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Prologue
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It was a time of unrest in the Triworld Alliance. In one quadrant of the galaxy, three solar systems were so positioned that life-supporting planets in each were reasonably accessible to each other by the super-fast ships of the time. From one planet, Ioura, the most evolved species, the Lizordons spread out to their world's closest habitable neighbours in the other two solar systems, Duotos and Vorson. Over two hundred years the difference in the planets’ atmospheres and other variables such as gravity were enough to change the inhabitants who adapted to their environments. 

An inevitable war had raged between the three worlds over disputed mining rights on nearby lesser planets, great losses devastating several cities on all three home planets. Eventually, the wars ended and to ensure they would never occur again, prominent leaders from all three planets forged an alliance. This became the Triworld Council, originally intended to be a benevolent democracy of elected, intelligent people. 

In time, greed took a hand and was seen as a vehicle to further the wealth and power of the richest families; the democratic system was replaced by a hereditary system so that the descendants of Councillors took over after being schooled by their parents to be self-serving, corrupt and devious, stopping at nothing to further their families’ power. All this transition was done over time and so subtly that it went almost unnoticed by the hard-working citizens who were too busy looking after their own families. 

When it was too late, anyone daring to protest about the ways of the Triworld High Council were usually arrested for treason and after a trial of sorts, were sent to spend their days on some inhospitable planet or moon within or nearby the three solar systems to work as slaves in the various labour mines. Sometimes this was a life-sentence but could also be for a few years. Either way, nobody who was so sentenced returned alive.

To police and control the people of the main three worlds and the outer planet settlements, the TriCor was established. TriCor personnel were recruited from the fringes of society, selected because of their tough, mean dispositions and ruthlessness. They were well paid and well equipped with the latest ships and technology, always one step ahead of anything developed by the civilian population. To ensure loyalty to the Council, those rising to the highest ranks by whatever means were occasionally elected into the Lower Council in some minor positions of authority. These were few and far between, but just enough for the more ambitious TriCor officers to keep their goons in order and serve the Council with a fanatical zeal.

Another ploy used by the Council was to allow a certain freedom to some aspects of civilian life. Art was encouraged as this posed no threat to the Council as long as it portrayed the Councillors in positive ways. Anything derogatory in either the visual arts or by academics voicing negativity was stamped on quickly with a trial and those arrested suddenly disappeared. 

It was the same for private manufacturing and technology companies. These were either directly employed for Council contracts or allowed to develop and create freely. This provided gainful employment for the citizens, revenue for the Council and occasionally yielded scientific advances that the Council could use to their own aims. As with the arts, anything considered negative to the Council -or worse, possibly posed a threat to them was thwarted efficiently by TriCor on the orders of the Higher Council.

In the early days of the Council, a few citizens had foreseen the onset of a draconian way of life and were determined to live as they should—free, living their lives as nature intended. Avoiding TriCor detection they took several freighters to uncolonised planets outside the High Council control. They knew that one day the Council would use the TriCor to put a stranglehold on them and their freedom would come to an end.

A brave few would resist and this is their story. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The Shark, the pirate trade ship, circled the small planet Mynorol, an off-world of Vorson on the fringes of that solar system. It was an "off routes" world to all unregistered ships in the protected exclusion zone. Planets in this zone were under the governance of the Triworld Council and policed by the TriCor security force, known galaxy wide as the Trics. The Shark was a converted ex-military extended battle wagon with the four decommissioned laser cannons illegally reactivated. Most of the Shark's pirate crew were equally suspect, with warrants for their arrests outstanding on all of the Triworld planets.

They survived for two main reasons. They traded in and supplied goods others needed, but which draconian rules and regulations proclaimed forbidden. They also survived because, as pirates, they were part of an elite underworld of life that looked after their own and made it possible, and even the Trics needed evidence to secure a conviction. That didn't mean the pirates did as they pleased. The TriCor security force could rarely be bribed. They had a quota of convictions to fulfil and some of their commanders were not just sticklers for law and order, but saw it as their own way of achieving their places in the history books and a coveted place on the Council.  

The pirates existed by their cunning and wits, trading through an organisation called The Network that some outsiders still considered to be nothing more than myth and legend. Those naive individuals seldom thought to question where some of their favourite but outlawed pleasures came from. The crew of the Shark had plied their trade for close to two decades. They were a dozen of the toughest ever to be called pirates, consisting of a core crew who hired specialists as and when they were needed.  

Kronalus had no illusions why the pirates were trying to recruit him and the promise of a handsome reward was irresistible, especially when the alternative for turning down the invitation was to end up butchered by the pirates in some obscure place, or at least such was the folklore about pirates. Kronalus was a retired animal trainer and expert hunter who made a modest living on Mynorol on the home-world lecture circuit and writing about the wild animals he tracked, not to kill, but to record for his lectures. 

Pirate Lieutenant Lavnosam had eyes of red some compared to the lava flows of the fire-world, Valaris. Kronalus wasn't fooled by her beauty for a moment, knowing of her legendary skills in battle and as a laser cannon shooter. He had heard it said that even she had stopped counting her kills.

The bar had been busy when the pair entered, but a few recognised the pirate and quietly left. They sat in a quiet corner away from the nervous glances of the bar owner who cleared away anything breakable just in case.

'More wine, Kronalus?'

'Thank you, no, Lavnosam.' He sighed then said what was on his mind. 'I'm not young anymore. I mean look at me. I'm shedding scales like a Cadmolian dragon lizard in summer. I have aches and pains in places most people don't even have places from too many nights spent in damp jungles. Surely there are fitter and younger hunters around? I'm sure they would only be too pleased to take your money.'

Lavnosam drained her goblet, refilled it and said, 'We only hire the best and you're it. Captain Gojiviz is aware you are not young anymore. We have soldiers who can do the physical stuff. It's your jungle and animal knowledge we want. You will simply advise us how to get our prize. Then once on the ship you can take care of the animals. Kronalus, you need money and this is your best chance of making a lot of it.'

'Hmm. Unless the Trics catch us.'

Lavnosam smiled and said, 'they haven't caught us in the twenty years I've been in the business and we're not about to get caught now. Tell me Kronalus, how is that child of yours?'

'That's a low shot, even from you.'

Lavnosam had done her research and knew which buttons to push. 'All I'm saying is that I've heard his condition could be greatly improved with the funds to pay for his treatment.'

The lieutenant's words cut deep, as she'd intended.

Kronalus admitted, 'There may not even be treatment available. My son is dying. A little more each day.'

'I know and I'm sorry about that. But think how much better his life could be until then. Won't you do it for him? Just this one job?'

'How...how long would we be gone for?'

Lavnosam knew she had him. 'Just a few weeks. Two months tops. Then we bring you home a lot wealthier than you are now.'

'But...'

Lavnosam grasped his hand and said. 'I know what you're thinking. Pirates. Not to be trusted. And to a point, that is true. But only by those people who try to govern every planet and anything sentient on them. And of course the muscle bound thugs doing their dirty work policing it all. Just ask yourself this, though. Would we have been able to recruit talented people like you and trade so successfully over half the galaxy if we didn't look after them? Forget the Trics’ lies and everything you've heard about us. We need you and will pay handsomely for your skills. Are you in?' 

Kronalus sighed and heard himself say those fateful words. 'Ok, I'll do it if my wife agrees. If she says no, I'll not do it.'
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After meeting Lavnosam, Kronalus and his wife Mislariv visited the hospital. They left their son's bedside with the doctor. 

'It amazes me that Solonton has hung on this long,' said Doctor Eximklag. 'His condition is stable, but the prognosis isn't good. I'm not telling you anything you don't already know.'

'But that new treatment,' said Mislariv. 'I know it is in the trial stages, but if we could use it...'

Eximklag said, 'I'm sure under the circumstances we could try it, but that isn't the problem. This treatment was developed for Marvians. I know we share common ancestors but we aren't quite the same now. I've already approached the manufacturing research laboratory to see what we can do.'

'And?' asked Kronalus.

'They say it will be possible, but the modifications to the serum to suit our bodies will take time. Time we don't have. They're possibly talking years, I'm talking months. I wish I had better news.'

Mislariv said, 'There must be something... Doctor. Please. Anything.'

'Well. I suppose if Solonton could be taken to where they are developing the serum, it may be possible to let their researchers work on him. The cost of getting you there though would be out of your reach. I'm sorry I can't be more helpful.'

Kronalus and Mislariv returned to Solonton's bedside and their hearts sank as they stared at the weak, pale child. 

'Father?'

'Son. I spoke to the doctor. We're going to see about that new treatment.'

Mislariv gasped at that, but when Solonton heard the news and managed a smile, she went along with it. 'The doctor was very...encouraging.'

'But when?' asked Solonton.

'We have to get you to Marvia for the treatment,' said Kronalus. 'It could take a little time to organise so I want you to be brave and patient.'

'They can cure me?'

Kronalus said, 'We'll do everything we... Yes. We think so.'

'Good.' Solonton closed his eyes and slept.

When they were home, Mislariv said, 'How could you lie to him like that? Giving him false hope.'

'Because false hope beats no hope. Mislariv, listen. I think I have a way to make enough money to get Solonton to Marvia.'

'On your paltry earnings? Impossible. More lies.'

'No. How can you say that? I never lie to you. But what I was offered I said I wouldn't do if you said no. Now I think this is the only way. There may be a chance, but...'

'But what? Tell me.'

Kronalus poured two drinks of wine and passed Mislariv a goblet. 'I think I can get enough creds off them to buy us passage on a commercial ship to Marvia, to save our son.'

'Who? What are you talking about?'

'Pirates.'

He'd expected the look on her face and had prepared himself for a monster fight. Instead, after a pause, she took his hand in hers and kissed him.

'I knew you were up to something. You are such a wonderful husband and father. I'll be terrified every minute you're away, like when you went off in the jungles years ago. But what else can we do? Come back safe to me or there'll be hell to pay. Are you listening to me?'

'As always.'

And so it was that Kronalus said goodbye to his wife, and promised his son of his safe eventual return and joined the crew on the Shark.
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After stowing his gear in a bunk room in which he could probably only sleep standing up, Kronalus followed the Shark's engineer Lieutenant Zomnoril to the rear of the old ship and down to the hold on the bottom level next to the airlock.

'Not a bad job under the circumstances I'd say,' said Zomnoril. 'Wouldn't you agree?'

Kronalus took hold of a couple of the cage bars and shook them. 'Strong enough. Not very big though.'

'Ah! Captain Gojiviz insisted we do more research. A sharp individual is the captain. Originally we were going for four breeding pairs.'

Kronalus felt his neck-glands twitching. 'I never agreed to that. Besides, they would never all fit in these cages.'

'Which is why the captain reconsidered the situation. Now we want two breeding pairs and their young. A few cubs would take up less room and eat less.'

Kronalus was stunned. 'Are you crazy? Do you have any idea how dangerous a protective mother donradon can be?'

Zomnoril replied, 'Personally, no, which is why you are here.'

A voice boomed throughout the ship. 'This is your captain. Take off in three minutes. Buckle up.'

'You heard the captain,' said Zomnoril. 'Come on.'

Kronalus followed the engineer to the higher level aft of the flight-deck where the others were already in their places, strapped in for take-off. They showed none of Kronalus’ nervousness and merely looked at the guest specialist as Zomnoril helped him with the unfamiliar straps and buckles before strapping himself in. Kronalus forced himself to breathe in deeply and studied the pirate crew.

He could tell they were from three different planets, including his own world. It required imagination to accept that they were related by species. Those from his own planet obviously, but the differences in those from the other two planets were quite pronounced as they sat side by side. Those from the Duotos system, such as the captain, Lavnosam and Zomnoril and two others were the largest of the three types. Their scales were larger and smoother and their reddish tinge was strikingly different to his own green-blue colour, the female colouring more so. The claws on their hands were shorter and black, not like his own longer, yellow-white claws. 

The rest of the crew were from the Marvian system. Slightly smaller than the Duotosians, but larger than Iourans. They had lost much of their colour and were mostly a dull brown. Centuries before, they had left Ioura to colonise their planets and over time they had adapted to their different atmospheres and climates. By and large a friendly rivalry meant trading and interaction of both legal and illegal kinds was the norm. Some inevitable interbreeding between them made for interesting offspring.

'Thirty seconds,' warned Gojiviz.

Kronalus closed his eyes and thought of the family he was leaving behind, and once again wondered whether or not he was doing the right thing. Would he see his wife and son again? Then the ship lifted off the ground and the main plasma drives were engaged to take them into space and it was too late. They were on their way.
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Captain Gojiviz left the ship in the hands of his Marvian female pilot, Lieutenant G'dimtol, to check on his crew. 'So, Kronalus, how are you liking space travel?'

'A mixture of excitement and sheer terror, Captain,' admitted Kronalus, struggling to release his straps. Gojiviz fiddled with one of the fittings and the straps dropped away from Kronalus' shoulders, retracting into the seat.

'A reasonably healthy mix of emotions. It should become easier as we go on.'

'If you don't mind me saying so, you do not seem anything like your fearsome reputation.'

Gojiviz bellowed a laugh which hurt Kronalus' ears. 'Damn! My attempts to build up a persona as a tyrannical blood-thirsty pirate comes to naught it would seem.' The captain sat next to Kronalus and said, 'We are not quite the devils the Triworld Council would have everyone believe. It would take several lifetimes to have committed the despicable acts I've been accused of. The same for my crew. Most of us ended up as pirates simply as a way to survive. But here's the irony. Members of the Council, at least some of them, are far more corrupt than we could ever be. Publicly they call for our executions. Privately, a few trade with some of the pirates to add to their considerable fortunes. Bribes and kickbacks make the Councillors the most rotten of all of us.'

'We all suspect corruption is rife. The way of the universe, I suppose.'

Gojiviz stood, towering over Kronalus. 'In my experience, yes. We have a few days before we get to our destination. I want us to use that time productively. Most of us will be hunting under your guidance. I've organised a series of daily lectures during which you can prepare us for a successful and safe hunt. I have a high regard for all of my crew and don't want to lose any of them.'

'I understand that, Captain. But what we are attempting is quite dangerous and I'd like to add that nobody has ever tried to train these beasts. I'll do my best, but...'

'That is all we can expect of anyone. I have things to do. We eat in one hour and I'll join you then.'

'Yes, Captain.'
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Chapter 5
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Kronalus was out of his comfort zone. All but G'dimtol, the pilot, filled the upper deck meeting room after their communal mealtime. Gojiviz called the meeting to order then took his seat by Kronalus' side. Public speaking was how Kronalus made his living, but the hard-bitten pirates staring at him made him uncomfortable.

'Well. Right. Ok. Donradons. What do we know about them? Not much. They were discovered on planet Krydos by accident just two hundred years ago. They are the top land-based predator.  A scouting party in the southern jungle encountered a pack of these creatures and only one scout escaped to report back, but died of his injuries later. I'd be leaving these creatures well alone, but that's not what this mission is about. Captain Gojiviz, could you elaborate a little on just what this mission is about?'

'Yes. The trade in donradons is just one part of our present business. We have goods which, shall I just say, were acquired and for which we have customers already waiting to reward us handsomely for these goods. That said, an unexpected opportunity to trade in donradons to be used in hunting came our way some time ago and the reward for this will be quite lucrative. We will be paid in industrial grade diamonds which have many uses and will fetch a handsome trade in other things. I see this donradon mission as being a test run, and if all goes to plan it could become a regular venture.'

'But isn't Krydos considered off limits for hunting by the Triworlds Council?' Kronalus dared ask.

The laughter from the crew was silenced by Gojiviz. 'Your point being? Look if jobs like this were easy, everyone would be doing them. The very ferocity of these animals and the fact—as you correctly point out—that this planet is off-limits, means that fortune favours the brave. Namely us.' A huge cheer from the crew was hushed by a wave of the captain's huge clawed hand. 'Kronalus, we are not reckless fools. Make no mistake. You will instruct us in this mission and all of us, including myself, will follow your instructions. That scouting party was ill prepared, ill equipped and paid the price. We will be prepared and equipped and I see a safe and profitable mission for us.'

Kronalus found Gojiviz' confidence infectious. 'Then we must make this happen. I think we should open the debate to questions and answers.'

A little less than one hour of debate followed and Kronalus was impressed by the intelligence of the crew and realised he carried a lot of responsibility. By the time Gojiviz ended the debate and everyone returned to their duties, Kronalus discovered his prior doubts about the pirates and the mission had dissipated and he was becoming more excited about the challenges ahead.
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The first challenge came before they even reached their destination. 

'Trics,' said Lieutenant G'dimtol. Three ships. Seventeen paranorms away.'

Captain Gojiviz studied the screen. 'There. That cluster of space debris. Get us there, fast. Lieutenant Lavnosam, deploy the cannon team but hold fire and wait for my command. The rest, prepare to engage.' 

Kronalus was overcome by nerves until engineer Zomnoril took his arm and calmly led him to the seats and strapped them both in.

'So. Enjoying your first trip in space?' Zomnoril asked.

'What? Didn't you hear? Police. Trics. Armed cannon. Of course you heard. Are we going to die?'

'Will you relax? G'dimtol will hide us in all that rock. Arming the cannon is simply a precaution. We hardly ever engage the Trics.'

Kronalus gasped. 'Hardly ever?'

'Exactly. So we'll hide in this bunch of rocks and wait until the Trics go by. Three or four hours at most.'

'Hey. I may be a virgin spacer but even I know the TriCor ships have some kind of scanners. Heat signals. Radiation. Fart and they'll find us.'

Zomnoril said, 'So don't fart. But if you do, make it a quiet one.'

'I'm right about the scanners, yeah?'

Zomnoril shrugged. 'They have a few fancy gizmos I heard. We have a few of our own. Now calm down.'

Kronalus took a deep breath and followed the lead of the ship's engineer. He noticed all the others in the crew were equally unconcerned, at least on the surface. Twenty minutes more of steady flight and he heard and felt the forward thrusters kick in to slow the ship down. All lights on the Shark were dimmed and Zomnoril whispered that was to be expected. The plasma drives hummed just enough so their resonance could be felt through the floors of the ship, just ticking-over ready to engage for an escape flight.

On the flight-deck, lit up by instrumentation only so as to limit the heat signal of the ship, Captain Gojiviz and Lieutenant G'dimtol watched as the three TriCor ships closed in on the rock cluster. 

'Why are they heading this way?' Gojiviz asked. 'They got a sniff of us?'

'We saw them, they could have seen us. They know all the authorised ships everywhere. If they did see us, they know we shouldn't be here.'

Gojiviz said, 'If they start poking around in this shit pile, use the Imagron.'

'Too power sapping.'

'It's either the Imagron or the cannon. We're outnumbered three to one. You do the maths.'

G'dimtol said, 'Twenty minutes max for the Imagron. Any more than that and we won't have power for the cannons.'

'I know that. The second they start scanning us, hit the Imagron. If it works as it's meant to, it will bounce reflected images off all the surrounding space rock, blending us in to the point of being invisible. If they're still around at nineteen minutes cut the Imagron and we fight our way out of here.'

G'dimtol said, 'Lieutenant Lavnosam. If we need the cannons it will be tight. Go cannon repeated twice will be the command to shoot.'

'Got that.'  

Only the cannon team heard that instruction. The undercurrent of tension through the ship was already palpable enough. Zomnoril smiled at Kronalus to reassure him all was well as he unbuckled himself, and nothing in his expression gave any hint of concern. Unlike Kronalus, he knew exactly what would be going on and without fuss he went through to the flight-deck. 

Gojiviz glanced briefly at his engineer then back to the screen. 'Three Trics homing in. I've a hunch they were expecting us.'

'Somebody talked? Not one of us, I know that much.'

'Perhaps not the regular crew.'

Zomnoril understood his captain's words. 'Kronalus? Surely not. What would he have to gain? Not only that, being on the ship means he's in as much danger as we are. No.'

'Perhaps not intentionally. But a careless word here, a little slip there. We are too disciplined. He is not. Not like a pirate must be.'

'Unintentionally I can accept. I still think it's more likely to be an outsider. If we get through this, we'll find out later. You have a plan, Captain?'

Gojiviz said, 'The Imagron.'

'Oh, no. G'dimtol, tell me he isn't serious.'

'He's serious.'

Zomnoril shook his head and rolled his eyes towards some imaginary deity. 'There must be another way.'

Gojiviz pointed at the three approaching blips. 'If you have one, now would be good.'

'But the energy drain...'

'Nineteen minutes then we cut it and use the cannons as we make a run for it.'

G'dimtol said, ’Cannon team is on standby. Zomnoril. Is there any way to run the Imagron for longer without draining the power for the cannons?'

'No. We've tested it a dozen times. We knew it was a partially developed system before we stole it. A rough prototype. Maybe I'll figure a way to improve it one day, but for now we're stuck with it.'

'Worth asking the question anyway,' said G'dimtol. 'But the Captain is right. This is the only way.'

Zomnoril had accepted that conclusion. 'Then let's hope it works.'
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Most of the crew were unaware of the drama playing out on the flight-deck. Engineer Zomnoril shared the tension with the captain and pilot, ready in case his skills were needed on the stolen, unpredictable prototype Imagron. 

G'dimtol in an unnecessary whisper, said, 'They are definitely hunting for us.'

'But they can't detect us,' said Gojiviz. 'The Imagron's working.'

Zomnoril could see the power draining away. 'Fifteen minutes of spare power.'

The TriCor ships trawled through the rocks searching for the pirate ship. Each second brought the pirates closer to the moment when they would have to cut the Imagron and use full power to take on the police in a running dogfight. Still the TriCor ships homed in on them, not directly, but close enough.

'Nine minutes,' offered G'dimtol, keen to take their chances at blasting their way out of trouble.

Closer came the TriCor ships, well within clear firing range. The pirates knew fighting their way out was probably impossible, outnumbered as they were. They were pirates and as such were prepared to die. 

'They are ridiculously close,' said Gojiviz. 'Five minutes.'

They knew their cannon shooters were staring at their green screens, awaiting the order from G'dimtol to fire their weapons. Each had a different ship in their sight to optimise any chance of success. They also knew that the TriCor weapons would be ready to send them to hell. 

'They've turned,' said G'dimtol. 'They’re coming straight for us.'

Zomnoril said, 'We know the Imagron throws out a slight resonance of its own. We should be just a shimmer against the backdrop of space, but that shimmer could be all they need to detect us. Three minutes.'

'Still heading our way,' warned G'dimtol. 'They as much get a sniff of us, they can take us out before we get a shot off.'

'Keep to the plan,' Gojiviz ordered. 'Just be ready to get us the hell out of here.'

'Oh, I'm ready,' G'dimtol assured her captain. 'Two minutes. Shooters. Last minute of countdown. Lock on to your targets and await my command.'

'Ready,' said Lieutenant Lavnosam.

'They're too close,' said Zomnoril. 'Oh, this isn't good.'

'Thirty seconds,' said G'dimtol. Her claws scratched around the sensors that would cut the Imagron and fire the drive units to maximum. The coordinated course to clear the rocks and have them away from the TriCor ships was already programmed into the computer. In less than three seconds after the countdown they would be either dead or alive. 'Fifteen...fourteen... thirt...They're changing course.'

Gojiviz continued the countdown. 'Nine. Eight. Get ready...'

'They've gone,' said Zomnoril, feeling drained. 'Are they doubling back?'

'No,' said G'dimtol. 'Captain?'

'Cut the Imagron and keep the shooters on red alert. Wait another ten minutes to be sure the Trics have gone then take us out of here and back on our mission.'

A further ten minutes passed and they were off to hunt dangerous donradons in the steaming jungles of Krydos.

Zomnoril returned to his seat next to Kronalus.

'Everything ok?' Kronalus asked, trying to read the engineer's deadpan expression and getting nothing.

'Hmm? Of course it is,' said Zomnoril, coolly.  'Why shouldn't it be?'

'Well, I just wondered...'

Zomnoril slapped Kronalus on the shoulder. 'Nothing to worry about. At least not until we are trying to catch us a few deadly wee beasties.'

'Yeah. Something else to look forward to.'
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They continued on their previous heading and several tedious uneventful days later, they reached their destination. As the Shark orbited Krydos the crew scanned for lifeforms. Kronalus was checking for the specific signals that would come from the donradons.  

Captain Gojiviz asked again. 'Lieutenant. Any ships about?' 

Lieutenant G'dimtol smiled without looking up at Gojiviz and said, 'No, Captain. A couple of freighters millions of miles away on the edge of the zone. No Trics.' She considered telling him to calm down but knew that would only agitate him more. She shared and understood his anxiety but didn't express it the way he did with his pacing of the flight-deck. 'There have been no reports of the TriCor force in this area for decades.'

Gojiviz snapped, 'Which means they are long overdue for a trip out here. Kronalus, have you found us those damn donradons yet?'

'No, sir. Plenty of scatter signals from many animals but I've not isolated any donradons.'

G'dimtol suggested, 'Maybe our scans are too wide set. We can try narrowing it down. Kronalus, you know more than the rest of us about these animals. What sort of climate would they prefer?'

'Like all information on them, data is limited. I don't know about you, but I hate the cold. They might be the same. I'll try the equatorial regions and deepen the scanning intensity. Hmm... Certainly plenty of animal life. No sign of the...Oh, wait. I think...yes. Indications of several packs of donradons in this region here, scattered over a hundred square miles. That makes sense territorially. A mix of plateau, jungle and those two mountain ranges.’

'Any advanced beings?' Gojiviz asked.

G'dimtol said, 'Prior scouting trips over the years came up with nothing. There's often talk of the Council colonising the planet but no decisions were made to try that. I'm not aware of anything recently.'

'Very well,' said Gojiviz. 'Take us down and land on that high ground there. We'll be able to see for miles from there.'

'Yes, sir. Get ready, people. We start landing manoeuvres in thirty seconds.'

The planet was a rich mix of land and oceans, roughly half and half. Thick polar icecaps dominated the poles. It was pristine and had evolved slowly and if any intelligent life had risen above the animal world it had become extinct centuries before, leaving no known evidence of its existence. With excellent air and water, it was ripe and relatively easy for any future colonisation but the Triworld Council had made an unusually sensible decision to leave the planet in its unspoilt condition for as long as possible. As such it was off limits to all unauthorised visits. Especially pirates. Even so, the TriCor police had concluded that guarding the planet would be a waste of time and resources. Apart from a bunch of animals, there wasn't much for anyone to plunder. 

G'dimtol took the Shark safely to the chosen site and landed it perfectly. 'Here we are. Go catch us some donradons.'
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Chapter 9
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Gojiviz said, 'Right. Excluded are Lieutenant G'dimtol, Engineer Zomnoril and Lieutenant Lavnosam and civilian recruit Kronalus. I want this ship ready to get off this rock the minute we need it. Lavnosam, pick one of your team to protect the ship with you. Anything you don't like the look of coming this way, get rid of it. Kronalus, don't take offence, but I don't see you tracking wild beasts in the jungle. We may need you out here at some point, but not for now. 

You've explained to us what we're up against and how to deal with it so there's no need to risk you at the moment. Hopefully, your job will be to take care of the animals as we transport them to their new home. I'll be leading the hunting party south of here where we last had indications of our target. As Kronalus explained to us, the donradons are what we are after but by no means the only nasty that we will encounter. I want you all back here in one piece. Sergeant Finoxul - you, Buptixlu and Cronvalun are responsible for our supplies. Time to go.'  
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