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Chapter 1
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"Mankind owes it all to us," Dorin growled sullenly. He was staring intently through his visor at the distant pack of rawders, cautiously moving through the barbweed barrier. Another batch of newcomers had arrived in the valley. He somberly watched the fierce predators dodge vicious thorns, crawl past the occasional dried-out remains of their luckless predecessors, and one by one slip into the safety of the plains. None of them was stuck this time, he noted, with regret. 

"A dog's life should matter more," Dorin asserted with authority. 

Leon reluctantly opened one tired eye. There we go again, he thought. They had been observing the pack of predators for over three hours from the top of a hillock rising above the edge of the barbweed. In this region, the tall, poisonous creepers served as a natural fence between Esperanza's pasture and Eden's virtually unexplored wilderness, protecting it against many fearsome predators.

Leon watched the mechanical arm twitch nervously in its niche on Dorin's armor. Sometimes these devices were prone to spasms. This wonder of human ingenuity was supposed to provide canines a tool wherewith they could manipulate things as if they were human. Therefore, most dogs consistently ignored it. Leon found that behavior silly, tools existed to be used. As a test, he let his hand-tool snap out to pick a flower, a complex operation done with unconscious ease.

It was one of those big orange-green flowers that the Tortoid herd was so keen on grazing. He held it against his snout and let its aroma sink in. He was very much aware of the annoyance he caused; most dogs thought these flowers stank.  

Dorin continued his lecture while eying Leon and his flower with unconcealed disdain. "It is historical fact that mankind could not have reached its current level of sophistication without domesticating other animals. Especially our ancestors contributed greatly to the human cause."

Leon seemed to be very preoccupied with his flower and there was no sign that he had heard anything Dorin said. 

"Man wages war and we canines and sims are the expendable soldiers, and those of us who—" Dorin's voice trailed off, his attention was caught by the flower falling when the skeletal, claw-like hand folded itself back into its cavity inside the harness. 

Dorin glanced at the other. Human ears would not have picked up the sound of Leon's binoculars springing into action. Something within the panoramic backdrop had caught his attention. He followed Leon's gaze towards the slow-moving dots that betrayed the herds of tortoids.

Leon's heavy jaws opened in an unconscious display of surprise. The herd had moved on with their familiar snail's pace but four dark-brown shapes stayed put, ominously sticking out of the yellow-green pasture like giant tombstones.

"Why are those four tortoids not moving with the herd?" Leon said.

Dorin shifted his view towards the herd, zoomed in on the dark carapaces amid the green and yellow of the pasture and snapped his jaws in a gesture resembling an indifferent human shrug. "Who knows what goes on in the brains of these walking lumps?" he mocked.

"Try showing some fucking interest in doing your job," Leon said bluntly, "compare satellite images from a week ago with the current situation." 

Reluctantly Dorin complied, and of course, the usually terrible data connections now worked perfectly. He retrieved the information, knowing very well that it would be exactly as Leon had pointed out. 

"You are responsible for this section of the valley, what if the entire herd is wiped out by some unknown illness?" Leon demanded. "Wouldn't you want us to act before it spreads to the other herds?" 

Dorin painstakingly compared the images on his overlay display, looking for evidence for a rebuttal, but the fact remained that four of the shells, spread over a significant area, were simply stationary. He zoomed to maximum magnification to check if these were the weathered old carcasses of long-dead animals, but all his efforts were futile.

"You're right, they did not move for days," Dorin grudgingly admitted. "I'll ask the boys to—" 

"No, we will personally check this out, after all, it's only about six klicks away, give or take," Leon said. 

"Only six klicks?!" Dorin protested. "And what about the rawders? You've seen how adept they've become in dodging barbweed! Every day more and more enter the valley!" 

"We leave at once," the intonation of Leon's almost human-like voice, warned the other not to argue.  

Dorin, afraid of having to run around on the plains with dangerous predators lurking about, took another approach. "Shall I send for the hovercraft or do I order a glider from Esperanza?" he asked.

Leon snorted impatiently. "Don't bother, we will walk, this way we can both scout the area and reach our trouble spot. Tell your crew in the hover to pick us up later after they have finished their rounds."

"But what if we bump into a pack?" Dorin was becoming desperate. "Large packs can kill tortoids."

"Those four aren't rawder kills, they would've taken only one, it's got to be something worse, like a disease," Leon said with confidence.

"We don't know if they're dead." Dorin was still not convinced but had to follow orders.

"Dead or sick, we won't know if we don't take a look." Leon stood up and stretched his muscular neo-canine body. Centuries of bioengineering had transformed the descendants of the long-extinct wolves into something even more dangerous than their notorious forebears.

The hill was part of the ridge, its slope led directly to the plains, to the right the barbweed thickened until it culminated into the natural barrier to the valley, to the left the golden plains stretched to the horizon.

Leon took a few moments to enjoy the magnificent display of woodland at the foot of the surrounding mountain range, the transition to the vast plains peppered with the dots of grazing giants, and then more than three-hundred kilos of canine started down the slope.

Dorin watched his superior's confident trot and his ease at evading the sparsely scattered pockets of barbweed that had managed to get a foothold on the windswept hill. 

"Damn tailwagger," Dorin muttered and reluctantly followed.

The two dogs reached their target with an easy jog-trot after a short time—at least Leon did—Dorin was still trailing behind a klick or so when Leon could already smell the stench of death coming from a looming giant.

When Dorin arrived, panting for breath after his unusual exercise, he found Leon standing beside a large tortoid, looking thoughtfully at a blackened hole in its side. 

Dorin stared up at the towering shell; it was obviously a bull. "Wha... What happened?" he managed to utter. 

"Some sort of plasma weapon," Leon said, "it burned right through the shell, roasting the insides of this poor animal."

"But who would do a thing like that?!" Dorin was stunned. "I will send anyone responsible promptly to the Shambles!" 

"I doubt that your crew or anyone from Esperanza had anything to do with it, the standard-issue lasers don't burn holes like this. Something very hot went through the animal and scorched the grass at this side," Leon said, head-gesturing at a patch of burned pasture. 

The solidified puddle of molten sand and ash was something he had seen often, much too often. 

"Definitely a plasma bullet," he said, staring at the puddle with brooding eyes.

He cautiously placed a paw on the shiny puddle and the ground caved in with the dry sucking sound of a vacuum being filled, revealing an empty almost globular space. 

"Poachers using a plasma gun?" Leon wondered, but the animal's carapace wasn't cut open to get to the meat. Most poachers would look for a lactating female to steal the Bliss.

Dorin strolled around the dead animal's mace, which was lying on the pasture like the discarded weapon of a fallen warrior, to take a closer look. The charred hole had twice the width of a human fist. He examined it eagerly and said, "You're right, it would have been a mess if a standard lasergun was used."

The dogs circled the dead animal. At the opposite side but higher up the shell they found an identical hole. 

"The shooter was hovering in a glider," Leon said, anger made him flash a fearsome set of canine teeth.

"How do you know that?" Dorin asked.

"The hole in the ground marks the end of the projectile's trajectory, at this angle, there is no other possibility." 

A sudden, muffled sound that seemed to come from under the dead animal's belly, made jumpy Dorin start. "What's that?!" he said, looking through the glass of his visor at Leon with eyes much bigger than normal.

"Calm down! It's only a scavenging mole feeding from one of its burrows." 

"Won't the carcasses attract rawders too?" Dorin said while looking around anxiously. "They too dig under tortoid carcasses to scavenge through the softer belly armor, don't they?" 

Leon just snapped his jaws, but he knew that Dorin had a point.

Eden's sun had passed its zenith, and shadows started creeping away from the slain animals. Leon and Dorin, their visors darkened by the afternoon sun, had by now, examined and filmed two other carcasses. They had the same injuries inflicted upon them, but the angle of entry suggested a change in the perpetrator's altitude. Which was consistent with Leon's assumption that someone in some kind of aircraft had used the animals for target practice.

As they made their way to the last casualty, the suddenly shifting wind carried a faint but very familiar smell, it caused Leon to abruptly stop and sniff lengthily. He stared in the general direction the wind was coming. 

Dorin glanced at him curiously, the wind had shifted again and the faint odor was gone, it was the unpleasant odor of an unpleasant predator. 

"Rawders," he said, trying to keep the unease out of his voice, "you can smell the vermin everywhere."  

To reach their distant target they had to pass an old shell that Leon dubbed 'The Fortress' for its appearance. He zoomed in on it and saw nothing out of the ordinary, switching to infrared yielded nothing, so he deemed it safe to continue.

The looming shell of the long-dead animal was broken and weathered by years of erosion; here and there, the bleached bones of its former occupant were visible through holes and cracks in the bone-like armor. Leaning on a rocky outcrop as if it was shattered on it, the exoskeleton reminded Leon of the ruins of a small abandoned stronghold.

The sight was so inspiring that Leon couldn't help but let a new haiku take form inside his mind. The first two lines were easy enough, but the last line needed a syllable fix, and preoccupied with his precious poetry, he and Dorin walked past the outcrop.

The rawder allowed them to walk past his lookout and then launched itself from the top of the outcrop. It was a large one, the impact from a ton of predator flung the dogs apart like rag dolls. The bulk of the predator landed on Leon, and only his harness saved him from certain death. Momentum and the gentle slope sent the predator reeling away from the dog, who saw razor sharp teeth and claws flash past him, as they were frantically trying to get a hold on the steel and plastic protecting the prey. Leon was dazed, but lucky. He was still conscious, although he was flung against a boulder with brutal force. Quickly recovering, he realized that without the protection of his harness, the heavy paw that had struck it would have broken his back. He saw the predator tumbling head over heels down the slope until it managed to struggle back onto its six legs. It hesitated for a moment as if it could not decide which of the two dogs would make a better meal, and then it attacked him. Fighting against a surge of headache, he rolled onto his belly and tried to activate his gun, but to his horror, he heard the calm, impersonal whisper of the harness announcing a hardware failure. The impact had obviously jammed the lid of the gun chamber, it wasn't opening.

A raw growl escaped from Leon's jaws, it was a very offensive word in deepdog, but meanwhile, the predator was closing in on him. Leon's years of training and his experience in three of Earth's wars kicked in, so he did what any good soldier would have done under these circumstances. He ran like hell. 

He scrambled up the outcrop while his hand-tool was madly clawing at the gun compartment; he had a chance if only he could manage to pry it open. The predator, not far behind, lunged at his hind legs and sent him crashing into a jumble of boulders. The prey seemed shocked into submission and the hunter quickly moved in for the kill. 

But a rock as big as a human head seemed to leap out from the jumble when it was used as a battering ram against the predator's head. The force of the impact made the creature recoil in pain. Leon drew back his artificial limb like a boxer preparing for the next punch, the steel hand was still clutching the stone and the arm was stretched out as far as it could go. The harness protested and kindly advised him not to overstrain the hand device. Leon was not amused.  

If the receiver of that blow had been human, canine or simian, he would have been either dead or severely injured. However, the rawder had quickly recovered and was now cautiously inching closer while keeping a wary eye on the threatening stone.

Then Leon heard the grating of metal on stone when the steel hand with its viselike grip squeezed through the protrusion of the rock it was holding. The stone fell and rolled down the slope until the yellow grass at the foot of the outcrop stopped it. 

He uttered another colorful swearword; he lost the only weapon he had left. The barrage of smaller stones that Leon threw at the rawder wasn't enough to discourage it, let alone chase it away; it could only keep the beast at bay for some time. Finally, desperate to escape, he turned and bolted up the outcrop and then down to the top of the carapace, where he dived into the nearest hole he could find. Inside, he crashed blindly through a chaos of dusty bones, ropey creepers and abandoned grass nests.

A dull thud, which shook the bony roof of Leon's refuge, told him that his relentless pursuer wasn't going to give up that easily. Part of the roof collapsed when a heavy body fell through it, narrowly missing Leon. Amid the avalanche of bone fragments and other debris, Leon lunged at the surprised rawder and locked his jaws around its throat, hoping that the fall had injured or temporarily incapacitated it.

Centuries ago, dogs were bioengineered into highly intelligent fighting machines with huge, powerful jaws that could easily crush a man's skull. However, even these jaws could not penetrate the skin of the rawder. It was as if he was biting into a tough springy mattress, covered with fur, which had the feel of steel brush. Tough skin was the reason the rawders had little trouble with the barbweed.

Vastly outweighed, he wrapped all four legs around the creature as far as they would go. Using the confined spaces between the giant bones to his advantage, he would try to strangle the predator. The rawder was bucking like a bronco and snapping its fearsome shark-like maw, it rolled and twisted, trying to crush Leon against huge pelvic bones. Its massive front paws with the serrated claws, used mainly for mauling, were madly ripping at the harness and threatening to cut the cable connecting it to Leon's skull socket. 

Leon with his jaws still tearing at an unwilling throat, was doubtful that the beast would suffocate, its throat muscles were too strong and its skin too thick. He hammered at the predator's head with the steel hand, but it was caught in a fearsome maw, that eagerly tried to bite it off with rows of triangular teeth. 

Suddenly, an intense heat and smoke from charred bones and burning nests filled the carapace. A thin, crimson beam was cutting an erratic path through the upper parts of the shell. Large, smoking chunks of severed bones and pieces of carapace rained down on the two combatants.

"Dorin!" flashed through Leon's mind. The other dog was obviously panicking and shooting at a target he could not see. With his mouth full of rawder throat and afraid to let go, he could not scream a warning. The beam was moving dangerously close and dislodging his teeth from the thick, blubber-like skin seemed just as impossible as biting through it, but he managed to growl out Dorin's name. He wanted to shout more, but the words changed into an agonized scream when he felt a sharp pain stabbing through his belly.

Dorin recovered from the blow just in time to see the rawder crashing through the top of the carapace. He rolled onto his stomach but could not get up, for a gut-clenching fear seemed to have paralyzed him. He must have unconsciously activated his gun, because the trigger-warning noise started whining and his harness whispered politely, "Lasergun deployed." The gun snapped out, menacing, like a cobra about to strike. Its tiny barrel nervously followed Dorin's line of sight while on the heads-up display targeting information flashed by.

His first reaction was to run away as fast as he could, but his legs did not obey, and trembling like a leaf, he turned towards the carapace. Leon was nowhere to be seen, and an almost hysterical Dorin assumed him dead. He could hear the predator thrashing about inside, and fighting to restore his shattered nerves, he decided that the best thing to do was to take action before that dreadful thing killed him too. He had shot a rawder before, but that was from the safety of the hovercraft, before now he had never met one up close.

Dorin aimed at the shell and tried to move the cursor to the fire button, an easy thing to do during practice but now it seemed to take ages. Anxiety or malfunction, with difficulty, a panicking Dorin managed to get the cursor hovering over the large fire button. To his relief it started flashing ominously while the whine changed to an alarmingly high pitch. The harness dutifully warned that the laser weapon was about to be fired. He triggered the weapon, at last, but his aim was terribly shaky.

The thin but super-hot beam hit the shell at an awkward angle, too high up in the roof of the carapace to harm the predator in its hiding place. Just as Dorin was calming down and getting more efficient at demolishing the carapace, something happened that shook him out of his stupor. It was Leon's powerful voice calling his name, but the sound abruptly broke off into a scream, and then there was silence. Shocked, he ceased fire, staggered to his feet and stood there shaking. 

"Leon!" he screamed, the voice had come from inside carapace. He quickly reduced the range of the laser and started cutting a large hole into the sidewall of the smoking shell. A much more composed Dorin, ready to incinerate anything that jumped at him, cautiously sneaked in.

Most of the roof was gone and a fire was starting to consume the old, dried grass nests of Eden's ubiquitous weaverbirds. It was ominously silent inside, all he could hear was the muffled whine of the trigger warning and the crackling of flames. Had he hit both Leon and the predator? The air was rank with a foreboding mix of smells. Smoke, rawder, Leon and blood, rawder blood but also dog blood, but to his relief, no burned flesh.

Then there was a faint sound coming from behind a giant hipbone. He moved around it through the chaos of smoldering grass and vines and bumped into the rawder's hulking form. Dorin, startled, recoiled in fright, but before he could trigger the gun, a familiar but weak sounding voice said, "Don't shoot, it's already dead." 

Dorin's laser telescoped back into his harness, sheer surprise had left him dumbfounded. Neo-dog wasn't strange to a wide range of facial expressions, and Dorin's face was a comical mix of relief and disbelief. He saw the rawder lying in a pool of blood and a groggy, crumpled Leon on the floor next to it. His hand-tool was still clutching a bloody mass of windpipe and arteries; he had ripped the predator's throat out from the inside. 

"You killed a rawder in a one-on-one fight!" Dorin shouted in disbelief, "And with no real weapon to boot!"

"Anything can be a weapon," Leon said, and the pointy steel fingers snapped open to release their gruesome harvest. 

Leon stumbled to his feet and the bloodstained hand moved rather shakily towards a large gash in his belly. The tool's movements were less than fluent due to the damage to its joints. Although it was still working, it could not return to its niche, its steel arm was dangling from the harness in an odd angle, bent and twisted by the brutal strength of the rawder. 

Leon, using the hand to close the gash as best as he could, glanced at the dead predator, and said sourly, "The claw of a hind leg struck me. I would've preferred using my gun, and at a safe distance." 

In the excitement, Dorin had not noticed the terrible, deep penetrating slash into Leon's unprotected underbelly. "You are seriously wounded," he gasped. "We must call in the hovercraft immediately." 

"They are already on their way, they received my message," Leon said, "Brokk asked for confirmation."

"We're in luck today, communication is reasonable," Dorin said.

Leon nodded. He had confirmed without even mentioning his distress or the encounter with the rawder, but he did tell Brokk to come as quickly as possible.

He looked at Dorin's worried face and said cheerfully, "I've had worse days back on Earth." 

Dorin wasn't convinced that Leon had endured worse days than today. Apart from the large gash, he had several minor lacerations and was completely soaked in blood, even if most of it was not his own.

"Let's get out of here before we burn to death," Leon said, lurching unsteadily to Dorin's crudely made doorway. His head was spinning and to his grief, he saw not one but two Dorins looking at him in astonishment. The dogs left the burning carapace not long before it burst into flames with a column of smoke visible for miles around. A disheveled Leon, leaning on Dorin, staggered to a safe distance and gratefully fell onto the grass.

Leon's vertigo was getting worse every minute, and he was still losing blood. He tried to concentrate on his surroundings. Looking out over the tall grass kept his mind off his misery while Dorin was talking away excitingly about the incident.

Dorin, delirious with relief, kept talking on until Leon suddenly snapped. "Shut up!"

Dorin stopped midsentence, and glanced in surprise at Leon, his body language had suddenly changed from relaxed to tense. He was staring in the direction of the dead tortoid, the one they were on their way to when they were attacked. Dorin turned his head. He hoped that it was the hovercraft, which had caught Leon's attention. Following Leon's gaze, he could see two small specks moving. He activated his binoculars and saw something that brought back his terrible stomach clench. Two rawders, their front paws raised and pressed against their bodies to move faster, were rapidly closing in. 

"I should have known that the dead animals would attract scavengers," Leon said calmly, "that column of smoke is like a beacon, and these creatures are curious."

He zoomed in on the tortoid corpse. In its vicinity, he could see more dark specks and fortunately, these specks seemed to be more interested in the carcass than the smoke column.

He turned to Dorin, "What are you waiting for!" he said urgently, "Get your gun ready!"

Dorin tried and tried but could not get his lasergun to respond, raw fear had taken hold of him, his concentration was broken and the machine received no commands from his brain.

"I can't do it, it's not working!" Dorin whined. Leon had seen this before, in the heat of battle when your friends were torn to pieces right before your eyes. He had seen many seemingly tough warrior-dogs collapse with their tails between their legs and their ears flattened, trying to crawl under anything that looked like refuge. 

"Pull your damn nerves together! Do you want to die today?!" Leon thundered. 

He moved closer and squeezed his jaws tightly around Dorin's ear. it was a painful bite. Dorin cried out and exploded into rage, he shoved Leon aside and stared at him with bared teeth and a low threatening growl. He was so angry he could not utter a word.

Rage is good, Leon thought. He stared back at the other who was still bristling with anger, and said, "Can you now please get the fucking gun working?"

Dorin turned to face the rawders, they had almost reached the maximum range of his gun. There was a snap when his weapon left the compartment and rose up like a submarine's periscope above the sea of grass blades.  

The first shot only scorched a few flowers nearby. Dorin cursed, he had forgotten that he had reduced range to burn a hole into the shell. His second shot did not hit any of the targets because the animals were just out of range. They must have felt some of the heat though, for they seemed to hesitate for a moment before they moved on. 

"Probably newcomers," Leon mused, these rawders had not yet learned to fear weapons, normally a near miss sufficed to chase them away. 

Leon wanted both predators shot before they became aware of them. But Dorin's clumsiness with the laser allowed them to swiftly narrow the distance. When the rawders came within thirty meters or so, Dorin managed to lock the gun on one and then he fired a long burst that hit the beast in the chest. Bodily fluids boiled, turned to vapor instantly, and blew the muscular furball apart like a child's balloon touched by a smoldering cigarette butt. 

The other rawder, trailing behind, stopped after the sudden blast, flattened itself against the ground and stared in stark bewilderment at the smoking corpse. Then it reared up and sniffed thoughtfully, not knowing that it created a perfect target.

Leon glanced at the other. "Now Dorin, hit it now," he whispered. However, there was no shot. The predator dropped down on all six and crawled closer, it knew where the prey was. It had decided to stalk rather than charge. 

"I can't unlock the damned thing!" was Dorin's frantic cry.

"If you can't unlock then force the gun's aim on the target, stupid!" Leon snapped.

Meanwhile, the rawder had reached striking distance, it pulled its legs under its body and its heavy tail swished nervously through the grass, right before it flung itself into the air.

Dorin, with eyes almost twice as big as normal, was desperately struggling with his command console. He could not unlock and in his panic pressed the fire button. A continuous beam of laserfire began turning the dead rawder in a heap of ash. He screamed in terror when he saw the rawder flying high through the air, reaching the highest point in its arc.

A bloodstained, steel hand lashed out, and clamped its shiny fingers tightly around the lasergun, pulling it backwards, aiming its barrel in the direction of the predator. In one sweeping motion, the beam caught it and cut through it with a sickening, ripping sound, and then the horribly mutilated body smashed into the dogs sending them tumbling over the grass.

Leon found himself lying on his back, eye to eye with the dead rawder. Everything was hurting, which meant he was still alive. He glanced at his hand-tool; in it was the gun, yanked off by the violent shove. He saw Dorin staggering on three feet, his gun-mount was hanging askew and it was rocking back and forth to the beat of his limp, somehow he thought it all very funny.

The hovercraft's silent approach had gone unnoticed, Leon and Dorin were too exhausted both physically and mentally to even care. The astonished crew, led by Brokk, quickly carried the two mangled dogs aboard, and then the craft left for home with unusual speed.

Brokk had a puzzled frown on his face. He was surprised, that Leon had walked like an eager puppy into a rawder ambush. He must have been preoccupied with other things, he concluded, for carelessness was definitely not Leon's style. On the other hand, maybe he was just getting old. He grinned, flashing a set of fearsome fangs. He would make sure to tell him that. During the trip back to Esperanza, it was Dorin who did most of the talking. Despite his bruised leg, he was delighted. Never before had other dogs listened to him so intently, with pricked up ears and eyes glued to his face.

Leon was lying on the floor of the craft with the slash in his belly temporary sealed with medpaste. The numerous minor cuts scattered over his head, ears and feet and the mild concussion would have to wait for now. The sedative given him was now kicking in, and while slowly drifting out of consciousness, Leon realized that he was very lucky to be alive. It was plain stupid to let down his guard for a piece of poetry. Come to think of it, he had still not saved his haiku. He smiled; his buddies would have a field day badgering him if they only knew about his poetic endeavors. Right before he slipped away, the new haiku was added to an impressive secret collection in his library.

Brokk's face was remarkable, even for a canine. Now it was twisted into an odd grimace of curiosity. Both Leon and Dorin stank of flowers, grass and burned rawder, but that was not what had caught his attention. He stared in utter amazement at the battered harness, with its bloodied steel hand, lying next to Leon. Nobody in Eden's short colonization history had ever suffered such a brutal mauling from a rawder and lived.

He took a closer look at the gun compartment. The closing lid was bent and wedged inside it. Brokk shot out his steel arm and pulled the lid out, one glance was enough. This gun would never fire again. Its tiny barrel had snapped and was pointing upwards and its main body was crushed. He pulled out the demolished weapon and the mount snapped out, free at last, but an unconscious Leon couldn't hear the whisper of his harness, reporting deployment of the lasergun.
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Chapter 2
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As usual, the dogs complained of the food. And, as usual, Matilda was peeved. And, as usual, she found them slothful and lackadaisical and slipshod too. And as usual, the dogs loved it when she was angry. Their behavior was simply hand-envy, according to Matilda. She made sure to always stress, that it was a hand that had saved Leon from becoming rawder chow. Her simian pride, four hands and a dexterous prehensile tail, were things she secretly suspected even humans envied. 

Neocapuchin was, on average, ten times as heavy as its ancestor, with of course the inevitable bigger head and a tail even more agile than ever. In the army, they were neodog's complementary brothers in arms, the scouts, the infiltrators and the saboteurs, planting bombs and spy devices and directing artillery fire to enemy targets. One could easily imagine an army of neocapuchins riding on neodogs, a fast moving, multipronged weapon, sowing death and destruction amongst enemy lines. But that was Earth, on Eden there were no wars, only skirmishes with the planet's mostly unknown wildlife. 

However, Matilda would puke at the thought of riding on a dog's back. She and the other sims belonging to Esperanza's household staff, were very efficient cooks, cleaners and maintenance workers. Matilda oversaw them all, but her main line of work, what she was rigorously trained for, was a medical one.

"They had the audacity to say that there was a hair in the soup!" An indignant Matilda was hanging upside-down from a framework of shiny metal bars fitted to the ceiling, an accommodation for the simians so they could move faster throughout the building. 

"I've told you a thousand times already that they're only teasing you." Cayle was not in the mood for Matilda's pet peeve, he had heard this all before. "If you would only ignore them then they would leave you alone."

"If you would simply order them to stop this behavior," Matilda said, swinging slowly like a pendulum as if trying to hypnotize Cayle into giving in. "They wouldn't dare go against your direct order."

Cayle almost sighed. It wasn't easy to run an operation with a team of different species. "I'm not going to meddle in the petty wars between you and the crewdogs." 

How was he going to explain to Matilda that it would break everyone's spirit if he would go around ordering things like that? What did she expect him to do? Decree a ban on jokes? And moreover, he suspected that Matilda unconsciously liked the attention and would not be the same without it.

"How is Leon doing, by the way?" he asked, quickly changing the subject. He knew Leon's condition very well but Leon was one of the very few male dogs that she admired and cared for, so his health offered the perfect distraction.

Normally she gave canines short shrift, but some dogs—the ones she deemed worthy—were an exception to her rule. As head of the household staff, Matilda was responsible for both the kitchen and the medical ward, much of the work was pushing buttons on automatic machinery, but a lot was not. Her typical simian hyperactivity had noticeably intensified that afternoon when they had carried Leon's battered body into the infirmary.

At last, something had happened that provided a break from the drag of daily life. The past two weeks Esperanza's main subject of conversation was Dorin's probably embellished, story of Leon's bravery. Leon himself didn't say much about the unpleasant incident, so everyone counted on Dorin for the gory details. Therefore, Dorin, who could draw out a story like no other, was enjoying a newfound popularity.

Matilda's face twisted into a scowl and then it lit up, she gave Cayle an impish smile. "I'm really surprised that you don't know that he was discharged this morning from the hospital," she said, and added innocently, "Aren't he and Dorin supposed to meet you shortly to brag about their recent adventure?"

Cayle smiled, he should have known that nothing could be kept hidden from Esperanza's Madam. She wasn't here to complain about the behavior of dogs but rather to satisfy her curiosity. He wanted to say something but at that moment the door slid open and the two alleged heroes walked in. Esperanza's manager turned to his new visitors. 

"Leon, Dorin!" he cried jovially, "I've been expecting you." 

He looked sternly at Matilda who seemed to be bent on hanging around and said, "I believe you have better things to do." 

Matilda obediently, though reluctantly, took the hint and swung herself gracefully, like a trapeze artist through the doorway, moving hand over hand over tail she disappeared down the hallway. The dogs quickly ducked their heads as she zipped past. Leon was smiling of course, while Dorin was his usual tense self. 

"Guys," Cayle said with a broad smile, "You two seemed to have recovered quite well from your little adventure, for two weeks I've heard about nothing else, please take a seat." 

It was Cayle's standard joke. There was no way a canine could fit its bulk into a chair designed for humans. The dogs returned the greeting, Leon smilingly, and Dorin a little bit glumly. He did not like the joke and he was perplexed. Little adventure, the man had said, and Leon was as indifferent as the man about the almost fatal incident.

Cayle placed his holocaster on the table it was an old model. But on Eden nothing was state of the art, when he and the remnants of his platoon arrived eight years ago, the device was already outdated. 

"Bumping into a bunch of rawders is never pleasant," he said, activating the caster, and suddenly the video images of the slain tortoids filled a cubic meter of space on his desk, he froze the footage at a close-up of a gaping black hole in one of the animals' side. 

He stared thoughtfully through the image at his guests and said, "This is something that disturbs me more than packs of hungry rawders on the prowl."

The tortoids were the one species protected by Eden's provisional government. Poaching was strictly forbidden. The law was not easy to enforce in a colony where lawlessness seemed to have become the norm. The meat and the shells, usable as cheap, makeshift living quarters had made tortoid numbers drop considerably.

Cayle peered at the image and then glanced at Leon. "Absolutely plasma, a heavy, high energy weapon, do you recall when we used something like that?"

Leon nodded. "Yes lieutenant, back on Earth, our last mission."

Cayle's mind went back ten earth-years ago when he and his neos were dropped behind enemy lines on what was considered a suicide mission. Most of the squad was cut down but the objective was attained. He, gravely wounded, carried along against his wishes, with Leon and Brokk not even considering his plea to leave him behind. Together with three other dogs and a couple of sims they managed to make it back through a gauntlet of enemy fire.

He shifted thoughtfully through the footage. "I can't think of anyone having access to weapons like this, except the military, any suggestions?"

"Lieutenant, maybe it's a contraband weapon, smuggled aboard a starship." 

He shrugged. "It's possible."

"It could've been anyone from any settlement or even someone from a city," Leon said, "what bothers me is that there's a sniper out there with a weapon that outranges ours." 

"Relax," Cayle said, "Earth and war are far, far away, I'm pretty sure it's nothing more serious than one of the governor's guards with too much Bliss under his skin." 

Leon, sensing Cayle's cheerful mood, said with mock gravity, "Well, I hope he doesn't get bored and tries to upgrade his targets!" 

"I think the rawders will get you first," Cayle said with a wink and both man and neo burst into laughter.

Humor wasn't strange to neodogs, but it was lost on poor Dorin who just sat there with a look of dismay, taken aback by the way the others treated such a serious subject.

"So it's settled?" Cayle gestured toward the hologen and the screen disappeared. "Some clumsy prick tried out his new toy." 

"It has the feel of it," Leon concurred, the boss was used to being right.

"Maybe it's simply jealousy, being successful newcomers in this business does not make us exactly popular with the other settlers," Dorin cut in.

Cayle scowled, the colonials labeled him a newcomer on a planet that discovered a mere two-hundred or so years ago.

"I think we can leave it at that, prepare your crews for next month's milking, after all, we have a reputation to uphold even if there are no ships coming." Cayle said.

"Sir, if I may," Dorin hesitated, Esperanza's manager was notorious for his curtness in matters he considered settled. "I've suggested before about taking a tougher approach to the rawder problem." 

Cayle's smile faded, he made a dismissive gesture. "Of all the Bliss operations on the planet we're the best because we let nature run its course, if we exterminated all rawders, we wouldn't be any better than all the others."

"I do not mean all of them, we only need to keep their numbers manageable," Dorin said, he already regretted his request. 

"We are not going to wipe away a species just because they seem to be an inconvenience, learn to fucking deal with them," Cayle said impatiently. He hated the so-called solutions that some people used to hide their incompetence or lack of courage.

The normally very articulate Dorin seemed to cringe away, left speechless by the man's utter rejection of his proposal. Gone were all the arguments he had prepared and the clench in his belly was back.

Leon quickly filled the awkward silence following the exchange. "The number of rawders in the valley has risen quite significantly in the last few months, while many crewdogs lack sufficient weapon skills," he said, "so what we need is more frequent and more rigorous harness training sessions." 

Cayle's smile was back, Leon knew what buttons to push. "You know that you don't need to ask me permission for things like that," he said.

"But," he continued firmly, "we are going to use a minimum of deadly force against the predators inside Esperanza valley, they have their place in nature and they too contribute to healthier herds."

Leaving the office, Dorin seemed calm but inside he was fuming, the arrogant ape-man always knew everything better and the others were always fetching for him and gawking at him like newborn puppies at their mother.

Leon, walking silently beside him through the busy corridors, could sense the other's brooding resentment. Dorin had to learn to accept authority, just like other dogs accepted Dorin's authority. He would give him some more responsibilities by putting him in charge of weapons training. He knew Dorin would like that. It would also serve as a reminder that he fell short of skill when he needed to control his lasergun.

A few weeks later—on a narrow platform fixed against the wall-riggings—Matilda was primping in front of her beloved mirror, it was one of those fancy interactive ones. The mirrors of the old days notoriously played tricks on its users, but this one was designed to be tricky. It was a present from Eileen, the lieutenant's wife. A pity that such a fine human female just couldn't quite fit into Eden's petty colonial life, she mused. She had returned to Earth with their daughter Arabella after a bitter quarrel with the lieutenant, it was the only argument Matilda ever saw Cayle Miles lose.

Poor Ara was devastated when she had to leave Eden. In contrast with her mother, she loved everything about Esperanza, and for that matter the planet she grew up on. Matilda sighed. That day she had lost her best friend ever, she had tried to downplay the situation to soften the blow, but the human girl was inconsolable. Her mother had to drag her away kicking and screaming to the waiting glider. Nevertheless, that was more than five years ago, the twelve-year-old must have grown into quite a young woman by now.

The mirror could show you exactly what others saw or it could show you your new look before the actual change. "Brightness plus ten," she commanded, and the mirror obediently lightened up. "contrast plus three," came the next order and yet a few more, changed the color of her fur and its texture.

After some more clowning around with virtual makeup, her image looked like a human street whore straight out of the classic movies from long before the collapse. She smiled and tried to look irresistibly luscious which resulted in her pulling a grotesquely distorted face. It was the only vice she regularly indulged in, she used to play these fun and games together with Ara, but now the fun was wearing off pretty quick when you had to play on your own.

"Reset," she said listlessly, this time the game had failed to cheer her up, she had too many sad things on her mind and so she just eyed her true reflection sullenly. Two big sad eyes set in a hairless, kind face wreathed by slick auburn hair stared back at her from the mirror. Normally she would have been shamelessly admiring her simian beauty, but for now, she had lost her playful vanity. 

She was slowly brushing her fur, almost mechanically, for her mind was elsewhere. She was worrying about her brothers back on Earth. They were fighting in the front lines of an ever-escalating war with the Alliance. A message from High Haven yesterday had turned everything topsy-turvy, even Leon's rawder incident was temporary sidelined. A ship had arrived from Earth. It had not reached Eden yet, but its communication had arrived ahead, the ship would follow in a few weeks.

The impending arrival of a starship made her anxiety grow to an unbearable level. The only good news would be nothing less than her brothers on board of that ship. Here, on Eden, they had a chance to have a decent life. 

The fact that no ship had arrived in years implied that the Federation was in trouble, there was an unspoken question on everyone's mind. Had the Federation lost the war? She had pestered Cayle in the first years, to pull some strings and get her brothers assigned to Eden, but alas, the enormous distance proofed to be an insurmountable obstacle even for a retired military officer of high distinction. 

What news would the ship bring? Were her brothers alive? Each time a ship arrived, she had felt a little more disappointed, and each time a ship departed the lieutenant had send messages to all his military contacts, but to no avail.  

When Cayle was ordered into retirement, he had argued with his superiors that if he had to help colonize a wild planet he would need to keep his unit intact. There was no gain in breaking up the remainder of such an efficient fighting unit. However, despite his objections, his elite assault team, the best neo squad ever assembled, was split up and he was lucky he could keep some of the dogs and simian medics, including Matilda. 

Sid, sensing her sadness, let his tail uncurl and wrap itself around hers and then he gave a playful tug, usually she was the one who cheered him up.

"Are you giving me the silent treatment again?" he said.

"I'm not silent, I'm concentrating on brushing this shabby old monkey pelt," she lied.

"Nothing shabby about it," he gave her another jerk and a rudimentary smile struggled to form on her face.

"How am I supposed to finish if you behave like a spoiled child craving for attention?" the smile had triumphed.

He jumped up from the bunk and grabbed her, ignoring the riggings, and using her as a climbing rope he pulled himself up until his face was beside hers, his hands, all four of them, were tightly around her and she felt his hopeful penis pressing against her back.

"I can hold tails with you, but I'm not in the mood for anything else," she said coyly.

"Hold tails?" His voice was weary and resigned in mock disappointment, and then he let go of her making sure to hit the bunk.

Sid was the apprentice of Jul, Esperanza's human jack-of-all-trades, he was learning to repair all kinds of devices and particularly the laserguns were the young guy's hobbyhorse.

"Say, did I tell you about the state Leon's harness was in?" he said with an excited voice, "the blood, the dents and the claw marks." He shivered. "I would've died from sheer fright!"

Matilda sighed audibly. "I think I've heard this about a million times already, what do I have to do to shut you up?" 

"How about if you stopped playing hard to get?" he said.

The force of Matilda's sudden free-fall knocked the air out of him leaving him temporary stunned, she straddled him and realized how lucky she was to be loved.

About an hour later, an intruder entered Leon's room through the hole left above the door for the simian maintenance crews, and looked down upon the two dogs wrapped around each other in a very human-like embrace. The sneak wondered for a moment if this was another one in the series of endless one-night stands these two were having. Was it ever going to be a serious relationship? 

The sneak who loved sneaking was too polite to ask Cara, and anyway, they had not much opportunity for girl-talk with all the male dogs and sims around. The female dogs were simply part of the teams, normally there was no special treatment, but females were very rare in the valley and they were never assigned outdoor tasks.

Leon was well aware of the intruder, and when an auburn bundle landed beside him like an avenging angel, he knew he had made the mistake of lingering too long in his cozy bed. He should've slipped away to dodge Matilda's vigilance. She took a small device from a tool belt around her waist and pressed it against Leon's neck, the device beeped and on its tiny screen numbers and charts flashed by.

Suddenly Leon was in a great haste. "I'm late already, I can't let the boss wait too long," he said, "you know how he hates that."

"I decide if you go along with the crews, not the boss," she said pointedly. 

Leon began stretching his limbs. "I feel great, in fact, I feel even better than before I wrestled a rawder," he said with a wink and a smile towards Cara.

Matilda was not impressed, a patient's opinion didn't matter to her. She nodded approvingly at the readouts. "Everything seems to be okay," she said, almost with regret, "but it may be advisable to keep you grounded for yet a few weeks more," she said with a straight face.

Leon protested. "I don't think that's necessary Mat, I've really never felt better!"

Cara was all smiles, she and Matilda were good friends and she knew that Matilda's device, although real, was used mainly for dramatic purposes. She settled herself ostentatiously back into the soft cushioning of the large bunk. As a member of management, Leon had his own room which was fine by her, this way she could avoid the hassles of the dormitories. 

"My great rawder grappler," she mocked him, "it seems like it will be you and me together for another two to three weeks," she said while turning towards Matilda, "isn't it Mat?"

Leon's curious stare alternated between Cara and Matilda, to his great relief the two could not stay stiff-faced for long, and they burst into laughter. 

He rolled off the bunk and scrambled to the tiny bathroom while sending a battery of instructions towards the facilities, hoping that for once everything would work as intended. He always felt vulnerable when people fussed about him, and sometimes he thought he would prefer Earth's battlefields to Matilda's pampering. He dived into the bathroom and returned five minutes later, washed, dried, ready for the day, and pleased that nature's calls were answered without any embarrassing accidents. 

He and Cara exchanged looks. She had dreams of someday having her own family. New world, new rules, was the hope of many neos, but he himself was skeptic about it. Things were simply the way they were. He was starting to feel uneasy, muttered something about being late, turned and ran away fast, duty had always come to his rescue.

Bursts of nonhuman laughter came from the courtyard where the capuchins, helping the dogs into their harnesses, exchanged quips with them and generally just frolicked about. Most of the dogs were lounging in the sun, waiting for the convoy of milkers and escorting vehicles to depart. Cayle noticed that Dorin was strikingly efficient, the dog ran around shouting instructions anywhere he suspected loitering, otherwise he was silent.

"Very well," he thought. "Dorin might actually develop the ability to lead." 

He was already aboard the hovercraft and was just about to ask where the hell his second in command was, when he saw Leon crossing the patio, the dogs quickly surrounded him and greeted him enthusiastically with shoulder bumps.

They were talking deepdog, their guttural dialect, a language either scorned or ignored by most humans, but the human standing in their midst was fluent in it. 

Julien "Jul" Desmidt, a jolly, middle-aged man with the youthful walk of the augmented, was yapping away with the dogs like he was one of them. Beside the augy, his simian shadow, Sid, was busy snapping Leon's harness on.

"Leon you old scoundrel," the armorer called out, "couldn't leave the ladies alone, eh?" 

Leon smiled. "Jealous?" he asked. "Rumors are that you yourself fancy some good neo-bitch, Jul."

Jul's thunderous guffaw briefly eclipsed even the tumult of the crowd. He forcefully rubbed Leon's ears and playfully elbowed Sid.

"He really got me this time didn't he son," he said, looking at Sid's amused grin, everybody liked the large human, even though his boisterous conduct sometimes could be annoying.

"Hero Leon, I hereby officially declare your old harness a memento, a physical reminder of the determination and courage of Eden's pioneers. And furthermore is decreed that it is to be added to Esperanza's museum as a symbol that will inspire and resonate throughout this planet's history," Julien said, with a mock formal tone of voice, suspiciously similar to the voice of governor Owkonji. 

The 'museum' he was talking about was his own personal collection of rarities, his lifelong passion, mostly ancient weapons and some other artifacts that he had exhibited in a large spare room.

A howling erupted reminiscent of the extinct wolves of Earth, the dogs appreciated the gesture, and Jul was almost knocked down by a salvo of bumps.

"As an honorary dog, I have certain rights," he cried, while winking lusciously at one of the bitches.

More laughter was triggered, and ignoring the withering glare from Daniels, the financial manager, he and the dogs had another bout of howling.

A grinning Cayle, with his hands resting on the craft's railings, was watching the escapades of his crews with mixed feelings. Daniels never had any sense of humor, especially when things were not that great financially these days. He feared that the good times they had here were coming to an end. Even the arrival of a starship could not change that. He gave the order to depart, and one by one, dogs and simians boarded the large vehicle. Some of them would be traveling by glider and the rest would escort the slow milkers.

The hovercraft's carrier field materialized with an almost inaudible whistle and the craft rose steadily until the field had reached its maximum size, flattening the pasture without destroying it. The palpitations within the field propelled the craft like a giant caterpillar. The rustling of the grass and the sound of the wind blowing through the canvas canopy, soon overpowered the whistling of the craft.

The dogs escorting the milkers had little trouble in keeping a steady trot, occasionally small creatures stirred up by the strange procession fled to their holes, but other than the stench of the flowers and the persistent fly-like insects, they had nothing to complain about. 

Days later when the milkers reached the herd, the air was already filled with the sounds of eager activity; the hovercraft had spewed out its crews and was now chasing after the few rawders who had not yet fled the scene. The invisible field scared the rawders. Pushed around or even run over by something that big, powerful, and immune to claws and teeth was too much for their simple minds. In the distance, a few laser-bursts convinced the stubborn to move elsewhere, but there were no casualties. 

Gliders soared high above the terrain, they were scouting for the ground crews, directing them to trouble spots and looking for females closest to the center of the herd, as they were the ones most likely to nurture a young. Bird-like creatures fearfully evaded the approaching gliders and far away at the horizon between the mountaintops, the dark shape of some big flying animal loomed. It was obviously very big and thankfully, it was only interested in whatever it was busy hunting. Years ago, one of these had invaded the valley, and snatched one of the herd's newborns. It disappeared into the forests beyond the mountains long before Esperanza's crews could respond.

One of the glider pilots performed a daring maneuver by bringing the craft down and looping away just before it apparently would crash into the ground. Cayle saw the grinning face of its simian pilot flash by, some could not help but show off their skills, but it was a bad example.

"Pilot, do that again and you can transfer to a place of your own choosing!" Cayle had broadcasted the message for everyone to hear, he wasn't even trying to sound angry. 

"It won't happen again sir," came a timid voice, the faltering connection could not obscure the fear in the pilot's voice.

The short exchange had made activities cease for a moment, the busy radio chatter had halted and then slowly, hesitatingly, it started again. Esperanza's nonhuman inhabitants knew very well what treatment they could expect if transferred to one of the other settlements and even worse, one in the Shambles.

Leon glanced sideways at the lieutenant, he knew him well enough to understand that something was bothering him as it wasn't his style to threaten his subordinates, a simple reprimand would have sufficed. He had seen him go this morning from cheerful to gloomy and suspected that he had been thinking again of his wife and daughter way back on war-torn Earth.

He raised a paw above the hovercraft's main command panel and touched the screen displaying the map of their current position and the hover's waypoint changed. From far away his cocked ears could hear the ominous thumps of tortoid tails against tortoid armor. Cayle's less sensitive human ears had not yet perceived the sound, but he seemed to awaken out of his dismal thoughts by the heightened activity. A sudden surge of excitement to their far right made Leon touch the screen and their waypoint changed again. 

"Looks like we're still in business this far out of season, Leon," Cayle said, "I honestly never thought we would find a latecomer." 

As they banked around a hillock breaking the monotony of the terrain, they passed the looming dark shapes of two males. They were moving faster than their normal sluggish gait, hurrying in the direction of the warning thumps. Up ahead a scene of nervous activity was unfolding, as the crews had cornered a desperate animal; their noses had let the canines to a lactating female. The terrified animal with her young inside her nursery chamber, was trying to flee to the center of the herd. Teams of sims riding dogback with large electric prods were trying to prevent its escape while keeping the agitated males at bay, a difficult and dangerous task. 

A few bulls began to take interest in the milkers and their crews and ambled closer. Through holes like embrasures in a stronghold, giant eyes peeked at the assailants and their helpless pray. A milker moved slowly but steadily towards the female, the machine, nothing more than a giant forklift with special milking equipment added, needed to move its arms under the animal and lift it to a slant to reach the nursing chamber. 

As more and more males started ganging up on the trespassers, the warning thumps, amplified by special acoustic chambers, grew louder and more pronounced. The sound was both a call to assemble and fight for the herd as well as an attempt to intimidate predators. Normally quite docile animals, in times of crisis they could turn into savage killers, many a milker had the dents in its steel to prove that fact, but this situation was extraordinary. Leon suspected that the abnormal numbers of rawders must have provoked them, triggering some kind of natural defense mechanism. 

"This is taking too long, there will be trouble," Cayle said, he was perplexed by the animals' behavior. It seemed like the herd was being guided. They were moving out of the way of the panicking female and they started encircling the milker. 

Just when he thought he knew the animals, they completely surprised him. He thoughtfully watched the female's cumbersome escape. This could be interesting, Cayle and Leon were curious about the way the crews would handle the situation, for the first time ever they had to deal with tortoids acting in unison, totally unlike the normal skirmishes they had with the occasional stubborn male. 

Meanwhile, one of the males had reached striking distance. It moved its tons of mace deceptively slow to the other side, extending the trunk as far as it could and almost touching the ground with the spiky wrecking ball. Attached to the mace was the punctured, dried corpse of a rawder, it was now little more than a dried sack of skin and broken bones flapping in the wind like a macabre flag.

The huge bull was targeting the milker, but the sinewy, segmented trunk would decimate the crews if they happen to stand in its way. A cacophony of frantic messages erupted as a response, and the teams quickly moved out of harm's way leaving the heavy, steel padded milker to bear the onslaught.

The animal seemed to hesitate, as if it had second thoughts, but then the mace, blurred by its speed, swooped down upon its target with a tremendous blow that shook the heavy machine like an earthquake. A blow like that would have more than likely cracked the armor of most of the large predators in the wild, but now it only left a huge dent into the heavy steel casing protecting the operators. 

Distorted steel protested when the giant mace was retracted, leaving pieces of broken, serrated spikes lodged into the mangled cabin and ripping steel plating away.

The worried expression on Cayle's face became graver, when he heard the terrified shrieks of the two simian operators. Even if he could not see them he knew that the force of the blow must have been very unpleasant for them, if not injured, they must have been stunned witless. 

The big bull struck the milker again, fortunately for the passengers the blow ricocheted off a slanted sidewall. Simply retreating was easier said than done, for the milker was now completely surrounded and taking a terrible pounding. The concert of warning thumps waned as more and more hammer-blows landed on the already damaged steel machine. The animals did not only want to drive away their foe as they normally did. Now they seemed intent on killing the predator.

The large bull was suddenly lifted up sideways when strong steel arms slowly toppled the animal and send it crashing onto the milker. The second milker had come to the rescue.

A burst of triumphant cheers erupted from the crews, it was a mixture of shrill sim shrieks and heavy dog howls, they were reacting to the sight of bulky round legs helplessly bobbing in the air. Cayle shook his head, he wasn't sure this would help the two trapped simians much. He somberly watched the tilted animal, with its armor like a skirt around eight barrel shaped legs, use its tail to push itself back into an upright position. This particular one must have been in many fights and would not be easily intimidated. He wondered if the abnormal aggressiveness was induced by the presence of an alpha male, the many scars and giant claw marks on its armor marked it as a survivor.

Meanwhile, the crews were playing a dangerous game by harassing the ranks of the herd with their prods, trying to distract the animals away from the milkers. Cayle decided that enough was enough; it would be stupid to risk the lives of so many for the sake of a pointless exercise. 

He turned to Leon. "I'm ordering the crews to stand down," he managed to say, and then everything seemed to explode into chaos.

Cayle saw the instrument board jump up at his face and then everything went black as he was thrown across the floor of the cabin and kept rolling until he was checked by the railings. A glancing blow had tipped the craft to a steep angle for a moment until gravity leveled it again.

The craft was at a complete standstill when they were hit. They had forgotten all about the two males they had passed when they arrived at the scene. Lucky for them, the hovercraft was jolted forward on its carrier-field, breaking much of the power of the blow and moving them out of the immediate reach of the attackers.

Dihn was the first of the three passengers to recover. The sim had been hanging from the upper railings at the time of the attack. He knew he had to act quickly, dark looming shapes were once again inching closer, and he hastily moved the craft to a safe distance and then anxiously went for the others. The boss was dazed and bleeding from a cut over his brow but he seemed to recover extremely fast though, for the offered tube of medpaste was impatiently shoved aside.

Cayle wiped the blood from his face with his sleeve and picked himself up with an angry expression on his face. He was angry with himself for getting distracted by the events surrounding the milkers. Leon was okay, not counting a few minor bruises that were added to his collection. The radio was cackling a clutter of simultaneous messages, most of it was gibberish, but the excited, breathless voice of a glider pilot promised more trouble.

"Dihn," Cayle ordered urgently, "bring us around these animals, I want to see for myself."

The hovercraft careened away, aiming for a passage between the two males and the gang abusing the milker. Dihn's reckless speed moved them quickly away from the bustle, and soon they were greeted by a spectacle that left them speechless with amazement.

Far out and stretching beyond the horizon, an army of tortoids was moving laboriously toward them, a forest of maces menacingly swaying with teeth-like spikes sparkling in the afternoon sun.

Many more clusters of the herd had heeded the call, the glider lookout had not overestimated the number of animals coming in, the milkers and their crews would soon be overwhelmed, and the strange, lumbering armada was still growing. 

The hover was speeding back to the trapped milker. Cayle was reluctant to order the wholesale slaughter of animals only defending themselves. If the crews and the milkers backed out right now, they could easily elude the slow moving animals. In the neighborhood of the battered milker, a four-footed, harnessed form dropped from the hover's platform and bounced off the hoverfield. Leon seemed to be walking on air for a moment and then he reached the ground; he was going to talk some sense into the wildly running crews.

Dorin was not having his day. His voice was hoarse from screaming commands peppered with swearwords that were nonetheless ignored by teams that had fallen into disarray. The normally pathetically passive herds seemed to have gone berserk for some reason. On top of all that, his radio went dead. 

By now, the besieged milker was reduced to a flattened wreck and the sims in it were dead and gone, there was no need to go on trying to lure or drive the animals away with dangerous prod assaults. The crews were still trying to free the trapped sims and no matter how hard he tried to order them away they just didn't listen, it wasn't fear that was the problem but just the opposite. It seemed like the deafening tumult had caused them to reach some state of euphoria and made them oblivious to the danger they were in.

Dorin suspected that the electric shocks now only made things worse. It was not the clubbing that was strange, they were used to animals occasionally lashing out, but it was the scale of it all, not isolated incidents but a whole herd gone mad. The giant, slow-moving beasts were starting to lose interest in the crushed machine and were now turning their attention to the irritating little specks. Since the second milker had already fled to a safe distance, the enraged animals were now targeting the crews, trying to swat them like pesky flies.

With a dull thud a heavy mace punched a hole into the ground not far away from Dorin, he sullenly watched it going up slowly again for a retry. He was standing just within reach and the next blow fell just a few meters away. His would-be killer was now getting the hang of it, it was time to move or he would end up like another ornament on a tortoid's tail. He moved out of the animal's range, pleased with his complete absence of fear.

A canine sped past him at a neck-breaking pace, the sim on his back had lost his prod and was now brandishing a tortoid spike like an ancient warrior out of an old movie. Their eyes were large and glazed, but their expressions were joyful, they were enjoying the bedlam like children on an outing. Dorin jumped at the canine's hind legs sending them tumbling down, he would get the crews calmed down even if he had to personally tackle each and every one of them. Simian and canine picked themselves up and gave him a frightened look.

"Listen to me, you two no good, worthless shitheads!" Dorin barked, "I want you to get yourself together and help me with the others!" 

It took a few more expletives before they understood that they had to run down their colleagues and get them to do the same to the rest. Since their new job was almost as exciting as the former, they happily complied, and soon the adrenaline induced activities simmered down, one by one the workers fitted with radio equipment started to respond again. Dorin was pleased and relieved that the few dogs fitted with a full harness and with their lasers out had had the discipline to wait for an order to shoot. The tortoids that had beaten the milker's cabin to a pulp were starting to disperse, but some of them were still lashing out at anything moving.

Cayle took a small communicator and a lasergun out from his belly pouch, the gun was a crude contraption, scavenged from a defunct canine harness with its power source taped to a make-shift butt. It had a simple button trigger. Its only safety device was a couple of stripped wires, which had to be twisted together before the gun would shoot. Like many other homegrown devices build by Jul and his diligent assistant Sid, it had always worked perfectly.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





