor plating. The single long nose horn could reach four feet in length on a bull, with eighteen inch, slightly forward jutting side horns at its base. The thick bony plates of their face and skulls made them nearly bullet proof in a head on charge. At 10,000 to 12,000 Earth pounds, the 1.52 times Earth’s gravity of Koban gave them the impact force of a locomotive with a bad attitude, and yet with surprising agility.


    Koban’s carbon fiber muscles were put to good use on these behemoths, and they could hit a top speed of nearly fifty miles per hour over a short distance. In short, for humans that were lightly armed or not inside an armored tank, or airborne in a shuttle, you didn’t let even an isolated herd member catch sight of you on foot. In a mass charge of the herd, only speed, aerial flight, or a heavy armored vehicle could save you from destruction.


    Fortunately, the southern savanna variety of rhinolo ate only grasses, and not foliage and leaves, so they wouldn’t normally be found in these trees and bushes. The tree canopy wasn’t thick, and the sun beamed through in many places. Kam’s learned skills from older rippers had been passed to Ryan, and they both moved smoothly from shaded area to shaded area, staying out of the sunbeams and crouching lower than the tops of the low brush and shrubbery, growing under the wide topped, thirty-foot high, fern-like dark blue trees.


    The scent of antelope and a type of ungulate that humans called a mule deer, mainly because it had large ears, both grew stronger. They would often forage together in the trees on the leaves of forest underbrush. Those two animals were Ryan and Kam’s hoped for prey. They had gazelle meat to eat all too often to be infatuated with that meat staple of the ranch.


    Kam, much faster than Ryan, would try to flush a young female antelope or mule deer towards an ambush point, where Ryan could try to hit it with his spears in a front shoulder. Once slowed, Kam could overtake it and go for the throat clamp, to asphyxiate one of the 1,000 to 1,100 pound animals (in Earth weight). Ryan was to catch up and use his heavy third short spear, and complete the kill quickly. Use of his jazzer would seem like “cheating” to Ryan, and he wanted to rely only on his spears, and the knife in his belt.


    They intended to target females, not only for the smaller size of a doe in both species, but because antelope and mule deer females lost their smaller horns and antlers this close to their rutting season. Male antelopes never lost their horns, and male mule deer had a rack that lasted into deep winter.


    As they used game trails to slip quietly closer to the far side of the grove of trees, they spotted an isolated cluster of three antelope, two females and an immature buck with a small set of spiral horns. Ryan positioned himself to the side of a wider game trail, where there was a pair of thick tree trunks on each side. He could stand behind one while remaining concealed, and animals following the trail at a run would pass singly through the four-foot gap between the trees.


    Kam would circle wide out onto the savanna to belly crawl close to the three animals, with the intent to spring and chase them towards the trail. Ryan was to try to spear the smaller female as she passed the narrow point in the trail. The horns on the buck had only grown to eighteen inches, but represented more of a risk for the two novice hunters. They were confident, but not stupid and over reaching. At least that’s what their immaturity and inexperience led them to believe.


    Intellectually, the almost four-year old boy and the nine-month old ripper cub were smart enough to recognize their limits, electing to go for the smaller, safer of the prey animals. Physically, they still were outmatched, although their emotions, imaginations, and determination made the hunt entirely plausible, in their minds.


    Kam made the wide arc, staying downwind of the group of antelopes, and moved through the taller teal grass of the savanna. His matching fur and small size allowed him to vanish, even to Ryan’s sharp vision. Ryan’s camouflage clothes were in mottled dark blue and deeper teal shades, blending in better with the darker leaves, shadows, and scattered sunbeams under the trees. The antelope had similar colorations, with darker teal markings shading into dark blue stripes on their sides, and lighter blue and white spots on their upper backs, which resembled stray spots of sun dappling.


    There was no coordinated signal planned, but the roar of Kam’s charge out of the grass, mere yards from the antelope, and their terrified ululations as they instantly leaped away in the opposite direction, sent a message that was impossible for Ryan to miss.


    He could hear two pair of hooves coming directly his way, and one set moving off to the left of those two. His wolfbat hearing told him the lighter pair of hoof beats headed his way was in the lead, although whether it was the smaller doe or the young buck he couldn’t be certain. However, they were following the game trail that appeared to offer the fastest escape route to their terrified minds. Kam was roaring deeply for all he was worth, trying to sound like a full sized ripper.


    Just as the thumping pair of hooves drew close, Ryan stepped directly back away from the tree trunk about ten feet, staying in the sound “shadow” of the approaching two antelopes. This would keep the tree between him and the antelope’s frantic eyes as they sought other threats or movements ahead of them. Cocking his right arm, he gripped his first spear with it oriented straight at the tree, to prevent the prey seeing the end of the shaft protruding out to the side of the shielding tree trunk. He waited, hands sweating with excitement, for a warning that he did know was coming.


    Kam uttered a higher pitch screech, a sound often made as a ripper pounced on its prey, to increase the terror “flavor” they craved when they frilled the animal as it was caught. It was timed to come when the lead animal was about to pass through the gap in the trees.


    Ryan instantly hurled his first spear at a point on the right side of the gap, where he anticipated the left shoulder would be of his yet unseen target when the spear arrived. As expected, the antelope that burst through the gap was hit solidly in its front left shoulder.


    Even as he’d released the throwing spear, Ryan had grasped the shorter and thicker of the two other spears, the one with a blunt cut butt. He stepped onto the trail, placed his right knee on the ground, planted the spear butt in the ground along his left side, and pivoted the sharp tip towards where the chest of the antelope would soon be.


    The lead antelope, it was the smaller female, lunged through the gap in even greater panic than before, her attention fixed on the predator it was certain, from that last screech, was about to land on her back. She was hit high in the shoulder by the thrown spear, and before she could look back to the front, ran into the short spear. The thousand pounds behind the impact easily snapped the shaft, although Ryan, his left leg ready, had already shoved hard to roll to his right as the wounded animal screamed and leaped past him.


    On its heels, the young buck flashed through the gap, and dodged away from Ryan and the still spinning splintered spear shaft.


    Ryan had rolled into a crouch with his second throwing spear pointed at the buck, in case it decided the boy was worth lowering its head and horns, and charged the new threat as it passed. Not to worry. Kam emitted a second screech as he flashed through the gap in the trees, pushing off from one trunk with his hind legs in an airborne teal blur, and the buck darted off the game trail to the right, away from Ryan and the ripper pursuit.


    Kam glanced at Ryan as he passed, and seeing his partner was safe, and two of his spears were now used, he knew their primary prey was wounded. He continued after the doe, which would now be slowing its run and leaving a blood trail. Not even a mature ripper could catch a healthy antelope in full stride if it had as much of a lead as these animals had been given. However, rippers were pride animals, and used ambush tactics when they drove prey to where their pride mates waited. It was Kam’s job now to overtake and down the injured animal, and Ryan was to follow with his spear, to deliver a swift coup de grâce while Kam held the doe by the throat.


    Ryan was on his feet in an instant, dashing after Kam and the warbling bleat of the wounded antelope. Thickening underbrush under the trees and the twisting game trail blocked sight of the prey, and even Kam had pulled ahead and out of sight after a hundred feet. However, the boy could scent the warm blood, and see the faint heat of the arterial drops sprayed on the leaves and ground. He spotted the first spear he’d thrown, where it had pulled loose when the dangling shaft was snagged in shrubbery.


    He snatched it up on the run, and glanced at the bloodied tip. There was hair and a bit of flesh caught in the barbs he’d cut along the sides of the long point. The end of the tip had broken, and the barbs were not large enough to prevent the shaft from pulling out so easily. He analyzed this in an instant as he ran, thinking of how he’d modify his spear tips when he hunted the next time.


    Suddenly, his nose told him his eyes had missed something when he looked at the spear tip. The scent had almost vanished. He turned back and saw where the antelope, without the drag of the long spear shaft in its left shoulder had leaped over a low bush where the trail had bent slightly. It was trying to slow Kam’s pursuit by forcing its own bigger body through the brush, away from the relatively clear game trail.


    Ryan leaped over the three-foot shrub, holding both spears high in his right hand above the foliage, and followed the trail recently broken through the low bushes by the antelope and Kam. He heard a high pitch pouncing scream again from Kam, slightly off to his right front, accompanied by the prey’s own increased squalling. Kam had caught the antelope.


    Ryan angled towards the sounds, and found that the trees were thinning out, and the shrubbery was thinner and lower, probably due to frequent browsing. They had reached one of the meandering edges of the tree grove, and the savanna lay ahead. The antelope was down in tall grass, but struggling in Kam’s grip.


    The hundred-pound cat could only hold the thousand pound animal down because it was exhausted, bleeding, and had a foot of broken spear shaft protruding from its left chest. Claws grasping the shoulder and neck, his jaw locked on the windpipe under the head, Kam was discovering that subduing the larger animal wasn’t as easy as he’d expected. His jaws and fangs, although powerful for his size, were not large enough to close off the windpipe completely. Kam, if he was alone, would find it a waiting game as the prey slowly bled to death, or kicked its way free.


    Ryan rushed through the grass, and just before he reached the pair struggling on the ground, he dropped his dulled spear, raised the unused one high over his head with both hands, and leaped three feet into the air above the kicking hooves. His study of the anatomy of Koban animals, a subject permitted by the house AI, guided his spear’s downward plunge. The slender point, with his full weight and both arm thrusts behind it, pierced the lower chest between the front legs, and passed between a pair of ribs to enter the heart. It was over in seconds. They had their first joint hunting kill.


    They both relaxed to catch their breath, while Kam continued to frill the antelope as its mind faded. The young ripper had been relishing the fear of the terrified animal, “tasting” for the first time what older rippers had conveyed to him. The sensation of a dying animal, and its fear of the predator that had conquered it, was nearly as thrilling to the cats as eating the prey. Nearly.


    Kam didn’t regret the spear thrust that mercifully ended the struggle sooner, but he still liked the pleasure of the power and dominance he’d felt earlier as the wounded animal collapsed beneath his pounce.


    Ryan had sensed some of that terror and pain when his perspiring hands slipped down the shaft to touch the antelope, but he quickly pulled back to avoid sensing the animal’s final dying thoughts and images. Humans had not evolved to crave this particular predator’s reward, which only the rippers and other members of Koban’s cat families wanted to sense.


    Humans were indeed predators, and he certainly intended to eat some of this kill he was proud of making, but he didn’t care to experience the prey’s final pain and fear.


    Rippers believed it was their sensing of the prey’s thoughts, which made them sensitive to never wasting the meat of a kill. They never killed for pleasure, even though they took pleasure in the process.


    Some non-Kobani humans were prone to kill for pleasure, and were often willing to waste meat from a kill, such as the organs that many humans didn’t like very much. Those humans with Mind Tap didn’t kill wantonly, but most avoided sensing the moment of death of what they killed.


    The Kobani philosophy was strange to the rippers, yet it still produced swift merciful kills on hunts, little meat wastage since they collected the organs as gifts, for wild ripper prides, or to share with wolfbat scouts. Seldom did a full Kobani engage in non-food related killing, with the exception of self-defense, or when fighting the merciless Krall. In that special case, the rippers accepted and shared human intolerance of the genocidal and vastly wasteful aliens.


    After a brief respite, Kam tore into the carcass to sample the warm heart, tearing with his jaws and claws around the final spear wound, growing bloody in the task. He distained Ryan’s offer to cut the animal open with his knife. Instead, the boy started the unsavory task of field dressing the large antelope. He’d see this done on a smaller scale, from his secret hiding place in the barn loft at their homestead, when his mother or father dressed out a gazelle for family consumption. However, those were much smaller animals, perhaps less than a quarter the size of this one.


    Later, with Kam’s help to tug at the hide and remove most of it from the carcass, the meat was exposed for sectioning. Ryan had tried to use a vine passed over a tree limb, to lift the carcass by the hind legs, to make the work easier, but the ropey material wasn’t strong enough. They also didn’t have the combined mass to pull the weight off the ground anyway. Ryan trimmed the hide into large pieces, and wrapped it around some of the deboned meat. Some had bones still in the large pieces that he’d clumsily sectioned. When finished cutting away all they could hope to take with them, they scattered pieces into the pack of eight wild Jenkins “dogs,” which had followed their ears and noses to the sounds and smell of the kill.


    The skinny dog-sized, normally cowardly animals, named after the first unfortunate man a large pack had turned into prey, kept well clear of the ripper cub. After a few swats from a spear shaft, and a painful jab of the point into a butt, they also stayed well back from the boy. There were dozens of feathered reptile scavenger “birds” circling overhead, awaiting their turn at any remains. Nothing would be left to rot, although for the two hunters, any meat not taken home to their “den” was felt as their loss.


    Ryan cut some straight saplings as poles, and wove branches and used more of the vines to make a travois. They loaded it with the meat, and he and Kam planned to drag it back to the compound fence. There they would pass the hide wrapped meat packets, one at a time, under and though the fences.


    It proved to be much harder than they expected, because they found they couldn’t use the narrow twisting game trails as Ryan had hoped. The weight of so much meat was too great for the materials they had available to make the travois if they took that rugged route. They had selected too large an animal to hunt, not really thinking about how much it would still weigh after dressed out. The smaller gazelles were all Ryan had to go by for experience. Both hunters filed the lessons away today for future hunts.


    Forced to leave more meat behind than expected, they felt a sense of shame at the loss, but knew some rather scrawny Jenkins dogs could use the bounty that was seldom left behind by larger predators. They had to take a circuitous route around the grove at the tree line edges, where it was more open, and easer to drag the heavy load. Nevertheless, the travois needed frequent repairs as vines and support limbs worked loose. Kam found that his jaw was a poor substitute for human hands, for holding and pulling a pole.


    At one resting point, scraping dried blood and dirt from his thumbnail watch, Ryan saw they had already taken an hour and a half longer than the maximum time he had expected to be gone. They still had to get their booty back and passed under the fence, lifted into the attic, clean up, and then store the meat in the large underground family freezer. There it would stay frozen, stacked under other meat they often received in trade, being saved for winter consumption when whiteraptors made hunting risky. Doing this, without Doc Trent hearing what they were up to, as they ferried the meat down to the basement would be tricky, but the basement door was in the garage.


    Kam had little personal concept of the detailed measure of time, other than morning, mid-day, evening, and night. However, the ripper cub knew it was getting late in the afternoon, and they had at least another hour of dragging the travois around the edge of the grove of trees. Lack of an advance scout trip through the woods was revealing serious holes in the little boy’s previously “perfect” plan. Kam shared this tidbit with the boy, with the expected sour reply.


    As they rounded the grove and caught first sight of the compound fencing, they gradually moved deeper into the trees before the house was in view, to stay hidden from the cameras. When they had worked their way to the trail they had followed when they entered the grove, they walked along that towards where the house would be.


    Soon the garage wall came into view through the thinning trees, and Ryan made certain they stayed in line with the side of the house, thus out of sight of surveillance cameras. It wouldn’t do to get careless now, after so much effort. He looked at the barn behind the house wistfully. He wished it were reachable without being seen by the AI. He even considered going into the house and shutting off the rear cameras so they could get there. Like that wouldn’t be reported by Sam.


    They could have left the meat in the barn overnight, safe from small scavengers, without all the lifting work they had ahead. The rope still hung from the vent opening, and the piled dark dirt from the trench was visible at the electric fence.


    Tired or not, starved for more food or not, the two tired but intrepid hunters trudged out of the woods towards the outer fence, their first obstacle to pass. Ryan and Kam left the travois on the ground there and tediously relayed the bound meat packages past the three fences up to the garage wall, where they were stacked. There was probably four hundred pounds of meat and bones.


    Retracing the route they had taken to the outer fence, Ryan started to dismantle and hide the travois pieces in the trees. Next, he would replace the semicircle wire section he’d cut from the outer fence, fill in and smooth the dirt over the trench, and heft the meat (and Kam) up into the attic by rope. He should have borrowed the hand-cranked winch in the garage for winding up the rope, and not have to use his arms. He sighed.


    Ryan checked his watch again as he paused to rest under the shade of a tree, drank the last of the water, which he shared with Kam. He made an estimate, and touched Kam’s frill. “It will be an hour before the sun sets when we get back into the attic. I’m starved, but we have to clean up before we go downstairs.”


    Kam was also tired, but he had more energy than did Ryan. He’d consumed his fill of ten pounds of raw meat hours earlier, when Ryan had cut up the carcass and made the meat packages.


    He frilled his satisfaction, and made an observation. “I thought rhinolo cubes were good when I first ate them, but antelope we killed ourselves tastes so much better. You only ate cooked gazelle meat you brought from home today. You should try fresh warm antelope, with the blood. You wouldn’t be so hungry now.”


    Ryan shot back, with a hint of revulsion emoted, “I’ll eat two juicy cooked antelope burgers tonight. I’ll even make one for Doc Trent. He’ll think it came from our home stock of fresh ground gazelle meat. That will be a perfect end to a perfect day of hunting.”


    A loud sounding snort behind them suddenly dissuaded him of that childish fantasy.


    


    ****


    


    The sound originated from a faded and scarred blue-green wall of flesh, standing next to the outer fence of the compound. A huge rhinolo bull was sniffing the ground where the two young hunters had crawled under the outer fence.


    Wandering forlornly at the edge of the trees, avoiding being seen by his former herd, it had unexpectedly detected the scent of a ripper and a human. Two creatures it was less than tolerant of on any day, but particularly now, after the defeated old bull was forced to yield to a younger and stronger competitor. He’d lost control of the females he’d protected and bred with for many years, reigning all those seasons as the dominant male of his herd.


    He’d lost a battle and his herd leadership position yesterday, and was now a battered and rogue castoff without a harem. In short, he was pissed off and looking for some measure of revenge on the universe. His huge head swiveled right to look at the odd, unnatural looking formation of the building. The experienced bull recognized the territory he’d been passing belonged to the small two legged creatures it hated and sometimes killed members of his herd. As usual, it was protected by death vines. Scenting the ground again, he swung his head left to look into the woods.


    Unlike the partial namesake of the extinct rhinoceros of Earth, which humans had bestowed on these savanna animals, this grazer had excellent distance vision. He suddenly saw an opportunity for a small measure of redemption. He loudly snorted his pleasure, and prepared to charge.


    It was good to feel like a dominate bull again.


    The two inexperienced young hunters had been resting with their backs turned to the house, facing away from a hot white sun low on the horizon and in their eyes; they were looking into the slowly darkening woods, where they had experience the greatest adventure of their short lives. Thus far.


    They were upwind of the bull and hadn’t scented his approach, and the huge padded feet of a rhinolo were quiet on the loamy soil, unless thundering when moving their massive bodies at high speed. Achieving that speed was something the bull initiated now, and with a bellow it turned and charged at the two despised interlopers in its world, the horn with a broken tip lowered for the attack. He would pound their remains into the soil, after first goring and repeatedly tossing their lifeless and broken bodies into the air.


    The instant Ryan and Kam heard the snort and looked around, the boy’s hand made contact with the cat’s frill. They exchanged a rapid series of thoughts, ideas, and images, to arrive at a course of action in seconds. This was a mental exchange only possible between members of the Koban cat families, and now the Kobani.


    “Good luck!” Was the simultaneous and spontaneous shared thought before they separated contact, as they stood up to face the five and a half Earth-tons of blue death charging their way, a bit over eight and a third tons of Koban fury.


    The small boy and young cub nervously waited for the beast to pick up speed, to get close enough for them try something suicidal. Not that they had an alternative.


    When the lumbering juggernaut was thirty feet way, perhaps up to thirty-five miles per hour by then and building speed, the boy moved. He used hands and feet to scramble up the eighteen-inch diameter tree trunk, against which he’d previously been resting. He climbed only half way to the top, to an elevation just slightly above the nearly three-meter height of the front shoulder hump of the rhinolo. Kam had simultaneously reversed his body to face directly away from the beast, but stood his ground, looking over his right shoulder.


    The sharp eyes of the rhinolo saw what both of them were doing, and when they didn’t split up, and run in opposite directions, he knew he had them both! The tree was a soft wood fern tree and its trunk would snap like a wet twig when he plowed into it, knocking the little biped to the ground where it could be reached. The young ripper, all alone without a pride to support him couldn’t harm the bull, and he wouldn’t have the speed or stamina to outrun the bull’s charges very long. All the little cat had was agility, and that wouldn’t save him indefinitely.


    When the bull was within a couple of feet of the tree, the cat made a sudden leap to his right. The rhinolo’s deep-set eyes were recessed within a boney ridge and socket, nature’s protection from the horns of other bulls when in a dominance duel. He didn’t have any visual coverage of what was above him when his head and horn was lowered, as it was now. He could see the cat, but not the human. However, where could the pathetic, pink little tree-climbing biped go? They couldn’t fly.


    The horn, an inch broken from the slender tip in his last duel with that younger bull, was still sharp enough to shatter its way through the soft wood of the tree trunk near its base. As the horn penetrated, he jerked his head up in a powerful pull of thick neck muscles, which snapped the trunk and lifted it into the air. Raising his head, as he simultaneously turned towards the right after the cat, he would see which way the biped fell when it was dislodged from its precarious perch. Raising his head that high necessarily caused him to lose sight briefly of the ground, and young ripper he was pursuing.


    The sight of the upper tree, lifted and pushed aside by the massive head and left shoulder of the rhinolo, didn’t reveal a falling biped shaken from its perch. Instead, the bull experienced a blurring of vision in his left eye, and sensed numbness on that side of his head and neck.


    He also felt the tree branches fall onto his upper back and slide down, when his shoulder shoved the broken trunk aside. He leaned back and lowered his rear haunches to slow and turn to the right, kicking up masses of leafy litter and soil as he leaned back on his rear haunches to slow his charge, and made a nimble turn to his right, going after the ripper. He put his head down again to look for the cat, and had good vision on his right side. However, the young ripper wasn’t anywhere to be seen.


    Where was that stupid agile cat?


    That smart and agile cat had waited until the rhinolo had reared his head to toss the tree, and in a swift reverse move, as soon Kam could no longer see the bull’s eyes in their sockets, changed direction to the bull’s right. He narrowly crossed back in front of the onrushing beast, passing below its muzzle and the still rising tree, now operating below the rhinolo’s inescapable tunnel vision.


    This trick was a hunting technique Kam had learned from frilling with experienced rippers. How to dodge a rhinolo charge after they thrust up with their horn and missed you. What Kam lacked was the massive fangs and bite-force of an adult ripper, repeatedly attacking a front leg when passing so close under their raised heads. Enough such passes, by multiple rippers, and the stresses placed on the injured limbs would tire a big animal until it stumbled.


    Kam wasn’t trying to do that at all. He was simply distracting the beast, using his superior agility to give the slower Ryan a head start towards safety. The facial numbness and vision reduction, along with the supposed “tree” branches on the rhinolo’s back was Ryan’s doing.


    It had happened when the boy leaped off the tree trunk directly towards the bull’s hump, when the bull lowered his head to ram the tree and couldn’t see the boy. Snatching his jazzer from his holster, he aimed at the left side of the animal’s face as he passed ten feet above. That was to numb the left side facial and neck muscles and try to impair the vision in the left eye, if the eyelid sagged closed. This was so Kam would have a blind side to run to when he changed directions. Ryan slid down the sloping long back and hit the ground running.


    His dad had explained that the dense muscle mass, heavy bones, and thick hides of a rhinolo made them nearly immune to the effects of a jazzer. Unless you were extremely close. Nearly in physical contact, in fact. A tactic was considered fatal for a jazzer user.


    Before the rhinolo could complete its turn to the right, where it would see the slower running boy with its perfectly good right eye, Kam produced his best pouncing scream. Which, considering the ridiculous size disparity between him and the bull, why should that concern a full-grown rhinolo?


    However, the sound came from its oddly tingling blinded left side, so he defensively whirled back to face towards the deeper woods, seeking the close origin of that scream with his good eye. Kam, having done all he could to confuse and delay the beast, had already started his own considerably faster dash after Ryan. He flashed past the old bull on its blind left side as it spun back to face in the wrong direction.


    They had a hundred feet to cover to reach the ten-foot outer fence, which was too tall for them to jump, and the fine mesh wasn’t suited for climbing. They had to slow down to get through the ground level shoulder-sized hole Ryan had cut. Then race to the trench under the electric fence, another ten feet away.


    Kam overtook Ryan when they were still thirty feet from the outer fence, but he slowed to look back at the sound of bellowing and thumping feet. The rhinolo had recognized the deception, and had spotted its fleeing tormentors. Its building speed was already impressive. The boy, also glancing back, frilled Kam to get through the hole first, so he wouldn’t slow them both down.


    Reluctantly, Kam leaped ahead and nearly dove through the opening in the wire, scratching his side in the process. Ryan dove, and slid face first to reach the opening and pulled at the sides to get through. He’d deliberately made the opening small and snug, to keep it from being noticed after the missing section was wired back in place. Now it snagged on his shirt. Kam bit onto the back of his shirt collar to help tug him through, tearing a caught sleeve on the wire.


    Scrambling to his feet, Ryan started for the trench, and a glance backwards nearly made him wet his pants. The bull, up to at least forty miles per hour, and pushing his legs for more, was almost on them. This time the frill from Kam insisted that Ryan hit the trench first, and the mental image was that he’d be right behind him.


    Even as the boy dove headfirst again, at the open trench almost at the bottom wire, he heard the snort of triumph as the raging beast smashed through and crushed down the outer fence, obviously no more than ten feet behind them now. Kobani reflexes and adrenaline, combined to allow Ryan to draw his jazzer with his right hand, and pull the hunting knife from his belt with his left while still in the air. He twisted to land on his back, dead center of the trench, and mere inches below the deadly wire. As he landed on his back, he kicked with his feet to shove himself farther under the main fence to make room for Kam, aiming his jazzer at the bull’s other eye. He knew they couldn’t escape now, but he wasn’t quitting. An impact as Kam landed on his legs spoiled his aim at the bull’s head, but he pulled the trigger on the jazzer anyway. The deadly horn passed inches above them, and only the trench had placed them below its thrust.


    The sky was blotted out as the huge body loomed over them, and Ryan expected to be trampled and crushed into mush. He screamed.


    There suddenly was an actinic blue-white flash, and something jolted through the ground into Ryan’s entire body, causing him to arch his back in a spasm. Just before the world blacked out, he heard a tearing sound and an immense thud, and he felt pressure shoving him down and backwards.


    


    ****


    


    Something wet and raspy feeling was repeatedly moving over his face. Ryan blinked and shoved at whatever it was.


    “Wake up! We need to get inside, and I can’t do it alone.” The words cane with an emotional mixture of relief, anxiety, and annoyance.


    “Kam? What happened?” He asked this aloud.


    Kam put a dirty paw on his mouth. “Mind Tap, slow thinker. Sam and Doc Trent must have heard the crash, and they’ll be alert for any sounds now. The rhinolo is dead, and so is the electric fence I think. I’m not about to touch either one to find out for sure.”


    Ryan looked up and didn’t see the main fence rising above him in the trench. To his left he saw what had to be the dusty and smelly blue rump of the rhinolo. It had defecated, making several big dung plops as it spasmed and died, probably a result of muscle contractions as it was electrocuted. He noticed he had stinging scrapes on his face, and one arm, where the rough hide had slid over him.


    Touching Kam’s frill, he said, “It fell on us and slid past the trench as it knocked down the fence.”


    “My scraped back fur is proof of that.” Kam retorted. “Did you go to sleep? You yelled and I felt your mind go quiet when the bull slid away. I jumped up to run but you didn’t move. I thought you were dead at first.”


    Ryan thought a few milliseconds. “The electric fence did that, through the feet of the rhinolo into the ground. Dad told us never to touch a dead animal that was touching the fence wire, because some of the electricity might still be passing though it into the ground. He said we could also be shocked or killed if we touched or stood close to the dead animal.”


    “I felt something, but it didn’t feel as strong as your mind shows it was for you. It hurt you more than me. Why did it do that?”


    Ryan shrugged, “Because you were on my legs and pants, and not pressed on the damp dirt like me? I don't know. We can think about this later. We need to get inside the house fast.”


    As he stood, he saw the heavy fence was partly under the dead rhinolo, and some wires were draped over its head. The strands were spread wide enough apart on the ground they could step between them to reach the house, even if they were still sending electricity. Ryan doubted they were “hot,” but saw no reason to test the notion.


    Thinking at speed, now that his mind was clearing, he looked at the outer fence where the bull had ripped its way through. Spotting the wire cutters, pliers, and repair wire where they’d been left on the ground, he dashed over to put them in his pockets. Then they carefully made their way past the mountain of flesh, avoiding the wires on the ground, and ran to the wall of the house.


    Tired beyond words, Ryan slipped the loop of the rope around Kam, who stayed on the ground while the boy climbed into the attic. Then, with Kam using his claws to help, the boy pulled the hundred pounds of cub up to where he could get a claw grip and climb inside.


    Looking down at the meat and his backpack they had left behind, he knew he had to go back down to send that up, or the evidence of their expedition would be revealed. Without those clues, all anyone would know is that a rhinolo charged into the electric fence and died.


    This time, Ryan tied knots in the rope for better handholds, and help Kam get a firm grip with his teeth to help lift. Climbing down, the boy looped the rope snuggly around each pack of meat, for Kam to walk backwards through the attic and pull through the vent hole. Eventually, the equally tired cub helped the exhausted boy make the final trip up that ever-higher seeming wall.


    Making a decision, as he replaced the vent in the open hole, Ryan Tapped, “The meat will keep up here overnight, and we have time before mom drives home tomorrow afternoon, to sneak it into the basement freezer. Let’s clean up and go down to see Doc.”


    By the time the sun was well below the horizon, they were clean, went downstairs and he casually waved to Doc as they passed the family room. He was still watching the Tri-Vid, while Ingrid snored in her bedding within the large playpen. They made two satisfying large snacks, and told Doc they were going to bed early.


    He waved with his left hand, smiled in a lopsided manner that looked somehow secretive, and turned back to the hologram show he was watching on Tri-Vid.


    Despite his usually fast Kobani thought processes, Ryan was getting into his bed before he replayed in his mind that wave, and the odd smile from Doc. He considered the crooked smile was part of the man’s brain damage. Naturally, he’d not said anything to Ryan about the electric fence being down, since he couldn’t speak. The message from Sam, displayed on the bottom of the Tri-Vid, conveyed that information, as a visual alert from the house AI. There would have been an audible warning as well.


    Loss of power to the fence wasn’t unusual, nor a high short-term risk. It happened every few months when some animal, sometimes an antelope, a yak last winter, Jenkins dogs or wild gazelles, and even a moosetodon made it past the outer fence. They could cause a short circuit if they died and failed to fall clear of the wires, as had the rhinolo.


    Constant protection was not as vital now that the smartest predators, the wild rippers and other savanna cats, were no longer a threat to people. Most other savanna animals, with experience and observation, were smart enough to stay away from the deadly “not-live vines” that killed. Even their gazelles, not terribly bright themselves, rarely made that mistake. They couldn’t tell if the wires were hot or not, so never touched them.


    In the morning, with his alarm set to get him up at seven, Ryan was confounded to find Doc already in the kitchen making Ingrid cereal, and for the first time in Ryan’s experience, was pecking at the rarely used keyboard for the kitchen computer link to Sam. Most people spoke to their AIs.


    “Hi Doc. I didn’t know you could talk to the computer.”


    The old man smiled and nodded, and finished his entry to the AI. Then, awkwardly using his left hand, he printed something on a notepad he had fished from a pocket, along with a stylus he carried.


    Writing was another thing Ryan had not known Doc could do. In fact, it was almost a lost art today, with typing available but seldom used, because voice worked with even a simple AI. It was a short note, but tedious for the hyperactive Kobani youngster to wait for him to finish. The old man grinned as he passed the sheet to the boy when he was finally done.


    It read, “I can’t speak words Ryan, but writing left handed is possible for me, only it’s clumsy and slow for a natural right-hander. I just asked Sam to play the video of the fence rupture. He says the fence is completely down on the side by the garage.” There was that lopsided smile. Even more cryptic up close.


    “Huh. By the garage he said?” He made the question sound nonchalant. He felt more confident than ever after all he and Kam had made it through yesterday. They had been meticulous to stay well out of coverage of the front and rear cameras.


    He gave Doc the unfortunate news. “The front and rear cameras don’t cover the small sections of fence at each end of the house. Those are blind spots. Mom and dad already know about that. We won’t see anything from those recordings. Want me and Kam to go out back in the enclosure to take pictures with a portable video camera?” He assumed the handicapped old man wouldn’t risk going outside himself with the electric fence off-line, even with a ripper cub and a four-year old Kobani child as his protection.


    The second note was just as long in being composed.


    He’d written, “No need, your mom told me she will be home before noon today.” Lopsided grin again.


    Faking a look of wonder for his audience of one, Ryan said, “I’ll bet it was something big if it actually tore down the fence. I’d like to go in the backyard to play and take a look, if it’s OK.”


    The next note put an entirely different expression on Ryan’s young face.


    It read, “Guess not, lad. This morning I finished running a network connection that your dad left undone until he returned home. It puts the barn on Sam’s network. The recorders for the new cameras he installed are out there.” The lopsided smile was much wider, and he winked.


    “She told me you and Kam are cleaning up your own dead rhinolo. You’re both apparently grounded forever.”


    


    


    

  


  
    

    The Smuggler and the Crime Lord


    


    The spotter, tipped off by his bribed contact in the Brisbane Space Port Authority, watched as the old, dark gray and midsized freighter, deftly and quietly settled on the cargo area’s tarmac, obviously using a Normal Space Drive. Obvious was an understatement, because most of the decrepit freighters that slunk into Brisbane used cheaper thruster technology. They landed with a roar of thruster flames.


    That this old model ship had a modern tachyon powered drive, which could provide dependable gravitational and inertial control this deep in a gravity well, was further evidence that this was the freighter Gunther was on a retainer to spot. His contact told him the ship had transmitted a computer identification sequence that said it was an independent freighter, registered out of Kreiger’s Hope and named the Sparrow, with Fred Smith as its Captain.


    Gunther’s crime lord employer believed this freighter visitor to New Australia, making its fourth landing here at the Port of Brisbane, was actually a smuggler’s ship named the Falcon, with an unknown new Captain that claimed to be the owner. That particular ship had once smuggled many kinds of profitable contraband between the planets of Bollovstic, Poldark, Gribble’s Nook, and Khartoum’s Destiny. It had upgraded its Tachyon Traps and had a new Jump drive that accessed the third level of Tachyon Space, making its Normal Space drives uncatchable by any planet’s budget strapped law enforcement craft once it lifted, and faster in Jump to the stars than all but the newest military ships, who didn’t normally exercise jurisdiction in civil matters.


    That was all before the Krall’s first two planetary invasions, of course. Disorganized Bollovstic had fallen to the murderous aliens in less than eighteen months. Poldark was in its third year of fighting a methodical and measured Krall invasion, which everyone knew would slowly lead to their defeat, even with all the help the Planetary Union could possibly provide their armies. Gribble’s Nook had simply been abandoned by the mining interests that owned the lightly populated planet, after it suffered the first heavy Krall raid, leaving its wealth to the aliens, who proved uninterested in using the resources of the valuable mineral rich world. They didn’t want territory, the Krall only wanted to fight.


    Khartoum’s Destiny, the remaining planet of that smuggler’s web, and the most lawless, was a pesthole Rim world ran by dozens of self-styled Sheiks, who all longed to return to the Islamic republic it had been when it was first settled. That was long before women gained ruling control of all human worlds and formed a central government. The men of Khartoum believed Shaytan had inspired infidel women scientist, who worked with jinni, to produce the virus of the Gene War, which had killed nearly all the men in Human Space, leaving women in charge everywhere.


    Over three centuries, the self-declared Sheiks had eventually reasserted themselves as powerful and ruthless rulers of each of their territories on Khartoum. They maintained their control and Rim world status by refusing to join the Planetary Union as a New Colony. However, without a military, they were forced to pay lip service to the rules of conduct that the populous female dominated HUB worlds of the Planetary Union imposed. The PU could take them over if provoked far enough. Khartoum now was using the PU’s distraction with the Krall, to expand their interstellar smuggling and power base.


    Gunther’s boss, Mitch “The Switch” Carmody, sought to increase his own smuggling empire, located as it was here on a side of Human Space far from the Krall war. Establishing smuggling ties with Khartoum, located on the same side of the Rim of human settled worlds, was one way to get ahead of his local crime competitors, if he could link up with that wider and long established smuggling network.


    The Falcon, calling itself the Sparrow when it came here, was obviously still up to some sort of nefarious business, despite having lost access to most of its previous illegal markets. Otherwise, why use the added layer of subterfuge and expense of buying a phony registration code? Whatever the Falcon’s owner/operator was doing here, he was doing it under Carmody’s nose, in his own territory. There was no way that insult and intrusion into the local crime lord’s business could go unchallenged. However, killing the man and his crew, then taking the ship, might not be the most profitable thing for Carmody to do. Satisfying, yes, but money came first.


    The spaceport was within Carmody’s criminal territory, as was all of Brisbane in fact, the second largest city on New Australia. This ship’s owner, if he was the Fred Smith declared to be the ship’s captain, might be a way to achieve an introduction to one or more of Khartoum’s Sheiks, or their representatives. The Sheiks were not noted for their welcoming attitude to many past underworld figures that were not of their same faith. As numerous beheaded offenders could attest. Had they been able to speak, of course.


    Carmody had some expendable people he could willingly send to talk, and offer Khartoum cooperative arrangements for mutual profit. However, getting off on the wrong foot (or head in their case), would sour any future relations.


    Yet, somehow, the operators of the Falcon had managed to establish what was rumored to be a very profitable arrangement with those touchy Sheiks. Carmody wanted that introduction, or to use the Falcon’s owner as his intermediary. He’d make Captain “Smith” an offer he had better accept.


    When that weasel Gunther called his lieutenant, Carl, to say the freighter he was watching for had landed, Carmody ordered the greasy little worm to shadow the blonde haired young captain and tell them where he was going.


    Carl relayed the instructions, but when he cut the call to their toady, he asked his boss a question. “Mitch, that runt might lose him. Don’t you want someone more competent on his guy’s tail? He might have some of his crew along with him when he leaves the ship. If they are up to something shady, they’ll be watchful. More eyes might spot Gunther. He blends in OK around the port, and near the bars and whorehouses. If the man you want heads into town, Gunther will stand out in a crowd of clean cut citizens.”


    “This Smith, when he was here before, almost always stayed around the port area, went into many of the bars, some of them ours. He apparently met his contacts there, and picked up some of the classier looking women. Never had anything to do with our contract whores, male or female.


    “I wasn’t on the watch for him on his first two trips, but he arranged the purchase of several dozen high tech space planes, and tons of basic consumer products. That took some serious money, and he paid cash. Or rather had gold, platinum, and gemstones that he converted to cash. Hell, I made money from the ridiculous exchange rate charged at our bank, which is what brought him to my attention. Brody, the bank president, said he’d made similar transactions on two previous trips, but none as large as that one. He didn’t bat an eye at the five percent surcharge on top of the PU standard fee for the exchange. Money wasn’t a concern.


    “After that, I had my AI search the old surveillance footage of the street cameras, from inside the bank, and in our bars and clubs he visited. I wanted to know what he bought, who he bought it from, and how it was delivered, since it wasn’t through me.”


    Carl asked, “We having any of our competitors get involved on your territory?” He wondered why the boss hadn’t sent him and some of the men out to “correct” the situation. This was news to him.


    “That’s the odd part. It all stayed under my radar, because he didn’t buy anything illegal. The space planes are hard to come by, but are sold to any planetary government that can afford them, and want more raid protection if the Krall send a clanship of novices to call on ‘em. The consumer goods were made here, and delivered directly to his ship. None of it was expensive, or specialty items. It’s low profit crap, like household electronics, smart plastic reconfigurable furniture, electric scooters and cycles for off road use. The sort of low cost stuff sold to Rim worlds as their population increases. I got the usual under the table export fees from the companies that make the stuff. We got the standard protection bribes to our drivers in our trucks, to not steal any of the cheap useless shit we couldn’t give away.”


    Part of it didn’t make sense to Carl, or the lack of agitation on the part of his normally volatile boss. “Mitch, some of those space planes passing through here could have sort of fallen off the trucks, so to speak. They must be worth millions of Hub credits each.”


    Carmody shrugged and grimaced. “They were shipped directly from the factory on some Hub world to the customer. I didn’t bother to check out the production process, since that all took place where we can’t get a cut. However, I wanted to know where they went. I paid a small bribe to a freighter captain that made a delivery, only to discover he’d have told me for nothing.


    “The delivery location proved to be in an uninhabited system, and the sealed cargo containers and spare parts were left in high orbit around a barren rocky planet. The customer had left a radio beacon and a message, which asked them to unload and leave if they wanted to collect the safe delivery bonus, left in escrow with the manufacturer.” He admired the secrecy and the tactic. It wouldn’t have worked as well if Carmody had been involved with the shipment.


    “The Captain of the Falcon slash Sparrow’s only contacts for the space planes met him here one time, showed him some data and specifications, discussed some required structural and equipment modifications, and arranged payment in advance and delivery. I learned this from the servers, bartenders, and hotel staff that saw them talking in a conference room of the Rialto Hotel. I also had one of our people steal the video and audio of that day. The meeting didn’t draw attention because it was done openly and legally. Same for the crap from here that he bought.”


    “Then why do you think he’s still involved with smuggling?”


    Snapping in frustration, Carmody said, “Because he uses a phony ship registration to visit here, and names like Fred Smith, dumb ass. He sent a few billion credits worth of space planes to an empty solar system, and when he leaves here, that ship of his seems to vanish. I pay enough to the sorry assed customs pukes here to get copies of what goes in and out of here, and on other Rim worlds, to discover what’s worth stealing, and when and where to steal it. I bribe a woman in the Port Authority for departure and arrival databases throughout most of Human Space. No freighter of this exact description or name shows up with the same cargo that it leaves here with, not at any port I can find. It does sometimes come and go at Poldark, where it was based before the invasion, and is still registered there as the Falcon. However, with the military security in charge, I can’t find out what he’s really doing there. For damn sure, Poldark doesn’t need cheap household goods from here.”


    Delicately, so as not to trigger his boss’s quick temper, Carl expressed his curiosity. “Mitch, if Smith doesn’t smuggle through our port, or buy anything worth stealing from here, why do you care?”


    A hand slap to the table sounded like a gun crack. “Because I know that sneaky bastard’s up to something, because that ship owner once had smuggler dealings with Khartoum, and I want to use him to get the same deal with those towelhead Sheiks. If we can expand our off world markets through their networks, I can force the other mobs on New Australia to go through me to get to those new markets. If I can find out what we have that the Sheiks want, whether it’s young blonde girls, or little boys, I don’t give a shit. I’ll sell ‘em what they want. Then buy and resell what they have that anyone else wants. It’s good business.”


    Carl nodded. “I hope he goes where Gunther can follow.”


    “I think he will. At least on his three prior trips here, per the Tri-Vid my AI pulled of him. Smith’s frequent stop is one of my bars, the Mechanics Lounge, right next to the port maintenance hangers. Seems the good captain claims he worked his way up from a ship’s engineering job before he got his own command. He chugs beers and booze with any ship engineers or drive rats he finds, buying drinks, and sharing outlandish stories. Later, when he leaves them happy and drunk, he usually heads to Club Roo. He has numerous drinks playing poker at a table with one of the several attractive poker dealers in the casino. When she gets off work, he takes her to bed. They don’t ever seem to turn him down.”


    “How does an old former engineer hold all that booze, and then get in bed with one of those dealers? The Roo is a classy joint and those dealers are young and beautiful. I wish you owned that place.” He stopped suddenly, feeling stupid. Carmody had tried to buy the place multiple times, but the wealthy Lady that owned the hotel and casino refused to sell it to a criminal organization.


    Luckily, the comment didn’t piss his boss off. “Smith won’t make a date tonight, nor win like he usually does at poker. Not if he hits the Mechanics Lounge, or the Flea Bag bar and grill I own on the same street. He likes the plain simple foods around spaceports. But he isn’t as old as you seem to think.”


    He reached over to press a button to activate a voice link to his AI. He didn’t like it listening to his conversations, even if it belonged to him. The government could extract incriminating evidence, even if he did a full erase. “Hey, play that video of Smith entering the Mechanics Lounge the first time.” He then switched the Link off, and turned to a wall screen. Carl swung around to see what his boss needed him to see.


    On the scene from the interior door camera, he watched one person leave, and a young man paused to hold open the door for an older woman to enter ahead of him. They were not together, as it happened, and the woman went to a table to join some friends. The slightly built young man walked to the bar. Or rather, it appeared more as if he glided across the room, weaving smoothly around the tables with occupants, as if he had practiced the moves repeatedly. The flat-topped, rakishly tilted black officer’s cap, with a gold filigree design on the bill concealed his upper face. It looked as if his hair on the sides was blond. He then slipped his hat off as he approached the bar, revealing more medium length blond hair, and the view angle suddenly shifted to show his face through the two-way mirror behind the bar.


    Carl was startled. The young man looked to be in his early to middle twenties. Carl was just out of his late twenties himself. The boyish good looks told him why the female poker dealers found him so appealing. He had intense blue eyes, wavy blond hair, and wore a sincere looking smile that revealed perfect white teeth. He appeared to know their bartender, and called him by name. He was revealed to have a clear resonate deep voice.


    “Hello again, Mister Gibson. How are you this cool evening?” It was approaching dusk, and a hot summer day was just ending. Cool had to be from this man’s perspective, because that season was always hot and humid. The new arrival, having walked over a mile from the customs office, showed no sign of perspiration.


    “Mitch, he looks too young to be a captain of a ship, and you say he worked his way up from an engineer’s rating? How do you know he isn’t lying about his experience? His youth, even with better than average genes, is pretty obvious.” In the current human era, with life spans of up to one hundred thirty or forty years, and delayed ageing, skin condition and a lack of wrinkles still were reliable cues to identifying youth.


    The bartender was the kind Carmody usually hired. Large and burly. Cordial seeming, but capable of becoming mean in a hurry, if that was called for by his boss. Smith appeared to be several inches shorter than Gibson was, making him probably about six feet tall, and of medium build.


    Switching the screen off, Carmody said, “Take six good men with you, and head for the port area. When Gunther calls, or I do, to tell you where Smith went, get inside the bar with him, and casually spread our people out around the room if it’s one of my places. He has plenty of them to choose from down there. If he’s not in one of our bars, then we can take him outside some place, but I don’t always have wipe ability on every video that may see you. He drinks like a fish, never sounds or moves as if he’s intoxicated, and walks like a damned dancer. He’s done some pretty athletic or coordinated things, so don’t underestimate him. I want him healthy, relatively unharmed, and cooperative.”


    “Athletic like how?” Carl liked to size up an opponent, no matter how outmatched they seemed compared to the well-trained former Ranger, and Army deserter.


    “Reviewing recordings, I watched him catch a drink knocked off a table by someone else as he passed through the room. He bent over in a quick movement, his hand moving extremely fast. He not only caught the overturned glass before it could hit the floor, but turned back upright and swooped his hand back up to scoop the spilling liquid and the swizzle stick. He hardly lost a drop, and sat it down on the table before he casually moved on. You’d have to see it to appreciate how fast and well performed it looked. There were other examples, such as how dexterous he can handle poker chips and cards. People I’ve seen like that have a high degree of muscle control and coordination.”


    Carl often dismissed other people’s assessment of how tough someone they watched move would be in a fight. He didn’t often do that with Carmody’s opinion. The man had hired Carl after only a brief exposure to the ex-Ranger. He’d identified a physically capable individual quickly, even before he interviewed him for a job as an enforcer, and learned of his background. Nevertheless, he would have six big muscled men with him to confront Smith. Or whatever the young man’s name really was.


    By sending so many men, Carl didn’t think his boss was concerned for an instant about any of his men’s health, or safety. He simply didn’t want the man he hoped to use for his own purpose to be hurt, by unexpectedly injuring one of the thugs he was sending to kidnap him. An injured man might overreact and seriously harm Smith, or even kill him.


    


    ****


    


    Mike Haveram was headed for an evening on the town. He left his two genuinely young people with him to watch the ship. They were eighteen-year-old Daniel Waters, and nineteen-year-old Loren Mugaba, both full genetic Kobani, as was Haveram now that he’d received his final upgrades. He had needed to stop making supply runs for Koban long enough to allow the more delicate Mind Tap genes to properly incorporate.


    The Mind Tap experience was extremely familiar to him, of course, having been in frequent mental contact with many young full Kobani, and the more recently upgraded older Kobani, who had also used new nanite technology to achieve all of the genetic enhancements, including age regression and Mind Tap ability. Experiencing a Mind Tap for receiving information was one thing, but being able to exchange your own thoughts and images at a lightening pace was a heady experience. It accelerated learning and information exchange, and comprehension, all from simple hand-to-hand physical contact.


    Daniel and Loren had only rudimentary knowledge of the intricacies of an Engine Room and a Jump Drive when they left Koban. It was a six-day Jump to this remote side of Human Space, and Haveram had run out of new things to teach them about the technical details of his old job. The wolfbat ultrasonic hearing enhancement, along with organic superconducting nerves had long ago reorganized their memory storage, and they absorbed and recalled tremendous amounts of information and details in instants.


    To fill the time, the two youngsters had taught Haveram the mostly theoretical combat skills they had absorbed from those slightly older young Kobani fighters (at ripe old ages of low twenties). The three of them practiced their newly learned fighting skills with one another, with the two youngsters, having had superconducting nerve capability since age sixteen, compared to eleven months for Haveram. They consistently beat him in speed of reaction activities, leaving him feeling old and slow, despite the nanites and gene changes, which had rolled back his physical age and appearance to his mid-twenties.


    His main advantage over them was his sixty-four years of experience, which enabled him to recall how disparate facts and events could be brought together in a new situation, and allow you to contrive a new or better response to a situation, despite all three having essentially the same base of technical knowledge for instant recall.


    After landing on New Australia, Haveram told them they had at least a day before they needed to meet the local merchants. They were here to buy more of the local products that the isolated people of Koban found to be such exotic luxuries.


    Mike showed them, via Mind Tap, some of the activities he intended to be engaged in tonight, and the two youngsters, definitely more interested in each other, had not had much privacy for their first trip away from Koban. They preferred to wait to see the local sights after a night of not-sleep. They had been school sweethearts for two years, and following Koban’s cultural need for increasing its population from their original twenty five thousand people twenty years ago, the two had married the day after Daniel turned eighteen, just two months ago.


    Mike set off alone, as he had also done on his most recent trip to this rough port area of Brisbane, a blue-collar city with frequent crime. The last time he was here, he’d just received the ripper genes for that predator’s carbon fiber muscles, and the whiteraptor’s carbon nanotube gene for bone strength. Now he had added ripper night vision, wolfbat ultrasonic hearing, and the contact telepathy gene from the tiger-like rippers, which in a human was called Mind Tap. The gene secret they had copied from the alien Prada, who deeply respected and honored their most aged members, had halted his aging at mid-sixties. However, it was the use of human nanites, combined with the Prada’s method of repairing age related damage as it happened, which made possible retroactive DNA repair, and had allowed him to exit the med lab two weeks later, looking physiologically young again.


    It was great to feel not only fast and strong, but also young and good looking again. It had helped with the ladies he met on the previous trips when he was here. Now, if he chose to be so intrusive, he could actually find out what they thought about him. The Kobani, as a group, pressured those with the Mind Tap gene mod to use it with great discretion. Those without the ability could easily learn how to block their thoughts when they knew you had this capability, almost as easily as they could avoid blurting the same thoughts aloud. You could project lies and false images as well.


    The surreptitious sensing of what someone was thinking was a double-edged sword. It could deflate your ego as quickly as it was inflated, if someone was only being polite to your face in a verbal conversation.


    He wanted to have some drinks, and with plenty of local currency from his last trip, he didn’t need to stop at the Port bank to exchange any of the gold or gems he’d brought on the Falcon. At least not until he was ready to buy what he’d come here to get.


    He enjoyed the plainspoken, low browed and honest company of men that had worked at jobs similar to his, back when he was a Chief Petty officer in the Engineering Departments on commercial transports. He ingratiated himself with those men and women in bars here, initially by buying rounds of drinks, and eventually by sharing humorous stories from his and their experiences. He was captain of the Falcon now, but in his soul, he was still “Chief” Haveram, where his rating had replaced Mike as his first name. He needed to tell some funny tales of past bad captains before his new “friends” would share their own with him. It often took multiple rounds of drinks, which he certainly could afford. There was a slight drawback however.


    His Kobani metabolism, needed for life on the high gravity planet of Koban, with ultrafast and powerful animal life, was now so high that he almost literally could not get drunk. His body burned the alcohol as fuel faster than it could infuse into his brain. He’d never needed booze to feel good or to have fun anyway, so he didn’t miss it. Much.


    Later, he’d either try a greasy spoon on the same street for a bite of basic Space Port food, or wait until he went to the casino at Club Roo, and order a rare steak to eat at a poker table. The drinks were free, of course, not that he cared.


    His smooth gait, which non-Kobani humans compared to that of the cat like rippers, from whence the genes for his carbon fiber muscles and nervous system were derived, propelled him past one of the bawdy gang operated whorehouses, always found near any port district. The Ladies of The Night here were permitted to sit on a front portico to try to solicit a contract for an hour, or a night, with a man in need of company, all alone on a new planet.


    The contract was a token of legality for the still female dominated society of humanity. The laws that once protected the depleted ranks of males were of less consequence today, but even Rim worlds obeyed the law of social inertia, which kept things moving in the same direction after three hundred years. The war with the Krall was quickly equalizing the genders again, with men doing most of the fighting, and recovering their former stature and belligerence. Not necessarily a good thing from a woman’s point of view, but needed for the war.


    One of the admittedly attractive commodities on the porch called out to him as he passed. “Hey, sweet young Gentle Man, or should I say Gentle Boy? I can make a better man out of you tonight, if you’d like your blond hair tousled, along with your package.” Two of the other women laughed, and offered similar invitations.


    Explicit propositions, not usually so crudely phrased, had been the norm from women for a least a couple of centuries, and from a growing number of assertive men in recent decades. The species had needed the sperm of the males who survived the Gene War, and the new female government leaders could not allow it to continue to be forcibly taken and often wasted. Men regained some rights, and laws were passed to protect them, at least from total exploitation. The Contract System was devised so that men could profit from the seed of their loins. Their mothers retained some financial rights to their future propagation, and shared the proceeds from contracts made by their sons. This encouraged more children, preferentially males if they were lucky, and doctors cautiously learned how to employ non-genetic gender selection methods to enhance male births.


    Today, on most Rim worlds, farther away from the Hub social rules, the term “contract” used in this context was a ruse. A man contracted with a prostitute for his sperm donation, but the required “safe storage” of his deposit was more expensive than the apparent value of the sperm. He was granted “credit” for his contribution, and he paid in advance for long-term storage. The definition of “long-term” was deliberately vague and apparently extended only until the female’s safety deposit “box” reached an automatic cleansing and sanitation station, placed in every room (there was a charge added for the room too, of course). The donor recipient normally waited for the contributor to close the door behind him before she initiated the wash cycle.


    Flashing the “Ladies” his youthful smile, Haveram recalled the many visits with such women at other ports of call in his younger years. Constant travel made long-term marriage contracts harder to obtain, and frankly harder for him to honor. He would make his first port of call at some place like this establishment, after a long Jump to some remote world. Then hope for a more satisfying meeting with a far less professional Lady in more honorable society later.


    “You all are looking very lovely tonight, and if I wasn’t so desperately dry and hungry, I could pause for a time. However, I have a watering hole in mind, and I’d like to arrive there before dusk fully descends. It may not be safe out after dark. Good evening lovely Ladies.” Now they really wanted this rare Gentle Man to tarry, who it seemed was also a gentleman.


    He grinned as their imploring voices dwindled behind him, as he strode purposely towards the Mechanics Lounge. He had noted that the setting sun was fully below the horizon, which informed him it was dusk, but his enhanced low light predator’s vision made it appear as bright as normal. Despite his words, there was nothing here he feared after dark.


    He politely held open the door for an older man to leave as he entered, and went to the bar, greeting a bartender that he’d seen here previously. “Mr. Gibson, how are you?”


    As always, he placed his cap on a clean dry place at the unwiped bar, and admired his reflection in the mirror behind the bartender. His sharp low light vision was also supplemented by infrared receptors. He caught the faint outline behind the mirrored plastic surface of a tripod supported Tri-Vid camera. This was not surprising for any bar, since there could be fights, theft, or other trouble that the owner would want recorded.


    Haveram had been unable to detect that on his last visit, before he’d received his most recent gene upgrades, but it didn’t bother him, because in modern society it was nearly impossible to go where you were not under observation much of the time. Facial recognition in an AI system could often identify you in seconds if you were a citizen of the planet. He was from off world but doubtless, his prior visits here had left some record of his activities.


    He ordered a tall drink with mostly mixtures of colony world liquors, poured in layers over shaved ice. It was called a Rimmer’s Nightmare on this world. It had other names on other worlds, with variations in some of the liquors used. The liquids always had pretty colors, and the devil’s brew had the lightest density fluids nearer the top of the concoction, and thus higher alcohol content floating on successively higher layers of ice. He paid in cash, with a more than fair tip, and turned to rest his back against the bar, ignoring the backless cushioned stools lined up there. He sucked on the long straw, drawing from the lower alcohol laden booze at bottom of the glass first. The drink was designed to get you smashed by the end, when the strongest liquor arrived to deadened senses.


    He spotted two men he’d shared drinks with previously, though they were not sitting together tonight. The callused hands of many of the men, and some women, was proof that these were mostly people that worked hard for a living, probably right here at the port. There was bump-and-grind music playing in the background, a style that had returned while Haveram had been stranded and out of touch on Koban for over twenty years. He felt at home with what others considered new.


    It was funny how the patterns of music followed cycles that passed through repeated phases over a lifetime. They were never repeated exactly, but were similar, as if boredom, or rebellious youth rejected what the last two generations had liked, and were foolish enough to think they were “inventing” the newest style or rhythms themselves. The small dance floor was empty, and Haveram had seldom seen it used. It was basically wasted floor space.


    He’d noticed the oily haired man that had followed him in while he was waiting for his drink, seeing him by reflection. His near perfect memory had seen him earlier, sitting in a wooden rocker outside of a souvenir shop, on the opposite side of the street from the whorehouse he’d passed. He’d thought his interest in him then was due to the interaction with the attractive women of the night.


    There he was again in a brief mental image, walking behind him on the opposite side of the street. The grungy looking man had looked quickly away when he had glanced back at the large bank he intended to visit in the morning, to convert gold into credits, and deposit those credits at the same bank. Now the man was here, and had looked directly at his back when he came in, and had now moved into the darkest most remote corner of the bar, alone in a booth for four, facing towards the bar. He was talking softly, and it was probably to someone by use of an ear bud phone, or a similar communication device. He probably thought the deeper darkness provided privacy and cover for his sideways glances, at a man he clearly was following. Interesting.


    Wolfbat hearing was sharpest in the ultrasonic range, a benefit for listening to Krall high speech, which used that upper range, but not as sharp for normal human conversations. A wolfbat didn’t need to hear as well in the human frequency speech range, but he was sure their large ears would have been able to pick out his murmuring, had they been part of that particular gene mod. Haveram smirked. He could have heard what was said, but large hairy blue ears, pivoting in that direction might have drawn unfavorable attention to a person equipped with them.


    He saw the man suddenly look nervously at the front door, nod, and slide out of the booth, keeping his eyes studiously away from Haveram, who had made no pretense of not staring back at him. He hurried towards the main door, looking worried. He could have left by a closer side door, on the wall by his booth, but he went all the way across the bar as far from Haveram as possible.


    The reason for that route became clear when he reached the door, which had a small high mounted diamond shaped window to see out. Someone was apparently standing back a bit and out of view on the outside, tall enough to see inside the bar. The door was pulled open from outside just as Oily Man reached for the brass push plate. Startled, he pulled up abruptly, and while his hand was still outstretched, another hand reached through the doorway, shoved a bill into the extended hand as payment, and then pulled on Oily Man’s wrist, to “assist” him in a clumsy exit.


    Well, Haveram thought, somebody paid him to watch for my arrival, and he told that someone where I went. Even more interesting was that they got here while the information was still being delivered.


    He sipped his drink through that silly assed little straw they always stuck in large drinks. He’d already plucked and eaten the thumb sized, orange colored local fruit with a short stem, decorating the top of the Rimmer’s Nightmare. He’d eaten it, except for the annoying large pit the local fruit packers always left inside them. The bartender had told him leaving in the pits helped kept the fruit juicy longer, and the locals expected to find the pits. He held the hard pit in his cheek, savoring the last of the sweet and tangy flavor, before placing it in a breast pocket of his light jacket.


    Haveram pivoted back to the bartender, who he now noticed had watched the little informer leave, and was watching the door tensely. In the reflection angle of the mirror, the door was visible. A tall neatly dressed man stepped through. He was a well-built athletic looking man, and although casually dressed, it looked like expensive clothing. Out of place in this dive.


    He stepped inside and walked to an empty booth near the center of the wall facing the bar, not quite directly behind Haveram. The man never once looked towards the bar. However, when the bartender instantly relaxed on seeing who came in, Haveram assumed they were well acquainted. The door had hardly swung shut, when two bulkier men came in together, and they too avoided looking at the bar, going to a table on the opposite side of the room, and flagged down a tired looking waitress. The bartender had tensed up again slightly, and then relaxed after looking at Tall Man, as Haveram mentally named him.


    Over the next ten minutes, four more large men, dressed in cheaper clothes than Tall Man came in, and distributed themselves around the room in pairs. The bartender made a sweep of the bar to clean up glasses, bottles, glass snack bowls and such, leaving it clear of objects to throw or use. He removed his apron but continued to take drink orders from his one server, and anyone that came up to the bar.


    Haveram nodded to himself. I guess the gang’s all here. Wonder what’s next?


    One of the men Haveram had shared drinks with a few months ago, had finally noticed him at the bar. He broke off a conversation with his tablemates, got up and came over to renew the acquaintance with the generous drink buyer.


    “Hey. I see you did make it back here. Fred wasn’t it? I’m Stravco, but I go by…,”


    Haveram cut in, to prove he remembered. “Strav, I remember you. Of course I do. It got really drunk out that night.” They both laughed and shook hands.


    “I most often go by my old nickname of Chief, you know, to those that know me best. You somehow managed to remember my first name. Hell, I didn’t think you’d remember your own name after I left here.” These people thought he was a Fred. He wished he’d worked harder at getting them to remember him as “Chief,” something he responded to at any of the ports he visited.


    Strav asked him, “Are you still running your own boat, or did you decide to go back to your true love, the Engine room?”


    “Oh, I put some time in down there when I can, to keep my skills sharp, but I still captain my… bird.” Distracted by the eight men he possibly faced (he included the bartender) he was preoccupied. He’d almost said Falcon, but caught himself. It was registered as the Sparrow at this port of call, the Eagle at Rhama, and other birds on faked registration at other ports.


    The seven men besides the bartender made their focus on him all the more apparent, by not looking at him at all, even though a few other heads looked up from time to time at the two loud talking jovial men. It appeared the toughs were waiting for something.


    Recalling his previous trips to this port, particularly the last one, he figured they might be waiting for him to get rip roaring drunk. Most average thugs would consider seven or eight men to one more than double what they needed against a medium sized, unintimidating appearing man like Haveram. He knew he also looked young and inexperienced to them.


    Perhaps they wanted him debilitated, so they could take him without hurting him. That was as good as theory as any, so he decided to do what he’d started out to do. Make new friends, and get them plastered.


    He pointed at the other fellow he had met before, who was being shy, not wanting to seem like he was out for more free drinks. “Jason wasn’t it? Bring your friends over. I’d like to buy you all rounds of drinks. You two there, you obviously know Strav, since you were talking with him, come on up here and join us. I’m sure these two will tell you about my last visit, and that I hate to drink alone. I ain’t got no family to support, my home is my ship, and she supports me. What else can I spend pocket money on but booze, poker, and fun?”


    As the drinks flowed and a few other port workers joined them, making the better-dressed men, drinking in isolated pairs, stand out even more. The thugs ordered drinks, but either nursed them, or asked for non-intoxicating concoctions. Haveram knew this, because he watched them too, via casual glances, and observed what the bartender mixed for them. Most of the locals were at the bar, swapping lies and funny stories, and downing free drinks.


    Haveram was having fun, he liked the taste of the fancy drinks and those little orange fruit garnishes with the large hard pits. However, despite what the others would have considered a sincere appearing effort, he wasn’t even getting a buzz. His bladder wasn’t genetically enhanced however, just his metabolism. He was off walking the dog, draining the lizard, or fixing a leak every half hour, as he felt the urge.


    He half expected some of the men to follow him back to the men’s room but they never did. Now his new “best” friends were really getting loaded. Some had had a head start before he arrived. He pretended to be slightly impaired, and jumbled his words a few times, but was hoping now that he could get these decent folks out of the bar. It could be bad for their health now, or in the future, if these locals saw or heard too much. The patience of the thugs seemed to be wearing thin the longer Haveram stayed sober enough to remain vertical. He came up with an idea to protect his drunken comrades about a half hour before midnight.


    “How many of you are hungry?” He called out. They’d been here when he’d arrived as the sun set, almost four hours ago, and had been slurping down drinks ever since. Of course, they were all hungry.


    “Mr. Gibson, the Flea Bag up the street serves food all night, right?”


    “Yea. So?” As Haveram watched the bartender’s face, in the reflection he noticed Tall Man looked around at the other six thugs. Apparently, leaving this cozy nest didn’t suit them. Food might perk up their target or let him vanish in the dark outside.


    “Well I’m not hungry, but these people are. How about if I send them up there to eat the best meals the Flea Bag has to offer, and I’ll stay here and drink until they get back. I’ll pay for everything. The same company owns that grill and this bar, right? I can give you the money and you can phone the order in to them.”


    Gibson looked flustered and confused. “How do…, I mean what makes you think the same guy…, I mean the same company owns both places?”


    “Because the business license and the sanitation rating forms are right behind you at the base of the mirror. I heard someone call the other place one of Carmody’s dumps when I was there on my last trip.” He pointed at the forms displayed on the mirror.


    “It says Carmody Enterprises right there. How about you call them, I pay you for their food, and they head up there to eat. And give them an open bar tab, on me.” They didn’t have an actual bar, but the Flea Bag served booze and beer with their food.


    He fished out some larger credit notes, and invited every one present to go eat and drink on his tab. He caught Gibson, in a reflection of the back of his head, look directly at Tall Man, who nodded fractionally. As he suspected, they both worked for the same organization. Possibly Tall Man was Carmody, or one of his high-ranking flunkies.


    The bartender used his personal com unit to call the Flea Bag. It was obvious from the conversation that the person at the other end knew Gibson well, and he knew them. It was a done deal. Price wasn’t even discussed.


    Turning to the port workers, although a few of them were simply passing locals, he sent them all, even those that had avoided his offer of free drinks, out the door, and staggering in more than a few cases, to walk the several blocks up the street to eat. He tossed two one thousand credit notes on the bar. Gibson didn’t walk over to pick them up right away. Instead, he locked the door and flicked a switch next to it, sending a red glow through that small diamond window. Haveram remembered there was a red colored holographic “closed” sign on the wall next to the door.


    Haveram turned to Tall Man, and in a slightly slurred manner, asked, “Can I buy you and your six friends a drink now? I’ll include good old Gibson here if you want. Although he must be tired of making all those drinks I’ve been buying all night.”


    Carl stood and looked him over carefully. “I think you can drop the slurred speech act Mr. Smith. I don't know what drug you take that keeps you sober, but my boss sure wouldn’t want you selling it around here. Most people wouldn’t spend money on liquor that doesn’t affect them.” Haveram picked up the “my boss” reference, so this man wasn’t him.


    Haveram shook his head. “I made plenty of piss trips, so it did have some impact.” He smiled and spoke clearly.


    “You know my name, Tall Man. Do you have one to offer in exchange? I know Gibson’s name here, and I don't really care what the names are of the six meatheads you brought with you.”


    The meatheads bristled at the description, and two of them stood up when he said that.


    He winked at them. “Look threatening on your own time. Tall Man there has not let you off your leashes, so settle back down.”


    “I’m Carl.” The tall “leash holder” told him. “That’s my real first name. You certainly aren’t Fred Smith.”


    “Probably not.” Haveram agreed easily. “If you were convinced that I wasn’t getting drunk, why did you wait all that time?”


    “There was a chance we were wrong and you might pass out and fall flat on your ass. However, when you decided to slickly evacuate those drinking buddies the way you did, I knew no booze-fogged brain had decided so suddenly and cleverly to do what you did to get them out of here. Therefore, you are not drunk. Let me turn your question back on you. If at long last you caught on that we were here after you, why did you stay behind? Why didn’t you try to go with them?”


    In a friendly tone he said, “Carl, I waited because I wanted to have fun with the kind of people I like to associate with, and I did indeed enjoy their company, their jokes, and some shared tall tales and some true tales.” He shrugged and continued.


    “However, I didn’t finally figure out that you were here for me. I’m sure you recall the creep I’ve thought of as Oily Man, just as I thought of you as Tall Man, until a moment ago. I knew I had been followed here when he first walked in, and then I saw him talking to someone on an ear bud phone. He soon looked at the door, just before he walked over and you paid him off for his work.”


    “OK. You were observant. I’ll grant you that. Why didn’t you try to leave with the others?”


    Haveram couldn’t resist tweaking his nose, and doing the same, even if remotely, to his boss. “I saw that you might object to my leaving. If I did that before moving those friendly drunks out of here, they could get hurt. I naturally knew you had another way of tracking my movements, because you seven arrived here too quickly for Oily to have provided directions. Thirty seconds after he began talking on his phone, he was startled to learn you were already at the front door. He was a redundant method of tracking me if I did the unexpected, but I proved predictable, like your boss anticipated from my prior visits here. Your employer had already sent you to the port area after I landed, and then told you exactly where I was. In his own bar.”


    He turned his head and looked directly where the infrared outline of the warm Tri-Vid camera was located, behind the bar’s two-way mirror. “Isn’t that right, Carmody Enterprises?”


    Carl had to listen to a few annoyed words through his ear bud from Carmody. He Looked at the mirror, and nodded.


    He signaled the six toughs to stand back as he strode closer to where “Smith” leaned casually at the bar, his back turned now to the mirror. He seemed calm for a man that had recognized he had been tracked and trapped by people he didn’t know, and was heavily outnumbered and out massed.


    He stopped a few feet away, but never saw a “trapped” animal look in Smith’s eyes, or sensed his body tensing, such as preparing to defend himself from an attack. However, Carl was only going to talk, for now at least.


    “We know the ship you claim to own, the Sparrow, is also registered as the Falcon, out of Poldark with a different owner named.” That last part about the owner’s name was a supposition, because they couldn’t obtain the name. It wasn’t likely to be the unimaginative name of Fred Smith, however.


    “The operators of the Falcon run lucrative smuggling operations between Poldark and three other worlds. It’s obvious that you have had to move to new markets, because the Krall have disrupted two of your former sources of goods and customers on the Rim. Poldark has very serious security now, controlled by the PU military, which we doubt you have been able to bribe. Gribble’s Nook and Bollovstic are dead. Thus, we find you coming here to our territory, without permission from my boss mind you, to smuggle something, in or out, without paying him for the privilege. You need to explain that financial lack of respect right now.”


    Haveram smiled. “Gee, Carl. On every trip here I’ve paid the exorbitant exchange rates at the bank, where Carmody Enterprises has a representative on its board, I paid high export fees of which I’m sure the local government probably receives only a small share, and I paid bribes to the truck drivers so that they would actually deliver everything I ordered locally. The truck line I used belongs to Carmody Enterprises, based on the signs on their sides. I suspect that all political kickbacks, vice, and shipping related activities in Brisbane are controlled by…,” he paused in thought. “Is Carmody one person’s name, or is it a sort of distributed Family of close friends?”


    Carl’s head tilted as he listened to the little voice in his ear. “Mr. Carmody runs the business alone, with assistance from loyal employees such as me, and from these large…, ah…, Gentle Men.” He concluded, also with an easy grin.


    The feminine controlled society’s introduction of the appellation of Gentle Men to all males of the species, after the Gene War had left only two or three percent alive, struck even Carl as amusing when that term was applied to these hulking thugs. Haveram shared his grin, at that incongruous description of these modern day Neanderthal looking males.


    They had obviously benefitted from muscle developing drugs, as well as exercise. They were too bulky to be lithe and limber, deferring to the gorilla image of looking strong and dangerous. A Krall warrior could break them in half with one hand. Perhaps that was the reason for the holsters, worn under jackets that were too warm for the season, causing them to sweat. Haveram estimated they’d even have to raise their non-gun arms slightly, to increase the draw speed of their pistols from the squeezed-in holsters. Not a smart choice for mob enforcers, although he doubted they had been hired for their brilliance, and muscles were likely their normal weapons.


    The dapper tall man was another matter entirely. He had the look and movements that hinted that he would be far more dangerous in a fight than the muscle bound men. There was a slight bulge of a shoulder holster for him as well.


    Carl removed his smile. “Mr. Carmody is aware of the routine collections for services he has provided to you, as he provides for any citizen of, or visitor to Brisbane. However, you and your ship do not represent just any visitor. Your ship’s known past association with smuggling, something we learned from various contacts in our mutual trade, forces us to conclude that you are generating an additional level of illegal revenue here that is off the books. Revenue of which Mr. Carmody demands his fair share, as with any illegal profits earned in his territory. Or else perhaps some other form of compensation will suffice.”


    Haveram nodded. “I suppose that my assurances that all of my dealings on New Australia have been entirely open, honest, and legal would not alter his opinion in the slightest. I certainly have done some things elsewhere that the Planetary Union would call illegal, including smuggling, and other more egregious offences, which their outdated laws say deserve the death penalty.” He continued smiling, now leaning back slightly, resting his elbows on the bar.


    Carl raised his eyebrow. The squeamish women that had dominated the PU government for three centuries didn’t have any criminal laws he could think of that had the death penalty attached. Even Krall collaborators, if they survived that stupid and pointless effort, were never executed if recaptured by the PU Army. Not even if they had personally killed or tortured other human captives while with the Krall. Carl was an army deserter in a time of war, yet he wouldn’t face a death penalty if caught.


    Carmody, sitting in front of his wall screen saw his henchman’s skepticism. “Carl, ask him if he’s done any human genetic research.” That was the only set of old laws he knew of that still had the death penalty attached. It had not been applied in Carmody’s seventy-one year lifetime, as far as he had heard. The Tri-Vid news services would be all over such a trial, and live coverage of the execution would have been on every channel.


    Echoing his boss’s question Carl asked, “Smith, you don’t look like a science type to me, but have you done any human genetic research?” The question seemed idiotic to him, but he couldn’t say that, not with his bad tempered boss the questioner.


    The brief pause before the question, combined with an attitude of Carl listening to someone, had been obvious to Haveram. “You apparently have a boss better informed than you are. That’s a very perceptive question.” He glanced back at the mirror before answering.


    “I don’t known squat about bio-science, including genetics. At one time, I would have said I don’t have a scientific related bone in my body. I can’t say that now.” He laughed outright at a joke he knew only he understood. His carbon nanotube reinforced bones comprising the reason for the cryptic punchline.


    He was impatient to get this game over, so he came to the point. “You wanted me alone, and here I am. What do you want Carmody, that you couldn’t have simply invited me over for a drink, and asked me directly?”


    The relay of questions must have also grated on Carmody, and Carl, after listening to his ear bud a second, said, “Gibson, put your com set on top of the bar. Put it on speaker when the boss calls.” The chiming started as Gibson placed the set down, and he pressed the speaker button.


    A nasal sounding deep voice issued from the speaker. “Mr. Smith, I don’t care how legally you claim to have acted here, swombats never change their stripes, and smugglers with a fast ship never give up their trade until caught. You didn’t come all this way from Poldark for cheap household goods. However, I might forgive and forget the trespass, this one time, if we work out a reasonable arrangement.”


    “I’m listening,” Haveram said. “Although I did come here for exactly the sort of household goods I bought here previously. I don't know what a striped swombat is, but I’m not smuggling anything through Port Brisbane. Not even to or from all of New Australia. This planet is simply conveniently located for my shopping. It’s not as far out of the way for me to travel here as you think, since I don’t Jump here from Poldark.”


    The journey, from Koban’s location far outside human explored space, was about the same distance as a Jump to any of several Rim worlds. For the simple goods the long isolated Kobani wanted, New Australia offered fast delivery even if at slightly higher costs, and no official questions would be asked. Haveram was not about to give anyone a clue as to which direction Koban lay, or even hint that it existed for that matter. Kobani genetic enhancements really did carry a risk of the death penalty, if the PU knew about them.


    Carmody wasn’t a trusting type, of course. “I don't believe you, but that’s part of the deal I’m offering anyway. In order to forgive and forget whatever secret deal you had going on here under my nose, I need something from you in return.”


    With a sigh, Haveram said, “There wasn’t any secret deal, but since it’s all to be forgiven anyway, tell me what you want and I’ll tell you if you can have it, OK?”


    The crime boss snapped back at him. “Curb your tongue with me Smith, or I’ll watch you eat it raw. This isn’t so much a negotiation as it is a way for you to save your ass and keep your ship.”


    “Fine. What is it you think I can do for you?” He turned and leaned on the bar, looking at the supposedly hidden camera.


    “You, or the ship owners, have ties with Khartoum’s Destiny, or at least with some of its Sheiks. Those people are difficult to meet if you’re an outsider and not of their faith. Your organization managed to pull that off somehow. I want you to get my representative a successful introduction with whomever you know there. If that leads to my making deals with them, you keep your ship and your ass. You can even profit nicely from any runs you contract to make on my behalf with Khartoum. On the other hand, you can go your own way after a successful introduction takes place. However, you had best never return here.”


    Haveram had casually fished into a breast pocket as Carmody spoke, and pulled out a half a handful of large dark brown seeds, saved from the orange colored fruits he’d been served as a garnishment on the fancy drinks he’d ordered tonight. He had made a point of counting them off to his drinking companions as he saved each one, dropping them into his top pocket after each drink. That had actually been done for the benefit of his watchers, so they knew what he had in his hand now was harmless.


    He idly tossed some of the half-inch heavy pits back and forth between his hands. He kept his eyes on the mirror, presumably looking into the camera at the crime boss, but focused on the reflected scene. He knew Carmody wasn’t going to like his answer.


    “Your contacts didn’t give you current information concerning ownership of the Sparrow, or rather the Falcon, as it’s registered on Poldark. I am the registered owner, although I represent a group of people that you definitely do not want to anger.” He continued before Carmody reacted.


    “We knew the ship had been configured for smuggling, a fact that made it ideal for our own uses, which must remain outside of PU government knowledge. One thing that did not come with our purchase was a list of former suppliers, customers, contacts, or partners. We don’t have, and more specifically, I don’t have any influence whatever with the Sheiks of Khartoum’s Destiny. You’re flat out of luck.”


    “I am so disappointed,” Carmody said through the com set, in false sympathy, “but not exactly out of luck. The Falcon will make a speedy addition to my handful of other ships, but I’ll have to choose a new name. Sitting Duck seems an appropriate bird related name right now. You on the other hand, really are completely out of luck.” He addressed his lieutenant.


    “Carl, let our boys pay Mr. Smith back for the earlier derogatory meathead comments, would you? Let them stretch their muscles.”


    This might be interesting, for a few minutes, Carl thought. He’d sized up their target, and had noted his graceful, smooth and easy movements, and dexterity as he tossed the heavy fruit pits back and forth without even watching them, or his hands. Smith had remained calm, and smiling, even as Carmody ordered his thugs to beat him to death. He apparently believed he could take on all six men, or he was crazy and suicidal.


    Carl stepped farther away, and with a wave of both hands, motioned the toughs towards the man, who still had his back to them. They moved forward deliberately, rather than in a rush. They wanted to instill fear as he saw them coming, like an unstoppable slow avalanche. Showing off their skills while the boss watched was an unusual opportunity for these low-level types.


    Haveram, watching them in the mirrors, had divided the solid feeling heavy pits equally between each hand. He let one pit in each palm fall between index finger and thumb, and turned around, raising his hands just higher than his shoulders, as if surrendering.


    “Hey. Watch this neat trick.” He said, assuring the six thugs had their eyes open and focused on their intended punching bag.


    His hands suddenly blurred in an astonishing series of rapid wrist flicks, as he snapped them down and backwards towards each of the six thugs, the index fingers uncurling and flinging the pits with unerring accuracy, and high velocity. As he brought each hand back up, a new pit was caught between finger and thumb, and a fresh flick of the wrists sent two more pits flying.


    The two closer thugs couldn’t even initiate the 100 to 400 milliseconds of time required for an average blink before the little projectiles arrived, and the pits buried themselves with a wet splat in the corneas of their right eyes. The next two pits also struck the surface of an eye of two other thugs, but due to the necessity of ensuring the replacement pits were properly caught and positioned, and the need to shift aim, meant a blink was initiated, but incomplete, before those two eyes were damaged.


    The next two men had actually completed closing their eyes when the pits struck. Their eyes weren’t as damaged, but there was rupturing internally as the pressure was still transmitted through the eyelids to the vitreous fluid beneath. In barely a second, all six men were effectively blinded, even though only one eye of each man was hit. Five men had a right eye damaged, one man, a lefty, had that eye blinded. Haveram had deduced their handedness from holster location, and knew that this was normally reflected in which eye was dominate, and used for aiming a pistol.


    Which was the dominate eye might not even be a factor in this situation, because it was surprising how hard it was for most people to immediately open the good eye after the other eye was seriously damaged in some fashion. At least for long seconds it would be difficult. They weren’t going to be given those long seconds to try.


    Carl, seeing what was happening, had blinked and started to turn his head and raise a protective hand to shield his face, he realized in an instant that it would not have been fast enough. However, Haveram had a different demonstration in mind for the mob lieutenant. He’d not even propelled a pit his way.


    Haveram knew Carl was obviously the better trained, smarter, and more dangerous of the men Carmody had sent. As soon as he recovered from reflexively protecting his eyes, he would reach for his gun, now perfectly aware that he could never match the speed he’d just witnessed, if he foolishly decided to attempt hand to hand fighting. Haveram needed to accomplish some things in the several seconds before that happened.


    He shoved off from the bar so hard to start his movement, that he snapped some of the floor brackets that held it firmly in place. He covered the few feet to the man on his left in a fraction of a second, grabbing his jacket lapels and spun him to place his back towards the other men. He didn’t have the luxury of mercy, with eight armed men facing him. He’d seen Gibson, behind the bar, glance frequently at a place near the center, where there must be some sort of weapon placed there for his use.


    Haveram slammed the heel of his right hand into the nose of the man he took out first, driving bone into his frontal lobe. He also kicked him backwards with a hard kick to the solar plexus that cracked bones. The effectively dead man flew backwards, into the next closest blinded man, just two feet behind. Haveram grabbed the back of a chair and slung it across the room at the farthest opponent. Hardly fair, since the target couldn’t see the object flying at him. The tumbling chair was timed to arrive with the spindly strong legs just rotating towards their target. Two of the small floor-glider tipped chair legs stabbed him deeply. One in the gut, the other less deeply in his chest. Not fatal, but he would need a med lab to avoid bleeding to death in half an hour.


    Leaping over the first dead man’s body; he had knocked next closest victim off his feet, he kicked that still living “meathead” in the side of his head with the steel tipped toe of his right foot, feeling the unpleasant crunch of bone yielding at the temple. Three down, two dead.


    He used his non-kicking left foot to launch himself off the most recent dying target’s beefy shoulder, and as he flew past the next unseeing man, he jabbed the rock hard and stiffened fingers of his right hand into that man’s larynx and trachea, crushing them. This man might possibly survive the damage, if he didn’t suffocate in the next five minutes. He provided another resisting inertial mass to use as a launch point, to reach his next targets.


    Four down, and Haveram noted in appreciation of the trained man’s reaction speed, that Carl had recovered from his involuntary flinch. His right hand was reaching inside his jacket towards his left shoulder holster, eyes open and calmly looking at Haveram.


    Only halfway across the room, Haveram couldn’t allow the man the time to finish that draw. As he passed him airborne, headfirst and horizontal, he slapped him in the face twice, once on each cheek, but not bone breaking hard. His left hand darted into Carl’s open jacket in passing. His slapping hands had moved far too fast for Carl to react before contact, and he hardly saw Haveram’s action because of the stinging slaps anyway that forced him to blink.


    Feeling he had gained a sliver of time, Haveram simply broke the right shoulder of the next thug with an arm twist and knocked him unconscious with an elbow to the side of his head. The last blind man standing had managed to pull his gun before Haveram reached him, and he was starting to wave it towards the sound of activity to his right, ready to shoot at anything he heard. The sounds of cut-off shouts and groans of pain had made him understandably jumpy. He was using thumb and index finger of his left hand to try to lift the left eyelid of that uninjured watering eye in an effort to see.


    Haveram intended to let this man live as well, and flashed behind him to knock him unconscious as he disarmed him, when the lucky move ended that attempt at mercy. It also saved Haveram from injury. A good object lesson he’d not forget when thoughts of mercy flickered through his mind the next time. Because he had lost track of the bartender behind the bar.


    The blast of the short-barreled shotgun boomed, and a spray of pea sized ceramic pellets traveled in a spreading cone of fifty projectiles. They covered about an eighteen-inch radius when they reached the thankfully thick bodied, muscle bound thug’s chest.


    This was a multi-shot weapon, and Gibson, was now aware that his traverse motion as he tried to follow the rapidly moving Smith had inadvertently intersected one of his bosses hired enforcers. He’d be forgiven if he killed the intended man. Pausing to take better aim was a mistake.


    Haveram simply reached out to grip the dying man’s right hand and heavy caliber pistol, and helped him avenge his own death. He put his index finger over the thug’s trigger finger, and snapped off a shot that struck the bartender between the eyes, spattering the mirror behind him with brains and bone fragments. Gibson squeezed the trigger reflexively, but the impact had flung him back and he fired into the ceiling.


    Spinning around to face the tall man, the body that had shielded Haveram from the shotgun blast slid to the floor. Carl smirked as he completed his reach for his pistol, with Smith fully exposed, and strangely motionless, watching him.


    The holster was empty.


    “Looking for this burner?” Haveram held the small but high-powered laser pistol he’d taken from the man when he’d smacked him. It was hard to tell if the killer’s face was red only from the smacking, or embarrassment. It definitely was red on both sides, with red handprints starting to show on both cheeks. Haveram decided it was a bit of both.


    The neglected Carmody was still on the line. “Kill him Carl, and I’ll give you a percentage of my take. Not just a salary.”


    Haveram smiled. “Sounds like a really good offer Carl, but you’d better chose unemployment. However, perhaps boss man should consider his own retirement, or another line of work. I’ll be coming back here on future trips. I think the nicer people in Brisbane could use a break from Carmody Enterprises and your business fees.”


    Carmody, feeling safe and remote said, “Smith, I have a couple of hundred more employees. You can’t fight them all, or stop them before they kill you and your crew. I’ll have control of that ship of yours before daylight.”


    Without looking away from Carl, Haveram tossed away the burner, and pulled out the heavy caliber slug thrower he’d removed from the first thug he’d killed. Without looking, he swung his left arm up and fired four shots into the bar mirror. Four holes appeared in the shatterproof plastic based mirror, spaced evenly around the “hidden” camera. Then tossed the gun away.


    “Carl, you’ve seen what I can do. I’ll tell you that the crew that came here with me is just as good if not better, and faster than I am. Had your boss not been too greedy a son of a bitch, things could have stayed as they were. I’m not law enforcement, and my people have their own disagreements with the Planetary Union government. I was prepared to take a live and let live position concerning the corruption I saw here.


    “However, in general we don’t like people like Carmody, or his organization, but expect the local law to handle common criminals. Now he’s crossed us, and made a threat that I can’t ignore. Frankly, I don’t like you either, but I’m not ordinarily a killer, and I needed some information from you so you’re still alive. You can stay that way.


    “How about we shake hands, and I let you walk away. I mean away from Brisbane and from working for Carmody. He definitely won’t be in business when I leave here in a few days. You might serve to spread the word that I won’t permit a replacement gang coming in and trying to fill the void here. That camera recorded everything. Keep it as a demo tape.”


    “Ah…, you’re very persuasive.” Carl hedged. Looking where the camera was framed by four bullet holes.


    “I see you’re worried that a stubborn, ruthless man’s persistence will shorten your life expectancy if you try to quit. Well, that will certainly happen if he stays alive, no matter what you decide to do. You failed him, big time. How about we shake hands on your giving up this life style, and I’ll see that Carmody never bothers anyone again after tonight.”


    Carmody warned him. “You take his hand Carl, and you’ll do well to remember why I’m called “Mitch the Switch.”


    The two men’s hands met and Haveram asked him, “Where is Carmody? Why’s he called that?”


    The Mind Tap image showed him the boss man’s preference to use a slender blade to gut his enemies when they least expected the attack. However, Carl didn’t utter a word. He simply maintained his firm handshake grip.


    Haveram repeated the first question. “Where’s his home base?” Again, Carl said nothing; as if ratting out a partner in crime was a line he could not cross. Suddenly, he pulled Haveram towards him, and brought his left hand swiftly up towards the smaller lighter man’s abdomen. It happened in an instant.


    The two men separated, with a sad pained look on Haveram’s face. He stepped back from the loyal and dedicated young killer, and turned to face the Tri-Vid camera, blood on his left hand, held low near his belt. “I see you taught him all you knew, you bastard. Including carrying a knife up his sleeve with an auto blade.”


    Looking at the camera, he made a promise to the crime lord.


    “You have only until I reach you to live.”


    The tall man behind Haveram fell backwards, and his body draped limply over a table. A slender handle of a knife protruding from his abdomen. Carmody, watching Carl as he died said, “Well, he failed me again. I’d have done it myself after tonight. You finished him too fast.”


    “It’ll be fast for you too Carmody. I don’t enjoy it the way you do, and as he did.”


    “Ha. Brisbane’s a big city Smith, or whatever the hell your name is. Do you think you can find me before my men kill you and your crew, and take your ship?”


    “I’ll have to start looking under rocks I guess. Or I’ll bet you live in a penthouse in the tallest building in Brisbane, where you look out over your soon to be former domain.” Smiling, he fired a final bullet, directly into the lens of the camera.


    The last remark was a bit of misdirection, to leave the man feeling more secure. Carmody’s precise location, an office in the back of a ratty warehouse full of stolen goods, was only two miles from the spaceport. The directions to it were firmly fixed in Haveram’s memory. The images had transferred from Carl’s mind, when he recalled how he’d watched his boss use his own blade on someone in his main office in a similar handshake of betrayal, just the way he had intended to gut his unsuspecting victim tonight.


    Haveram checked his thumbnail watch laminate. If I don’t dawdle, he thought, I can terminate Carmody Enterprises, eat a steak while I play some poker, and get one of the casino lady dealers into the sack before daylight.


    He rather liked this crude port town.
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