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The Mission to Earth

By 

C. L. Rossman

“Who takes the life of a Hunter must yield his own.”—Hunt Law  

*                           
On Board the Hunt Ship---“They say the creatures will even kill their own females and cubs,” the young hunter began. His blood-colors and tone of voice held equal amounts of fascination and horror.  “Fascinated horror” said it all for the listener.

“They say true,” their Hunt Leader Rk’sata answered, his own face a neutral mask.

“Chak,” clipped in the senior trophy hunter, “and the only things they like to kill better than themselves are other living creatures.”

“Including us.” Another trophy hunter looked up from his game of chur’on-takai to add his hideshare to the discussion. “Not that they get much chance.” This one was not-so-senior; he had handsome body colors of bright orange patches over gleaming black, and his name was Syrvane.

While the young hunter digested this, the listener felt he had to speak up. He put down the baryon rifle he was checking and said mildly, “They did not threaten us when I was there to hunt the Ancient Enemy.”

“Hoh! Twenty years ago,” grunted the senior hunter; “And you are now all of 39, Talesian, hardly come of age.” He ignored the younger man’s blush and drove mercilessly on: 

“When I first went there some 38 years ago, a lifetime for you, I found them to be the most vile and cunning of creatures. They did not fight with honor; they were deceitful and savage; and once we made planetide every effort of theirs from first to last was to attack us in huge packs and kill us any way they could, with every weapon at their command.

“I escaped, yes, but it took every t’mearn of my intelligence and skill. And I                                                                                        brought my trophy home with me, d’faal. So do not speak of these beasts as people, dhai tautsche,” (emphasis on the ‘young’)” until you have been attacked by them.” And he shut his jaw with a snap. 
Talesian said nothing. He burned with shame; and if he had been a less equable soul, he would have thrown out a Challenge to the older man, senior hunter or not.

“So why are we helping them then?” the young hunter asked almost plaintively, not having the wit to keep his jaw clamped.

The big trophy hunter gave him a withering look, as if to say that because a certain one was related to the Nine Systems Council Director, and had the gift of tongues besides, it did not mean he belonged on this journey. Such qualifications, as D’vranche was fond of saying, “wouldn’t draw beetles to a dunghill.”

Surprisingly, their Hunt Leader intervened. “We are helping them because they asked us to,” he said, exchanging a glance with his wife and co-leader, the Huntress Vo’treal’. “The Enemy loosed destruction upon their world. We fought the Enemy here, and won, as the Esteemed Warrior Talesian knows, since he came here with Truthseeker’s pack from P’taal 5…” and he returned Talesian’s chinlift of acknowledgement and gratitude.

D’vranche snorted, but said nothing.                                                               

Rk’sata continued: “They came to our Conclave after the great hunt and asked for our help and rapprochement – as allies – not that they had anything to offer us. But the Champion Renegade urged us to take up the trail with them – on our terms.”

“Good throw, that,” the black-and-orange hunter said. 

Talesian looked up. Now he could speak with authority.

“As the vr’Renegade said,” he began quietly, “’There are worse things out there.’”

“Than these hew-mahns?” the young hunter asked, his eyes grown big.
He was only two years off his Master Hunt, and it showed.

“Much worse,” Talesian replied, “Parasites that suck away your mind and soul, and then force you to despoil your own world. They depleted planet after planet, and left a string of dead worlds in their tracks as they ravaged through the galaxy. We defeated them with the force of a dream and a vision, and an old, old mental technique known as the Hunting Mind. It was almost lost to us; but the vr’Renegade found it again just on the nock; and we saved ourselves, and the Divided World, and every other still-living planet because of it.”

He had to haul in his traps: he was getting fervent, and loud, and that would not do. It was enough that D’vranche knew, that they all knew, he had earned his place on this hunt. He had been to the Divided World with Truthseeker; he had fought the Enemy and survived. He deserved to be here.

Yet his sly inner mind jibed him with “Keep telling yourself that, hunter, and may be you can believe it too.”
“Ah-hai!” Syrvane burst out, startling him. Talesian glanced over, shocked. Was it something he’d said?

But no; now the sleek orange-and-black hunter shouted, “Three circles, T’shalla! Beat that if you can!” as he gleefully scooped up his winnings.

Talesian felt glad of the diversion. He didn’t want to have to answer any of the questions he saw burning in the younger hunter’s eyes, such as why did you come back? He didn’t want to have to speak honestly under Code and tell how he’d lost his Betrothed to another man – one T’sinte – or how his second attempt at marriage failed miserably because his intended rightly decided he didn’t love her, but was only trying to salvage his pride…

Rot it all, there was the young hunter leaning in again, his eyes bright, mouth opening, and –

“Enough!” Hard metal crashed into its bin, steel chains rang, as the senior trophy hunter threw down his gear and stood. The eyes of everyone in the room darted toward him like startled birds. He stretched his powerful body, his muscles swelled like shining hills. With superb indifference to their gaze, he completed one full luxurious stretch, then lowered his arms slowly and growled in a voice like rough stones, “A tautsche needs his rest before the hunt. Now I will take mine, v’hunters.”

And he strode majestically from the room.

They gazed after him, impressed. Only the co-Hunt Leader Vo’treal’ stifled a knowing sound in her throat and turned away. She treated the big trophy hunter’s departure performance with a cool amusement of her own.

After he was gone, Syrvane looked over from his game and remarked, “D’vranche does not like this world or its chattering inhabitants. He lost a hunt mate and friend on his first visit, I hear, and came back for vengeance, t’d’faal.”

Rk’sata nodded. “With four hunts there, he is the most experienced among us. And the vr’Renegade asked that only those with experience make planetide.”

“I can speak many of their tongues and I am a trained documentarian,” the young hunter cut in, although no one had accused him of less.

“We know that, K’vetkian. There are some exceptions,” Rk’sata said with measured patience. “At any route,” he continued, “they have kept the truce these 15 years. No hunter has been harmed, nor have any of the other races we brought to help them. And we remade this system’s second planet to match their needs; and they will have another throw at Chance, to live or die, as the Champion said.” 

“Churr,” put in the youngster K’vetkian, “and we will see how it falls,” trying to sound important and knowing.

“Krr, you’ll see plenty of something, by the bones!” Syrvane prodded him. “Another miss, T’shalla!  My gamebag grows fat, brother.” Having slyly plugged the youngster’s jets and won another round, Syrvane rolled merrily on: “I for one think a species that slays and eats its own kind should be condemned from one arc of this tautsche’s galaxy to the next.”

“Kills and eats them?” Even his gaming partner was shocked.

“Chak. And starves its elders and mauls its own young and—“

“Hunter.” One word. A flat command.

Syrvane grinned at his Hunt Leader, but went silent. He looked down at his winnings, pretending to study them.

Rk’sata pursued it, relentless. “We have strangeness enough to prepare for in reality, without dragging in every wild-flying rumor and bad plot out of screamer novels. I think a night’s rest is an excellent idea. Now.”
He stood up and waited, unyielding, until the other four hunters disbanded and left the training room, dismissed and unsatisfied. 

* * *

And on Earth—“They hunted us, I heard. Like animals,” the rookie cop was saying in a mixture of horror and disbelief…throwing the words out, testing the water.

His sergeant grinned. “Yeah. Like trophy animals. That you hang on your wall.”

While the rookie gawped, a third man, Det. Sgt. Anderson drawled, “Why, Sarge, you should feel honored. It was like my ancestors, the Masai, hunting lions---because lions are the king of beasts, right? And it takes a real man to kill one.”

“Shee-it,” the sarge retorted; “You ain’t no Masai, Anderson. Lucky if your folks was goddamn pygmies!” (Anderson stood a stocky five-foot-eight.)

“Hey—hey, hey,” Anderson flung up his hands in a mock-warding gesture. “Watch your mouth, homey. We-uns are supposed to mingle with you po’ ignorant uniforms, Lord knows why!”

He lowered his hands, leaned forward with a wicked leer. “Besides out of you, they wouldn’t even keep the skin…”

The rookie, whose name was Fletcher Malone, “Rabbit” to his cohorts, gulped and said, “Is that true?  They skinned people? Did they eat them too?” His rabbity nervous hands clinked his spoon against his coffee cup – several times.

Anderson rolled his eyes. “Eat them? Why, I could tell you –“

“Alright, alright, knock it off,” came a fourth voice as Sr. Detective Lt. Russell Dillon, head of their special tactical unit, entered the room. He carried a pack of thick file folders under one arm. “We’ve got enough to worry about without repeating each trashbag screamer headline in the tabloids. Take your seats, everybody,” and he tossed the folders onto the table with a whap!
There were a few rolled eyes and Anderson gave the rookie a knowing grin, but the whole squad managed to make it to the rather worn wooden table with no more sound than a squeaking of chairs.

Dillon was digging around in his long tan raincoat for a pencil, or pen, or anything. Why couldn’t he ever find one of the damned things when he – ah, there it was.

Sliding it out of his pocket in a lot smoother move than he’d used going in, Dillon flipped open a folder with his other hand and began:

“Now. Just to clear your mind, Malone; yes, they did used to hunt here, but they banned it. Or rather their high chief did, more than 20 years ago. They never ate us, they said.” (A murmur rose at this; so did his voice.)

“And since then, they’ve saved our necks twice, once from some nightmare monster some other species cooked up in its labs and let loose, and the second time from those nasty little brain eaters, you remember them, about 22 years ago? Since then, the Hunters or Tautschen as they call themselves, have made a pact with us: they don’t kill us, we don’t kill them...”

“Great,” muttered the rookie.

Dillon shot him a glare and went on: “And they and some other aliens have been helping us clean up the mess the brain eaters made of Earth, and remaking the planet Venus so it can support human life.”

“Yeah, why are they doing that, Russ? Anderson asked. He was the only one of rank (and acquaintance) who could interrupt at this table, and who could call Dillon by the “nick” of a nickname, “Russ” for “Rusty,” among them.

Dillon, thrown off stride, stopped to consider.

“Because,” he said at last, “we asked ‘em to. Right after the war.”

A hubbub arose. Most of these men had not been on the Force 22 years ago, not even the 15-year patrol sergeant. Dillon himself had just been nine years old at the time.

He raised his hands for silence. “Ho-hold it, people! You aren’t that old, most of you. But remember the news clips when you were kids? The fires? The  bombings? That little nuclear war in the Middle East? Don’t tell me you don’t.”

When they quieted, he continued, “Anyway, that brings us to now: Venus is wrapped and ready to go—in an unbelievably short time, according to our scientists—but there you are. We expect the Hunters to return in force next week to consult with the top brass of this planet to see who gets to go there. And lucky us, the meeting is gonna take place right here in the City; so we have our local bosses to protect.”

“Whoo-ee,” Anderson added softly. “Real lucky.”

Dillon went on, ignoring him. “This is their head honcho Renegade’s doing again. No strings attached, supposedly, just agree to be their allies and keep our eyes open. We don’t know what else is out there.

“So what I’m going to do,” he said briskly, “is brief you on what to expect from the tautschen – here, pass these around;” and he shoved some glossy pix off to one side, typed sheets to the other, “and outline our procedures to follow, once they do come here.”

As the pictures circulated, comments followed fast:

“Jesus, they're big bastards, aren’t they?”

“Bigger than your average full court hustler, for sure.”

“Yeah, and look at those muscles! Must be strong…”

“Goddamned fast too,” came from Naigley, the patrol sergeant.

“You mean you’ve seen one? Up close?”

“Long ago, chile, long ago. He was maybe seven feet, five-six inches,” said with a negligent worldly wisdom. ”They been here off and on, since. He brought one of them wolf-people, too, back when they were sniffing out the Enemy.”

“Wolf people, wow! Are they coming too?”

Dillon glanced up. “We don’t know. But even if they do – or those other ones – Eret, they’re called – come with them, don’t kid yourself. The Hunters are the ones in charge.” He looked away, tapping his pencil off one fingertip to the other.

“Other things you should know…” he said finally. “The hunters have really superior eyesight, partway into the ultraviolet and infrared. We don’t know just how good it really is, but it’s incredible. They can read your emotions by your skin tone – heat-colors, they call it. So don’t lie to them. Don’t even think about it. Be honest even if you have to be blunt. They’ll be the same with you. Some of them even have a sly sense of humor: they’ll use it to try to get a rise out of you, like the ragging you get when you’re a rookie.”

“Got that right, Lt,” muttered Malone, and everyone laughed. The rookie flushed.

“Read you easy enough,” Anderson drawled.

Dillon out-waited them. “Alright. Now I’ll go over the tactics for the big day. The place will be crawling with Feds and God-knows-who from other nations; so we only worry about our own, which is one good thing. We’ll go over the greeting rituals for the Hunters too: how to handle it if they address you personally – not that there’s much chance of that,” and he ploughed resolutely on, trying to wade through a morass of names, ranks, places, and Federal suggested guidelines for everything from diplomatic behavior to blowing your nose in public…

Finally it was finished. Glazed eyes turned to looks of relief as he re-inserted his paperwork into the file folders and said, “That about does it, people. Now let’s –“

“Hey, Russ, haven’t you forgotten something?’ came from Anderson. “Another piece of advice, maybe?”

The lieutenant, who’d started to rise, sank back down with a puzzled look. “And what might that be, Robbie?”

“Why-y-y – just this,” Anderson’s slow grin reappeared. Solemnly he said, 

“Never show fear, man.”

* * *          

 The Hunt Ship, later---The argument wasn’t over for Rk’sata. It continued on in his bedchamber with his wife, heated but subdued.

“I don’t like this, my warrior,” she muttered to him again, as she had at the beginning of the flight, when he was first asked to go. “I never have. You know that, Rk’sata.”

“I know, my fierce one.” He sounded tired. “Yet the creatures have kept the peace and we have a full fleet of Hunt ships at our back. And a warrior goes where he is needed, Vo’treal’.”

“There are others with experience, others with twice, three times as many hunts to the Divided World as you have!” she protested.

He made a weary head motion and half-shuttered his eyes.

“But I am the only hunter,” he said, “who ever let one go.”

Her eyelids creased in pure pain and she lay back on the bed.

This is too hard on her, he thought, not for the first time. Even if our children are grown and our work on the research planet is done… He reached out to touch her face very tenderly. “I should never have agreed for you to” come with me never made it past his teeth; she stopped it with a movement of her own.

Her eyes flashed open, and he was amazed to see them full of tears. “You could not have kept me back, my love,” she whispered, and laid a hand over his heart. “Light of my heart, my life, I could not bear to lose you.”

“Oh my lady,” he whispered, overcome; and he gathered her to him. The silken warm length of her pressed against him to nuzzle and caress. He could not say another word. His heart was full.

She began to respond to his caresses in kind. But hers were fiercer, hungrier, almost desperate in their intensity. She grabbed and pulled at him as if she were losing him even now and could hold him only by main force.

Her passion awakened his; and soon they were tussling like juveniles, demanding and intense, until it became a bonding as fierce and abandoned as anything they’d had in their youth. Their climax-cries shook the walls; and Rk’sata, sixty-three years a married man, surprised himself by exploding into a full-throated roar.

Even long after, they held each other as they drifted into slumber. Sixty-three years, he remembered thinking dimly, and four children later, and the fire is till there –bless the Spirit within…

…if only it hadn’t been sparked by some dismal little planet the natives called Earth

* * *

Descending--“Krrt! Who called out the Grand Pack?” Syrvane exclaimed as they stared out the ports and viewscreen at the rendezvous point. A huge array of other Hunt Ships hung in space just outside the Divided World’s orbit. Their newmetal hulls gleamed in dark colors: red, green, blue, and violet, with ruddy heat glowing from their hooded eyes.

“It’s not really a Grand Pack. There are only about 50 Hunt Ships out there,” Rk’sata answered, “along with four or five liners and freighters. The Grand Pack, I understand, had nearly a thousand Hunt Ships fully manned, and was led by Renegade himself and his close-chosen, in their own Hunt One.”

“Of which perhaps only three or four hundred returned whole from battle, and none of them unscathed,” Vo’treal’ remarked with a touch of asperity.

“They faced down an enemy which outnumbered them four to one, and destroyed it utterly, as I recall, vre’huntress,” D’vranche put in.  “The Enemy's next target would have been the tautschen worlds.” Grand Pack member or not, he wouldn’t let honor be slighted, no matter what trail it took.

“And the Hunt pack from P’taal 5 fought against even greater odds than those, did they not, Talesian?” Rk’sata strove to keep the peace by shifting focus to the younger man.

“Churr, Hunt Leader, we had only two ships, against 15 of theirs; and they had more locked into a base on this planet’s moon,” the hunter replied, his face turned to the viewscreen. “Still, this is an impressive showing.”

“It will impress the marrow out of our self-named hosts, I imagine,” chuckled Syrvane. “Isn’t that the trail, Rk’sata?”

Their co-Hunt Leader nodded. “Partly that. And partly for the help of the starliners and freighters, which will carry some of the humans to their new world.”

“Humans,” murmured the youngest, K’vetkian, giving it the proper pronunciation.

“We are rendezvousing out here to determine which members of the pack will go down to the Greeting Ceremony,” Rk’sata went on, “while the rest watch their flanks.”

“Hhrrnt!”” snorted the senior trophy hunter. “And how will we do that, v’leaders, without every single hunter and huntress voting for themselves and their ship?”

“The decision,” Vo’treal’ said very softly, “will be based upon who has the greater experience there….”

And they understood at once why she had been upset and negative, and why she would not look at them.

*  *  *

They were not after all the only ones: three Hunt ships went down altogether, their crews composed of Divided World and Grand Pack survivors. The three ships would remain aloft and light-shielded nearby while select individuals took to the ground. The main fleet would stand off at higher altitudes, and completely visible. Just a precaution, but many times the number of fighting ships needed to destroy this planet if the crazy humans started something. This was simply good hunting technique: “Study your prey, but keep your weapons primed,” as Hunt Law says.

So that was that. Now they would go forth to meet these creatures. As the three chosen ships lowered to within 10 kri of the ground, less than half the pack members aboard each would jump down one or two at a time and gather around the waiting humans. That made it, oh, about 30 Hunters – and one very unwelcome surprise: an unauthorized trade ship and the couple who owned it.

They had come here to bargain with the humans, just as others did, they protested when challenged. With what Rk’sata was sure was feigned innocence, the traders said they carried only works of art and hand tools, strange meat and furs and hides, as specified. What was wrong with that? How were they to know this was a special occasion? They‘d brought their own ship’s huntress. A guardian of the People was required on every trade ship, liner or freighter; so they were following the rules – how could they know? They had no vrei-chee to guide them…

And on and on, until Rk’sata cut them off in disgust, and threatened the pair with a total boycott if they showed as much as a toeclaw out of place.

Talesian thought this over as he waited his turn to leap down from the ship. He stood third in line; the others would go down in order as befitting their rank:  first the Hunt Leaders and now Expedition Leaders Rk’sata and Vo’treal’; second came the senior trophy hunter, D’vranche, chosen pack leader here; then himself as a ranked warrior and hunter; and finally Syrvane, T’shalla, and the rather piqued K’vetkian, last of the landing party, despite his gift for languages. He was the youngest and least experienced.

“To the mark, hunters,” Rk’sata said, his eyes darting around to look at them, then out the open hatchway. He told the pilot, “Vshniak, let us off and then go to your prescribed distance and stay there unless we call. Hunter Kuroda, stay at the laser cannons; remember our flanks.”

 “Chak, Rk’sata,” they told him.

He gave the slightest tick to show he’d heard, and turned to face front and the human herds awaiting them. Vo’treal’ moved tight to his side. They exchanged the briefest of glances, then he said, “And now, v’tautschen, after us, in order – “

“Good hunting!” D’vranche boomed suddenly, and Vo’treal’ cried out the ringing return:

 “Let fall Chance!”

And the lead couple sprang out in the unshielded brilliance of a bright Terran day. 

*  *  *                  

Talesian gathered himself. He couldn’t see what was out there because D’vranche’s massive frame was in the way, but he was fully armored and weaponed, and completely alert. He would start scanning around even before he hit the ground. This passed through his thoughts in a flash.

Then D’vranche’s body vanished through the open hatch; and with a little start and a prayer, Talesian followed.

*  *  *

The international delegation, 200 diplomats strong, plus at least twice that many police, special agents, Feds and military, besides a horde of press and TV people, stood on the plaza in front of the old United Nations Building with its candelabra of tall poles topped with flags of the nations. The day was bright and brisk; the wind snapped the flags to attention, and Martha Dillon’s son, her eldest and only, stood right in the vanguard of the whole shebang, there with his city’s mayor and council, wearing his dress blues, and near the President of the US of A and the Secretary-General of the UN and by God he’d better not fuck this up, if he knew what was good for him.

The general public had not been invited-- too many quarter-wits and psychos out there. Nevertheless they had come anyway, and the standing-room-only crowd numbered at least one million, and had been pressed back with difficulty into the feeder streets. That little maneuver only took the energies of every single NYPD cop they couldn’t spare for the rest of the city, and a couple platoons of National Guard as well.

Dillon squinted up at the dazzling sky: a terrific April day, not a cloud to be found – so OK, let’s get this show on the streets, alr—

And a phalanx of starships materialized right above the city, rank on rank of them, darkly gleaming as a flock of iridescent crows, poised as a host of raptors – and the crowd below caught its collective breath, aaah, and started upwards, entranced..

Like sitting ducks was the next bird analogy that came to mind; followed by one suspended moment in which nobody spoke, and gave the spectacle its due.

From somewhere at his back, Anderson nudged him and jibed, “Now there’s an entrance, huh, Russ? What you got to say about Black Power now, po’ white boy?”

 Dillon choked back screaming laughter and the moment was lost, broken into a thousand exclamations and pointings, the hammer-staccato of reporters reporting, the TV cams rolling…

Then three of the great dark ships broke away from the fleet and snarked down the sky, graceful as sharks swimming. Another ship peeled out of the pack and followed them down: a different-looking one, not quite so lean and fierce, but rounder and a bit tubby…like a cabin cruiser running with destroyers, Dillon thought as he watched, enraptured as the rest.

The three bigger ships floated the last few hundred feet down and stopped in midair about fifty yards from the delegates, and well-spread. They hung only twenty feet above the ground at this point, and the fourth ship, the cabin cruiser, hovered above them.

“Not black, Anderson,” Dillon muttered; “they’re all different colors – dark ones. That one nearest us is dark green, for exam-“ when three chutes opened simultaneously under the forward prows –

And the Hunters began jumping out.

The crowd gasped. So did the delegates. Even the trained officers couldn’t suppress themselves and sucked in air.

It should have been an undignified performance, springing down from those ships like that; but instead it was fast and fluid, and done with an unearthly grace. Those tautschen in the nearest ship came out as a twosome first, landed and flowed forward, followed three-four-five-six-seven by the others in the landing party, about as fast as you could blink twice.

They kept coming smoothly onward then slowed to a walk, the lead pair going forward while those behind them spread out to each side, until the last one closed ranks and came up just behind the leaders.

The same thing happened at all three starships, and with a start of recognition, Dillon realized that the Hunters had almost encircled the much larger human herd, neatly triangulated it, and got them all in the crosshairs in the time it took to take a deep breath. His mouth went dry.

Like muskoxen, he thought; we’re standing here in our tight little bunch, horns out, while the hunters casually walk up and pick us off with their automatic weapons… He gulped and prayed everything he’d read about the Hunters becoming allies was true –because I’d sure hate to have them as enemies.

The leading pair from the near ship had drawn up closer, accompanied by their ring of warriors; and Dillon could see that they really were a couple. One was a female – or did you say woman? She had recognizable female features: a pair of high-set breasts covered with a soft tan cloth and held in place by a sort of leather harness which fitted right in with the rest of her outfit of shoulder pads, studded belt, arm gauntlets and shinguards, and a loose, shirred tan loincloth, which covered her genitals in front, nicely-rounded buttocks in back, and was no bigger than it had to be.

She seemed to be wearing some kind of jewelry. Did Hunter females go in for the shiny rocks, too, or was this something different? One piece was obviously an ankle bracelet, copper set with blue sapphires. The other was a necklace—no, a chain – with a big golden medallion hanging from it. It lay between her proud breasts and did not move even when she walked.

Anderson dug a sharp elbow into his back and whispered, “Hey, check out that one! They’ve brought one of their womenfolk with them!”

“Ssh,” Dillon warned him. Too late. 

The couple was about fifteen feet away from the humans, but closer to the mayor’s position than his when they stopped and both glanced at Dillon. Not much you could tell by those bland face-pieces they wore, but the eye lenses glowed like demon orbs.

Then the woman leaned slightly toward the man – she was as tall as he was, at least, said something, low; and the hunter jerked his head up sharply, half-turned to the one behind him for another silent exchange—and they all moved again together, with that  flowing effortless stride.

Eight feet short of the officials they stopped, and waited. Finally the President realized the burden of greeting would be on him, and he moved nervously forward a step, flanked by a phalanx of Secret Service suits, and began to announce himself in his twangy Midwestern tones.

Dillon lost most of it as he turned back to Anderson and muttered, “They heard you for Chrissake, Robbie.  Keep it down! You want to start an interplanetary incident?”

“Not me, Bubba,” the irrepressible Anderson retorted, “but I surely do wonder what they said.”

“Humph,” Dillon grunted and was about to face front again when he was interrupted by a deep and resonant voice he didn’t recognize:

“They said you were staring at the Huntress Vo’treal’ as if you had no mate of your own.”

 Dillon whipped around in shock to see another Hunter, this one standing to one side of him, no more than three feet away. How had he got there so fast? And so close?
This one didn’t seem to be as tall as the leading pair, yet he stood at least half-a-head taller than Dillon, who pushed six foot three. ‘His’ coloring differed too, a kind of golden tan in front, shading to medium golden-brown along his sides toward the back. Small but well-defined ruddy-brown rosettes crept forward along his ribs. His clothing and armor were golden-brown, with a big crystal medallion fixed to his chest straps. Very flashy.

This much Dillon gained in a blink, as he stood there gaping, shocked speechless.

The Hunter tilted his head slightly. “I seem to have startled you.” His deep voice became lower and softer. “That was not my intent.”

Oh yeah? Dillon thought, while he could practically hear Anderson grinning on his other side. “I—uh, I’m” not surprised? Never lie to them—“that –uh—isn’t what I meant by staring…” How did they apologize? Hell. “I didn’t mean any offense. I was just surprised to see a – a woman with you.”

The President’s welcome finished at that point, and the Hunters’ return rumbled basso profundo after it.

Off to this side, both human and hunter paused until it passed; then Dillon’s counterpoint leaned forward a few notches, and surprisingly, hooked his thumb talon under the edge of his face shield and pushed it up to reveal the big round intelligent eyes, a small low-set nose, and feline-shaped mouth with two prominent fangs set in his upper jaw.

Dillon’s eyes widened, but he held his ground. The carnivorous face startled him, yet it was far from ugly, attractive even, and hairless except for the hunter’s mane and eyelashes.

In a sibilant whisper the spotted hunter told him, “Vo’treal’ is a Master Huntress of warrior rank, like many women of the People. She accompanies her husband as co-leader here.”

Dillon kept trying not to look at all those shiny white teeth –four long ones now, upper and lower—but at the hunter’s eyes instead. They were big blue cat’s-eyes. Once the face shield came off, they quickly changed to round pupils. “I—they’re married, then?” he fumbled. God, he was screwing this up!

The hunter studied him. Was that a tinge of amusement around the eyes? A quirk in the jaw? Finally he lifted his chin up, their gesture for agreement, and whispered again, “We call it ‘bonded,’ or ‘life-bonded.’ How do you mate?”

The question caught Dillon flatfooted. “I—uh, we”—he gasped, burning, and sensed that Anderson reeled aside, shaking with laughter. “How – how did you…?

The hunter straightened. “I see I have broken a taboo of yours. And I did not mean to. I ask your pardon. Let us start again.” He glanced over at his Hunt Leaders to see if he was disturbing them. 

 Music swelled through the speakers and obliterated all talk. Part of the ceremony, evidently.

The big fellow returned his gaze to Dillon. Then he did the unexpected: he spread his hands open, palms up, and keeping them parallel and a body-width apart, extended them to Dillon. 

“I am Talesian, Master Hunter and Warrior of Renegade Freehold, P’taal 5. May I know your name?”

He’s doing it, he’s actually doing it – the greeting ceremony – and now I have to – Dillon squared his shoulders, looked at this Tahl-ee-zee-an, and extended both of his hands. He replied to the best of his crash-course memory: “My name is Russell Dillon, and I’m Senior Detective Lieutenant, Special Tactical Unit of New York City’s finest—and uh, I’m honored.”
The hunter’s mouth and an eye quirked. Dillon couldn’t tell what that meant. Too late anyway, for the big alien slid his own hands forward just past the detective’s, and adroitly wrapped those long clawed fingers around Dillon’s wrists and much of his forearm as he replied, “The honor is mine.” He was being careful, Dillon saw, not to grip too hard or nick him with those nails.

Gingerly, the detective did the same, only his hands barely covered Talesian’s wrist guards, and only on the forearm did they touch flesh.

It had an extraordinary effect on Dillon. Here he was, like some guy, some actor in a science fiction film, ‘shaking hands’ with a real honest-to-God alien, whose grip felt strong, whose hands were warm, a kind of brown-gold color, with claws, and –

The hunter made some kind of sound, a kind of interrupted rumble in his chest, that sounded familiar and yet not so… Dillon looked up at him, startled, to see the twinkle in his eyes and hear a bemused, “By which of those names or titles shall I call you then?”

Names or – oh, that whole list of things he’d rattled off…

“Ah, Dillon – just Dillon, I mean. That’s what everybody calls me.” Then he realized he was still holding onto the hunter’s wrists: It’s not supposed to last that long; and he hastily loosened his grip.

The other also let go, but so gracefully that his hands seemed to unwind from Dillon’s arms and float back down to his sides.

“Dillon,” he repeated. He gave that little chinlift of theirs again to signify approval. “And you may call me Talesian, by my one true name.”

Dillon bobbed his head and a smile twitched his own lip. “I will, uh – and thanks, Talesian.”

“Well-met,” the hunter said. He casually turned his head to see what was going on with his leaders. “I should attend here. We will speak again later perhaps, Dillon.” And he took one step back, to bring himself into line with his peers. The nearest of them, a strikingly-colored hunter of black and orange with a brilliant orange mane, looked at them both with interest.

Dillon shrank back into the ranks with his squad in time to hear Anderson’s “Holy shit, Russ, what was that all about? Was he measurin’ you for his wall?”

That struck Dillon as offensive, and he half-turned to tell Anderson so…

…when all hell broke loose in Geor-gia.…

He saw it first in the attitudes of the hunters up front: the couple, then the big one to the other side –gray mottled with black spots on his shoulders—a tough-looking character. These three ‘stilled’ for a moment, their heads cocked slightly as if listening.

Finally Dillon could hear it too: a far thin piping on the wind, rising and falling in pitch, gradually getting louder and lower as it came. A ripple of awareness passed down the Hunters’ line and around the sides.

Just as he heard Anderson mutter “What the hell,” and another, quite different voice rumble, “Dillon. What is that?”

“Ambulance,” he said to his partner, and to the hunter, “Emergency vehicle – coming our way – but I don’t see any…”

The hunter just faded from sight. One second he was there and the next –

“Gone,” Dillon heard himself whisper, as the six others who had come with Talesian took a step sidewise and vanished too.

“Swing out,” Dillon snapped to his own men, watching the Feds deploy around the President. About 200 yards to his right front, he saw a ‘pucker’ form in the watching crowd and several squad cars begin to converge on the spot.

If this was some sort of trick it was a poorly-planned one. He extended his arms on either side as if to include everybody. “It’s all right,” he shouted, “Nothing’s coming through that line.” Christ, if those maniacs from the Humans First Coalition were planning some sort of protest, they would be crazy to think they would be allowed to cut through the crowd, even in an ambulance. They’d get stopped, and fast.

Dillon took a few long strides forward. Better get closer to Hizzoner and the other political eight-balls who were preening for the press.

When he heard the chopper – the whup-whup of its blades not registering at first-- due to the noise of the siren on the right; while the chopper came down from behind the U.N. building to the left—

And a huge non-human voice bellowed a two-syllable warning just as Dillon  realized what was happening and began screaming, “Diversion! Chopper at nine o’clock!” drawing his gun as he went.

As a sleek silver machine swooped like a diving falcon, tilted nose down, coming low and fast. White sparkle-fire stuttered out from around its bow… Going for the dignitaries.
Chaos erupted. People began to scatter and scream. Several fell. We’re all dead, Dillon thought wildly, nowhere to run—

--when a long blue lance of light appeared from nothing, nowhere, from the clear blue sky, and zapped the helicopter, detonating it into an earsplitting explosion and a ball of flame.

“Cars up!” Dillon screamed into his headpiece. He shoved Hizzoner off into Anderson’s tender care and dodged back into the panicked mob, running, crashing, looking for more. The President’s Secret Service already had him buried under a hill of black suits with others running to meet the limousine, which was squealing over the concrete toward them, doors stuck out like wings.

 Above, pieces of burning debris rained down; while the Hunt Ship which had made the kill-shot shimmered into view and began quartering the sky like a dark and angry falcon hunting for its prey.

Dillon, trying to look everywhere at once, gun out, collided with something hard and solid, and rebounded with a grunt.

A hand and arm lashed out to grab him, jerked him upright in an iron grip. Before Dillon could croak out a word, there came a sparkle and the really big hunter materialized, growling, “Stay back, human!”

“What? Who--?” Dillon gargled. “Where’s Talesian?”

The powerful alien glared down at him through his expressionless mask. “Not dead yet, no help from you,” he rumbled. “We should have known…” he began, when the Hunt Ship spoke again, or rather, a second one did. A dark red raptor appeared and spat blue fire – and one corner of a nearby building down the street vaporized in a cloud of dust and falling bricks.  Dillon thought he saw a man-shape falling out of it, but he couldn’t be sure, especially as it was only half there…

Spectators in the adjoining streets were panicking now, some struggling to fight through the crowd toward the East River, others trying to scatter away from under falling masonry and stone. Some had slipped through the police line and were running out onto the plaza.

“Oh my God,” Dillon murmured in awe. A crowd this size stampeding -- there were bound to be deaths, many of them. He surged forward, ready to help with crowd control.

When he saw the big Hunter face out toward the crowd and level his arm…

“No!” he screamed and lunged at him, swinging out his own gun

And was knocked rolling by a casual backhand by the Hunter’s other arm. He thudded to a stop against something and fought to stand, to warn someone, anyone, even if it meant-

But something clamped down on his prone body and held him to the ground.

“No. Wait. Look.”  The words hissed out in that alien sibilance as he realized he was being forcibly restrained by the hunter he had met before – Talesian.

“But he’s”-- shooting people, he was going to add, when he saw one man running toward them full out, navy raincoat flapping wide. The human’s eyes bulged and he was screaming insanely and waving a –

“Grenade,” Dillon whispered, then saw more: a bandolier of them strung round his body. “Shoot!” he cried.

A blaze of light leaped from the big hunter’s arm. It whooshed through the air, and Dillon thought “rocket.” It met the kamikaze human and blew him apart.

And kept blowing. Half a dozen explosions ripped through the air, deadly grenade fragments launched outward. 

Dillon ducked automatically – it was too far away to do damage. Migod they’re suicide bombers – from what nutgroup this time he couldn’t begin to guess…or maybe he could.

He poked his head up and saw an eruption all around the fringes of the crowd. He saw one, two, three humans cut down  as he watched, felt rather than saw Talesian jump up, pressing the detective down harder as he did so, and shoot out something  that flashed silver in the air, like a shining arrow. It took the next psychopath silently in the throat and flung him twenty feet away, knocking him on his back.

That one’s a keeper, thought Dillon, only to feel an insane disappointment when all the explosives the guy was toting blew him to soft shrapnel after he hit the ground.

Things got kind of confused after that. Dimly he heard someone cut loose with a submachine gun. Us? Them? His headset cut out entirely and he shouted, “Talesian! Let me up! I can help!”

The big slate gray hunter beyond them heard. Almost calmly he turned back toward Talesian and asked, “He knows something?”

Dillon’s hunter made an odd chuck or chak sound in his throat, and the other jerked his chin up and said, “Good. Bring him.”

“Wh-what?” Dillon gasped.

That and nothing more, for Talesian hauled him to his feet like a sack of grain and almost dragged him forward. Dillon thought he wouldn’t answer, but he did:

“To the Hunt Ship. We are taking this meeting to our ground.”

The sleek dark green craft swooped down and Dillon, dragged and terrified and helpless, his gun gone somehow, looked up into its dark maw as if he stared into the mouth of Hell.

The dark craft grew huge, and night swallowed him.

*  *  *

Judgment--“I told you they could not be trusted! Vrakking liars and cowards! Murdering beasts!” the big trophy hunter D’vranche raged up and down before the gathering. His fury had been roused by the humans but his passion was directed mainly at his hunt leaders, one of whom was the female Vo’treal’, as Dillon recalled. She looked tense but patient, willing to let D’vranche run. The humans abroad ship sat frozen to their seats.

As D’vranche swung toward them Mayor Enfield almost squeaked, “It was a terrorist group! A bunch of crazies! Not us!”
D’vranche whirled on him, every tooth bared, and Enfield, not particularly brave, shriveled back into his seat.

The male hunt leader Rk’sata put out a restraining arm, exactly as one man might hold back another who was his subordinate. He said to the mayor, “Nevertheless you failed to control them. And one of our People died. –“

“--as he was trying to save them,” D’vranche spat. He seemed to swell in size, a great lion standing on its hind legs.

“And if Chance had not fallen our way today, there would have been many others,” Rk’sata went on. Now Dillon could see the barely-restrained fury in his eyes. In all their eyes. And he feared that more than D’vranche’s angry outburst. Would any of the humans leave here alive?

The President spoke up: “I’m sure you must have killers among your own people. What do you do about them?”
A chorus of hisses exploded, and Dillon thought the huntress would spring over the table at him. The President shrank back; his two allowed Secret Service guardians crowded him with admirable bravery.

Rk’sata still held onto the situation. His discipline must be tremendous, Dillon thought. He managed to keep everyone in place and answered tightly:

“They are very rare among us. And we do as Hunt Law tells us—‘Who takes the life of a hunter must yield his own.’” A pause, then: “And what are you doing about this, vr’leader?” – to the President.

“Why, uh, our police are handling it—and we suffered casualties, too!” 

And every eye slashed over to Dillon, the only ‘police” present. It felt like being speared in the gut by those hot, hungry carnivorous eyes.

But Dillon did not squirm. He met the Hunt Leaders’ doubled gaze as best he could, made an effort to keep his right hand still, and said, “We’re still picking up bodies and identifying the wrongdoers. We have files on all the terrorist groups operating in the city; and we’ll know where these came from soon enough.”

He straightened in his chair. Remembering something, he added, “I grieve for both our losses, honored ones. Though I think we were luckier than we could have been today: besides the berserkers, there were remarkably few casualties: two civilians killed outright by fallen debris, maybe four or five others nearest the body-rigged explosive, and somewhere between 50 and 100 other civilians injured in the resulting stampede…I have these figures because my second in command has been calling them up to me”--tapping his headset, which had somehow survived intact. “If your people hadn’t been so quick to act, I think there would have been many more.”

“Thank the Great Spirit for that,” someone said on the hunters’ side. Dillon glanced up to meet Talesian’s eyes. He found wrenching disappointment there.

“And thank our training,” another hunter put in—the striking black and orange fellow whose colors were duplicated in his clothing and gear. He had a dry way of speaking that came through the translators very well, and was the only one of them to lean while sitting, indolently hooking one arm over the back of his chair—a panther pretending to doze, Dillon felt.

Exonerated, the President picked up the thread: “We all regret this. Yet your people must consider that some of ours have been critical of our contact with you. Until today, they have been only talking; and that is not a crime in our country.” Solemn and righteous now. “Most of us are grateful for the aid you have given and very much wish the contact to continue.”

D’vranche stopped his pacing long enough to favor him with a hard stare. “Are you defending these Codebreakers then?”

“Vr’hunter,” Vo’treal’ began.

But the human leader made a wave-off gesture with his hand. “No – thank you—uh, mm, honored lady, but I understand his concern.” 

“Huntress,” said the woman flatly. Seen without her bland faceshield, she looked as proud and fierce as a lioness, and as confident.

“Beg pardon?” the President asked as if he weren’t used to being interrupted.

Rk’sata intervened. “Vo’treal’s’ title is Esteemed Huntress, and she shares the Hunt Leader position with me,” he explained. The man kept his cool, alright, Dillon thought. A good choice.

The President coughed and looked over at one of his cronies, who nodded.

He coughed again. “Ah…yes. My error. Esteemed Huntress and Hunt Leader – Vo’treal’,” he tacked on almost as an afterthought. But the one he looked at was the male half of the leadership.

Mistake, Dillon thought. The women are real equals here. The observation just popped into his head but it rang true.

Vo’treal’ chose to ignore the slight when she spoke again, easily assuming the leadership, and providing an object lesson in style. The way she did it gave Dillon s glimmer of hope. At least she didn’t casually slice the President’s head off his shoulders.

As the political exchange went on, Dillon found himself drifting again – or “assessing the situation,” as he liked to call it. There were 26 intelligent beings in this room, maybe only 16 or 17 if you discounted the politicians, who took the word “intelligent” to a whole new low, in Dillon’s mind. Anyway, here they were, in what his guides had told him was ‘the gathering room of a starship’ – and it seemed rather posh, really – deeply-furred and cushioned chairs (large for ordinary humans), hardwood individual tables, acoustical ceiling, and almost organic-appearing walls decorated with swirls and spirals of artwork, concentric circles, waves, paisley-critter shapes…

Hunters made up ten of those present: Rk’sata and Vo’treal, and what Dillon thought of as their “first team,’ the big gray hunter with the black mane and black speckles on his shoulders – D’vranche, they called him – and Talesian, of course. Next came the sleek black and orange fellow whom he thought they called “Seer-vane’; another, slightly less tall, light rusty brown over light yellow, rusty mane to match – didn’t catch his name….and finally three others, two men and a woman. One hunter gave the impression of youth – how, Dillon couldn’t say. He was slim and rather edgy-looking, a biscuit-dun color with semi-short blue-black hair. He and the other pair were the only ones who seemed to be wearing manufactured fabrics rather than furs; though the young one like his shipmates wore his hunter’s medallion---

Like I do. Dillon had the sudden insight that because he wore his badge new-style on a long chain around his neck that must have been what made Talesian talk to him in the first place…

The discussion between the leaders heated up – the humans declaiming that everything they could do about these “protest groups” was being done, and they tried their best, really they did, “to protect your people too – when D’vranche nearly spat out—

“Vascht! You do not protect us; we protect ourselves—“
And the mayor visibly quivered and the President looked tired, knowing they could blow off the whole Venus deal---

--When Rk’sata rose abruptly, Vo’treal’ a hair behind him, and intoned in a voice as deep and final as doom: “Enough. We will have to explain to Vronsek’s wife and children how he died, and why. From this moment, we are part of this hunt and we require that you show some evidence of honor before we deal further with you. This council is over.”

The humans looked at him aghast; the few Feds actually looked relieved, and they all stood up to go.

“Syrvane, T’shalla, fly them down in the scouts, if you will,” Rk’sata continued. Not an order, a choice, yet the dapper one and rusty-over-gold one detached themselves silently with no acknowledgement that Dillon could see.

Time to go, he thought, as relieved as anybody. Except for that major attack those nits from the Coalition had caused, it had gone better than expected. He’d thought maybe they were all going to end up trophies on somebody’s wall… He moved out to form the tail-end of the departure line. There would be no exchange of courtesies, not this time. Not that he blamed the Hunters.

Just as he almost made it to the door, the Hunt Leader Vo’treal’ looked up almost casually and said, “Not that human—is he the one, Talesian?”

And his “friend” Talesian responded, “Yes, he leads the pack… Hold, vr ’Dillon, if you will”-- Very polite, but not a request.

The senior detective lieutenant stopped in his tracks and felt his sweat congeal.

*  *  *
They wanted to know about the usual suspects, that’s all. The questions came mostly from the hunt leaders, though anyone could pitch in, it seemed. And they were quite polite about it, considering. Yet sitting there under those hot carnivorous stares was as bad as an old-time police grilling, Dillon felt. God, but these people were intense. He felt glad when Talesian took the seat beside him, instead of across from him as the others did; and he didn’t just stand there and glower at him, like D’vranche did.

“So it’s part of my job – my duty – to find out who belongs to these organizations and how active they are in my town,” he said.

“—his gathering,” came back faintly from the translator neckpiece the young dun-shaded hunter wore. He chimed in from time to time to lend an extra bit of ‘eddification” to what their computer could handle. He would pick up on the subtle visual clues from his shipmates, pluck out a phrase of English and re-translate it in tautschen for their benefit. Then Dillon could hear the time-delayed reply come back on the computer. A little unsettling.

“About five years ago all these smaller organizations got together to form one big one, called the Humans First Coalition, about 10,000 members strong, and their platform—“

“—belief, standard, credo—“ K’vetkian cut in…

Dillon unpaused and went on: “It’s their belief that humanity should remain separate, have nothing to do with aliens.”

“Ay-lee-ans--?” mused Vo’treal’.

K’vetkian spoke to it and the words came out: “Other species; he means us…”

“How odd, being the ‘other,’” Vo’treal’ seemed quite taken by the thought.

Dillon waited, then continued: “Their numbers are fair-sized and they have some rich backers. Before today, they’d done nothing more than rant and rave and carry signs demanding ‘human purity,’ as they put it. But there have been suspicious incidents over the past few years, though nothing we can prove. The threat is there, however, and finally, if investigation proves me out, this one-time secret nut group—uh, society—has come out of hiding and turned into a full-fledged terrorist organization…”

“---holding divergent beliefs, committing acts of aggression…” their translator said. Apparently there was no equivalent word for ‘terrorist’ in their language.

That trailed off and Rk’sata leaned forward, fixing Dillon with intent dark brown eyes. “The slain hunter Vronsek had a mate and two half-grown chk-kiy-teh—and we will have to tell them that he died, and who killed him. We must demand justice for that. And you say you are opposed to this organization’s ways, Detective Dillon?”

“Damn straight – I mean, yes, I am. These are the kind of people who don’t care who they hurt to achieve their own ends…and I think…” here Dillon faltered a bit and regrouped, trying to express himself…“I know something of what the past has been between us, between our two species; but I like the new way better; and I’d like to see it go on…talking is better than killing any day.”

Though he got no response from those two impassive faces directly across from him, the muscular D’vranche made a sharp sound, half-growl, half-snort – and one of peripheral individuals, the second one in manufactured garb, leaned forward and shouted, 

“Arah! That is what I favor too!”

Rk’sata frowned, lifting a lip and Vo’treal’ reared back (so she’s keyed-up too) – and said, “I think we would have known that without the shouting, honored trader.”

The other settled down, reprimanded but hardly subdued. “On-course. Your pardon, vre’Hunt Leader;” and Dillon thought, Trader, huh? I wonder if he’s the one who just showed up. He wasn’t on the agenda.

But Rk’sata was addressing the detective again, so he curbed his wandering attention:

“Do you plan to take some action against these – terrorists – then?’ His tone was cool but his eyes fierce, and fixed.

“I do,” Dillon answered. “As soon as I get back to headquarters I intend to order a sweeping pickup of the group’s leaders – those who haven’t been already disposed of today,” he added thoughtfully. “I expect you saved us some trouble there.”

That last comment got a reaction: Talesian and the huntress with the trader jerked their heads back and made that broken purring sound again; while the joint hunt leaders’ lower jaws twitched and D’vranche froze, then turned sharply away.

Suddenly Dillon knew what it was: Laughter. He’d amused them, and with a line his own men might find funny. We’re not that different after all.

Rk’sata controlled himself at once and told him, “That sounds like a good throw to me. Vo’treal’?”

She lifted her chin, held it a beat, and leveled it off again. “If he does that, I believe it will show he is sincere, my heart.”

My heart… she loves him…and she’s not afraid to say so. Dillon was intrigued. More than one side to these meat-eaters…

Rk’sata sighed. Even Dillon could see and hear it. “That concludes my questions. My lady?”

“And mine. If most of us are satisfied, we will let this human return to his pack.”

D’vranche snorted. He was good at that, small nose or not. But he said nothing.

The female warrior dismissed them formally: “So let it fall. Vr’Dillon, we are honored by your frankness and your willingness to share information with us. Talesian will take you where you need to go, and D’vranche with him.”

This was news to the big hunter. He flashed her a glance, visibly startled, and her thin lower lip actually curved. Having a little fun with him.

Dillon wasn’t crazy about the selection himself, but he took care to say, “The honor is mine, esteemed Hunt Leaders – and – honored ones all.” Just remembered that, thank God.

As he and Talesian rose to leave, Rk’sata spoke out suddenly: “And as for you two, honored trader and ship’s huntress, it would be best if our hunters saw you back to your ship as well. And Talesian, make sure the good trader is not tempted to make planetide and practice his skills.”

“H’vack!” the trader squawked, which the computer rendered as an indignant “What!”
“I protest, Hunt Leader!” he cried, and was still protesting when Talesian and the trader’s own hired huntress ‘escorted’ him over the threshold and down to the belly bay.

For once, Rk’sata’s mouth wore the thin little smile.

*  *  *

Once everyone else had cleared the chamber, the hunt leaders kept K’vetkian back and questioned him closely; since he served not only as translator of words and actions but of intentions, too.

“The most truthful one was the last,” he told his superiors, “the one who wore the hunter’s medallion from his own clan.”

“I thought so too,” Rk’sata said.

“And I,” came from Vo’treal’. “As for the rest of them, I agree with our senior hunter: they are fearful and untrustworthy jhakree’, and I would like to see us abandon them to their fate. Is it possible the Hunt Council would agree?”

“The Hunt Council might,” her husband replied; “but I think the vr’Renegade would not. It was a pack of these creatures who hunted with his first-born, Truthseeker, when he came here to fight the Enemy – and they kept the boy alive, t’d’faal.”

“Though one of them tried to kill him, as I heard it,” his wife snapped.

“The other humans killed the Codebreaker and Truthseeker was spared,” Rk’sata argued. “I talked a long time with Talesian and with the young warrior’s second-father.  The Champion himself is determined that these creatures be given a second throw at Chance – and then we may stand off and see what happens.”

His wife snorted, sounding very like the senior hunter.

“Time will mark that trail,” she said.

*  *  *                       
Trade Share—The trader, whose name was Grah-niche’, or something like that, made up for the normal tautschen aloofness by nearly talking Dillon’s ear off on the flight to the trade ship. (It was the smaller rounded ‘cabin cruiser’, as suspected, and Dillon would’ve bet it had sneaked into this ceremony unasked.)

Grah-niche’ ignored a warning growl from D’vranche and soon had the detective engaged in a lively, friendly discussion about himself and what objects or “treasures” he would be willing to trade for…

“Many traders like to deal in films, documentaries or printed records from this world,” he said. “But I prefer native handcrafts myself: artwork or practical things raised to the level of an art. What are your favorites, Detective Dillon?”

Dillon admitted he liked things like paintings and sculpture; and he allowed that he would be interested in something the Hunters had made by hand. So many of their “practical” tools and weapons were ornamented or incised, as if even the dullest thing deserved some touch of beauty.

“Krr-ah, I believe I may have some things you would like,” Grah-niche’ beamed.

And not very long after that, having met the trader’s wife and despite having urgent business back at Headquarters, Dillon left the ship minus one genuine silk necktie and one gold tie-clasp set with lapis-lazuli, and carrying something which looked like an enormous geode—except that the hollow inside had been set with carefully-sculpted figures, birds and beasts, like a scene in an enchanted grotto. Its weight nearly staggered him, but he figured it had been worth one necktie and clasp.

Both Hunters flanked him and watched with some amusement, he felt.

Finally Talesian remarked, “Grah-niche’ was generous with you, Dillon; he did not take all your gear.”

“Doubtless he went easy with a first-trade,” D’vranche added. “Traders often do. They say a generous first-trade sells the next five,” with a rumble in his chest which Dillon identified as laughter.

So he’s telling me I’m not such a good bargainer after all; and Grah-niche’ is using me for advertising purposes. Anything to put me down.

“Well then,” he said lightly, resolved not to let the big Hunter bother him, “maybe I’m lucky to be the first one.”

As soon as that filtered through the computer, Talesian flung back his head and gave an alarming roar – of laughter, as it turned out.

“Well-thrown!” he congratulated Dillon.

D’vranche gave one of his double-barreled snorts, loud as a gunshot, and faced rigidly forward, stung. He did not speak again.

*  *  *           

Back in the Bull Pen—As they zipped through a forest of skyscrapers, Talesian asked the detective only once “which great lodge” he wanted to go to, and showed him a 3-D map grid on the control panel so he could point it out. The detail was astounding, every building recognizable. After that, D’vranche zigzagged toward it in a hair-raising fashion – probably an evasive maneuver, Dillon thought. He refused to believe it was an attempt to make the human scream…

Anyway, they “landed”  just a few meters above the sloping white roof, D’vranche grumbling there was no decent place “to make tie” before he abruptly came down in the parking lot, scaring the hell out of a few beat cops walking around there. Just as abruptly, he left the controls and ordered Talesian,

“Stay with the ship. Keep it hard against the lodge, with weapons armed. I will go in with him.”

Dillon got the impression that ‘his’ hunter was too surprised to protest. He felt pretty startled himself. Go in with me?

The younger hunter recovered enough to say, “Then I will bid you good hunting, vr’Dillon, until we cross trails again.”

Dillon knew the answer to that: “I’m honored, esteemed warrior, and let fall Chance!” which got a vigorous chin-jerk and a sparkling “Good,” from Talesian – and a noncommittal grunt from D’vranche.

The big Hunter thrust open the shuttle’s belly-bay and made a sharp head gesture, followed by a flat, “Go out,” just in case Dillon didn’t know he should go first.

The big fellow wasn’t taking any chances. Let the human be the target, Dillon thought, nettled, even as part of his mind reluctantly admired the hunter’s way of thinking.

D’vranche slammed the bay shut as soon as he came down after Dillon. Moving them both away from under the craft, he spoke into his faceshield (which he had pulled down again) and told Talesian to gain altitude and find cover.

Obediently the scout ship rose away from them; and only then did the senior hunter feel easier. This craft wasn’t light-shielded, and he felt obligated to keep that young whelp safe, despite his unwarranted idealism. He turned to the human waiting with him.

“Forward,” he said.

The pestilent creature twisted round to look at him. “Are you coming too?” it asked. “Why?”

D’vranche uttered a low growl of irritation: “For one, to see that you keep your word. For another, so my young packmate will not lose his life for trusting you.”

The human’s lower jaw gaped. He closed it, and without another word, turned and led the way in.

*  *  *

Walked into a grishalk’s lair, D’vranche thought; and by the way the human hesitated plunging into that clamorous herd, he might be thinking the same.

Herd? It was a more like a melee in here – a chaos – humans thick as insects, loud as honking h’reven.
One look at the eight-foot-tall Hunter seemed to bring order out of chaos, however, and the teeming hordes parted to either side.

Dillon was making his way to his office when Anderson came rushing out of his, yelling “Yo, Rusty! Where in hell have you b”-- and halted, gawking.

“At a conference. What’s up, Robbie?” Ignoring the reaction. Damned if he was gonna tell anybody, even Anderson, why he had this huge ‘babysitter’ along. And he didn’t think this particular Hunter wanted to be introduced. “What’s the story on this morning’s events?”

“Good time to ask,” Anderson replied, looking warily up at D’vranche. “Let’s step into your office, man.”

They did, D’vranche ducking under the seven-foot doorsill to get in.

Dillon eased the geode down on his desk, slid over to close the door (the hunter had already moved aside, into a corner) and looked expectantly at the other detective.

Anderson summed up. “It was the Coalition, all right. We grabbed four of the still-living ones – and I think they were glad to be that way. They spilled plenty, and the special squads are out working on rounding up the rest of the leaders.” He grinned suddenly. “That is, if we can beat the Feebs to ‘em.”

Feebs—coptalk for FBI. Dillon didn’t bother to enlighten the big Hunter just now. Maybe he would later. He saw that someone had left him a pencil in the desk holder and he picked it up, just to have something to fiddle with. “What’s the body count?”

“Nineteen dead of the bad guys, six wounded, four, like I said, hale and healthy. Maybe another ten or twelve at large—from this local cell. We’ve alerted the rest of the country—the bros in blue should be making sweeps in their own areas… What’s the jive from outer space, anyway?”

Dillon understood he was asking about the meeting, not the alien. “We’ve got to round up the Coalition to show our good faith; then they give us the planet Venus, free of charge.”

“Not entirely,” D’vranche’s big voice boomed out so unexpectedly that both humans jumped.

“Oh, and this is the Hunter D’vranche,” Dillon said, “the Esteemed Hunter D’vranche,” he amended as the glowing-eyed faceshield tipped towards him to give him a significant stare. “D’vranche, this is Detective Lieutenant Anderson.”

“Yeah. Charmed, I’m sure,” Anderson muttered, looking up. “What did he mean by that?” he demanded of Dillon.

“I meant,” the big Hunter cut in, making his point, “that the other world is not entirely a gift.”

He ignored Anderson’s “I knew it!” and went on: “It is part of a nonaggression pact between us – an alliance, as you call it. We are pledged not to attack each other so long as we can foresee into the future, and to act as packmates against any common enemy. You humans may kill each other as you like.” And he cut off to become a statue again.

“Wey-oh, I be dammed,” Anderson said in a tone of real awe.

“Don’t tempt God,” Dillon retorted. “Anyway, that’s what’s happening—and since we were the aggressors, they want some positive action taken or they cut us loose. Now I better get it in gear and bring myself up to speed on these cases, Robbie.

“Well, D’vranche,” turning to the big Hunter, “does that satisfy custom? We have about ten others of the gang to bring in, in this city. I imagine the Federal agents will be able to fill you in on others.”

“I can tell my Hunt Leaders.” He wasn’t giving an inch, for Dillon’s money. “This information will be on your computer systems?”

“On ours, yes; on the Fee- ah, Feds’ setup too. But they have a highly secure system, unless”--could they break into it, the Hunters? The pencil twiddled between his fingers, almost becoming a blur. “Oh, what the hell. I’ll make copies of our information for you, D’vranche; and you can give that to your Hunt Leaders.”

“Rusty—“ Anderson began.

“Hell, they didn’t start shooting this morning.” Dillon said. He went over to his computer terminal, sat down and switched it on.

“You have our thanks," D’vranche promised. Quite a concession, coming from him.

While Dillon searched for the information, Anderson tried to communicate with the big hunter: “So these people who go to Venus, will they be picked, somehow?”

D’vranche unbent enough to tilt his head and reply, “I understand that your clan leaders – your” -- what did they call them? – “Presidents and other leaders will submit suggestions.”

Both he and Dillon were startled when Anderson exploded, “Shee-it, man! The power junkies that already ruined everything?”

“What do you mean? Speak plainly!” D’vranche snapped, his voice harsh and angry. The situation already upset him. Venturing into these creatures’ lair, however noble his motive, meant he was nearly certain to be attacked. He expected it at any time. Plus, the jargon used by these two seemed a kind of code, of which he understood less than half, though he spoke their language well. His nerves were already at full-stretch, ready to snap.

Anderson shied back. The big alien looked rattled and angry. The detective simmered down. “I mean that this country, this whole planet has been run by the same people forever, and all they’ve done is start wars and kill people, give special favors to their friends. They never pass it on to the little guy…”

“The common man,” Dillon supplied helpfully, “the average person – the, uhm, lower-ranking members of the clan.”

That got through. The hunter shifted his stance, slowly coming out of the defensive pose he’d taken. He watched the two men before him intensely. 

“Say you so? Your clan leaders do not share fairly with you? Or they take an unjust amount?”

Anderson slumped. “Right you are, man. They let poor people go hungry and little kids die, they keep all the money, property, big cars and fancy houses for themselves. The rich ones just keep sucking it up…and if you don’t like it you can just grab your knapsack and take a hike somewhere. Only there’s nowhere else to go.”

D’vranche understood. He remembered now. These beings had some bizarre sort of economy where each one had to be expert in some tiny specialty, and he or she had to indenture themselves to a “boss” or master of some sort, and then were allowed hideshares from that, under some kind of mystic system. The ‘shares’ varied widely, and if one could not find a place working under someone else, then that one went hungry. 

Disease was rampant, too, for the shamans seemed to set fees far above what the victims could pay. One could not be a simple thing here, such as a hunter or a potter, and expect to earn a living from it; although he had heard of pilots and “artists,” but these were again, not independent agents.
Finally he said, “I understand. And you feel these leaders of yours take unwarranted hideshare of everyone’s kills and the—bosses--do not redistribute it fairly?”

The terminology rattled Anderson for a moment. Then it clicked into human terms; and he muttered, “Damn straight. Though if you’ve got a bad boss –a superior over you—I don’t know what you can do about it. Not if you want to keep your job.”

Both he and Dillon were watching the big hunter now almost as intently as he watched them. In the background, the computer began its printout, and was ignored.

D’vranche seemed to become introspective. At least, he took his eyes off the humans momentarily. He paused, then said,

“I know of what you speak. Among us, there are a few clan leaders who claim more than their share, who do not care for their people properly. Not many. But a few. And they do not remain clan leaders long.”

“Ah, a popular democracy,” Dillon grinned.

D’vranche didn’t understand that, but he said, “I will speak to Rk’sata and Vo’treal’ about it. And to the others. I will do what I can.”

That stunned Dillon more than it did Anderson, who grinned at the big Hunter and said, “Thanks, brother. That’s good to hear.”

Dillon simply stood there, amazed that given his hostility, D’vranche would even think to make the offer. Before he could say anything, the computer beeped. The printout was done.

“That is for me, I lay trace,” the hunter said in a tone that sounded suspiciously like relief. “I should return to the landing craft soon.”

Dillon reached over and tore it off – and found the big taloned hand ready to take possession of it, moving with that easy speed that was the Hunters’ hallmark and stock-in-trade. D’vranche’s finger talons were fairly short, curved – and pointed of course—but shorter than most of his fellows’; and where Dillon would have predicted black nails, these were a frosted gray.

“Thanks for waiting,” the senior detective managed to sound sincere. Too late he realized it could have been taken as sarcasm.

D’vranche accepted it at face value. “And my thanks also,” he said ritually. He folded and creased the paper, and tucked it into his backpack somewhere. 

“I will go now,” he added, and just as neatly opened the door, ducked through the threshold and went out.

Anderson and Dillon just stood there. Then Dillon said, “I’d better see him out” – in case there’s trouble did not leave his brain; and he followed D’vranche.

So far, so good. D’vranche saw the crowd part ahead of him, many openly curious. None offered hostility although most seemed nervous, and he thought he might still get out of here with his skin intact. He murmured softly into the headset, calling Talesian and the ship down to him, more than ready to leave this place.

Outside, the shuttle lowered and D’vranche grabbed hold of the belly bay ramp as it opened, and swung himself aboard.

Talesian, his faceshield off, looked back at him and grinned, “Your hide is still whole, I see, vr’hunter,” he remarked.

“Never trouble yourself over me, young hunter,” D’vranche growled, then handed him the computer papers. “Put these in a safe bolthole until we can give them to our Hunt Leaders: they are original prints from the humans’ computer. And put this,” he reached one-handed under the lip of his facemask, did something there, and plucked out a tiny little cylinder, which he also gave to Talesian, “with them. It is a film I made of the process, and of their words to me…a hunter must keep his flanks covered,” he rumbled at the younger man, almost defiantly.

“I agree,” Talesian said; and he put both cylinder and printouts in a lockbox under the control panel.

D’vranche crossed over to take Second Seat, saying, “Let’s leave here before “-- when it happened again…
Some kind of buzzer sounded within the big white building and tension gelled the air. Suddenly humans began pouring out of the lodge’s back door and fanning out among the parked vehicles.

“I knew it!” D’vranche shouted. “Take it up, hunter! Go! Get us out of here!”
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“Who takes the life of a Hunter must yield his own.”—Hunt Law  

*                           
On Board the Hunt Ship---“They say the creatures will even kill their own females and cubs,” the young hunter began. His blood-colors and tone of voice held equal amounts of fascination and horror.  “Fascinated horror” said it all for the listener.

“They say true,” their Hunt Leader Rk’sata answered, his own face a neutral mask.

“Chak,” clipped in the senior trophy hunter, “and the only things they like to kill better than themselves are other living creatures.”

“Including us.” Another trophy hunter looked up from his game of chur’on-takai to add his hideshare to the discussion. “Not that they get much chance.” This one was not-so-senior; he had handsome body colors of bright orange patches over gleaming black, and his name was Syrvane.

While the young hunter digested this, the listener felt he had to speak up. He put down the baryon rifle he was checking and said mildly, “They did not threaten us when I was there to hunt the Ancient Enemy.”

“Hoh! Twenty years ago,” grunted the senior hunter; “And you are now all of 39, Talesian, hardly come of age.” He ignored the younger man’s blush and drove mercilessly on: 

“When I first went there some 38 years ago, a lifetime for you, I found them to be the most vile and cunning of creatures. They did not fight with honor; they were deceitful and savage; and once we made planetide every effort of theirs from first to last was to attack us in huge packs and kill us any way they could, with every weapon at their command.

“I escaped, yes, but it took every t’mearn of my intelligence and skill. And I                                                                                        brought my trophy home with me, d’faal. So do not speak of these beasts as people, dhai tautsche,” (emphasis on the ‘young’)” until you have been attacked by them.” And he shut his jaw with a snap. 
Talesian said nothing. He burned with shame; and if he had been a less equable soul, he would have thrown out a Challenge to the older man, senior hunter or not.

“So why are we helping them then?” the young hunter asked almost plaintively, not having the wit to keep his jaw clamped.

The big trophy hunter gave him a withering look, as if to say that because a certain one was related to the Nine Systems Council Director, and had the gift of tongues besides, it did not mean he belonged on this journey. Such qualifications, as D’vranche was fond of saying, “wouldn’t draw beetles to a dunghill.”

Surprisingly, their Hunt Leader intervened. “We are helping them because they asked us to,” he said, exchanging a glance with his wife and co-leader, the Huntress Vo’treal’. “The Enemy loosed destruction upon their world. We fought the Enemy here, and won, as the Esteemed Warrior Talesian knows, since he came here with Truthseeker’s pack from P’taal 5…” and he returned Talesian’s chinlift of acknowledgement and gratitude.

D’vranche snorted, but said nothing.                                                               

Rk’sata continued: “They came to our Conclave after the great hunt and asked for our help and rapprochement – as allies – not that they had anything to offer us. But the Champion Renegade urged us to take up the trail with them – on our terms.”

“Good throw, that,” the black-and-orange hunter said. 

Talesian looked up. Now he could speak with authority.

“As the vr’Renegade said,” he began quietly, “’There are worse things out there.’”

“Than these hew-mahns?” the young hunter asked, his eyes grown big.
He was only two years off his Master Hunt, and it showed.

“Much worse,” Talesian replied, “Parasites that suck away your mind and soul, and then force you to despoil your own world. They depleted planet after planet, and left a string of dead worlds in their tracks as they ravaged through the galaxy. We defeated them with the force of a dream and a vision, and an old, old mental technique known as the Hunting Mind. It was almost lost to us; but the vr’Renegade found it again just on the nock; and we saved ourselves, and the Divided World, and every other still-living planet because of it.”

He had to haul in his traps: he was getting fervent, and loud, and that would not do. It was enough that D’vranche knew, that they all knew, he had earned his place on this hunt. He had been to the Divided World with Truthseeker; he had fought the Enemy and survived. He deserved to be here.

Yet his sly inner mind jibed him with “Keep telling yourself that, hunter, and may be you can believe it too.”
“Ah-hai!” Syrvane burst out, startling him. Talesian glanced over, shocked. Was it something he’d said?

But no; now the sleek orange-and-black hunter shouted, “Three circles, T’shalla! Beat that if you can!” as he gleefully scooped up his winnings.

Talesian felt glad of the diversion. He didn’t want to have to answer any of the questions he saw burning in the younger hunter’s eyes, such as why did you come back? He didn’t want to have to speak honestly under Code and tell how he’d lost his Betrothed to another man – one T’sinte – or how his second attempt at marriage failed miserably because his intended rightly decided he didn’t love her, but was only trying to salvage his pride…

Rot it all, there was the young hunter leaning in again, his eyes bright, mouth opening, and –

“Enough!” Hard metal crashed into its bin, steel chains rang, as the senior trophy hunter threw down his gear and stood. The eyes of everyone in the room darted toward him like startled birds. He stretched his powerful body, his muscles swelled like shining hills. With superb indifference to their gaze, he completed one full luxurious stretch, then lowered his arms slowly and growled in a voice like rough stones, “A tautsche needs his rest before the hunt. Now I will take mine, v’hunters.”

And he strode majestically from the room.

They gazed after him, impressed. Only the co-Hunt Leader Vo’treal’ stifled a knowing sound in her throat and turned away. She treated the big trophy hunter’s departure performance with a cool amusement of her own.

After he was gone, Syrvane looked over from his game and remarked, “D’vranche does not like this world or its chattering inhabitants. He lost a hunt mate and friend on his first visit, I hear, and came back for vengeance, t’d’faal.”

Rk’sata nodded. “With four hunts there, he is the most experienced among us. And the vr’Renegade asked that only those with experience make planetide.”

“I can speak many of their tongues and I am a trained documentarian,” the young hunter cut in, although no one had accused him of less.

“We know that, K’vetkian. There are some exceptions,” Rk’sata said with measured patience. “At any route,” he continued, “they have kept the truce these 15 years. No hunter has been harmed, nor have any of the other races we brought to help them. And we remade this system’s second planet to match their needs; and they will have another throw at Chance, to live or die, as the Champion said.” 

“Churr,” put in the youngster K’vetkian, “and we will see how it falls,” trying to sound important and knowing.

“Krr, you’ll see plenty of something, by the bones!” Syrvane prodded him. “Another miss, T’shalla!  My gamebag grows fat, brother.” Having slyly plugged the youngster’s jets and won another round, Syrvane rolled merrily on: “I for one think a species that slays and eats its own kind should be condemned from one arc of this tautsche’s galaxy to the next.”

“Kills and eats them?” Even his gaming partner was shocked.

“Chak. And starves its elders and mauls its own young and—“

“Hunter.” One word. A flat command.

Syrvane grinned at his Hunt Leader, but went silent. He looked down at his winnings, pretending to study them.

Rk’sata pursued it, relentless. “We have strangeness enough to prepare for in reality, without dragging in every wild-flying rumor and bad plot out of screamer novels. I think a night’s rest is an excellent idea. Now.”
He stood up and waited, unyielding, until the other four hunters disbanded and left the training room, dismissed and unsatisfied. 

* * *

And on Earth—“They hunted us, I heard. Like animals,” the rookie cop was saying in a mixture of horror and disbelief…throwing the words out, testing the water.

His sergeant grinned. “Yeah. Like trophy animals. That you hang on your wall.”

While the rookie gawped, a third man, Det. Sgt. Anderson drawled, “Why, Sarge, you should feel honored. It was like my ancestors, the Masai, hunting lions---because lions are the king of beasts, right? And it takes a real man to kill one.”

“Shee-it,” the sarge retorted; “You ain’t no Masai, Anderson. Lucky if your folks was goddamn pygmies!” (Anderson stood a stocky five-foot-eight.)

“Hey—hey, hey,” Anderson flung up his hands in a mock-warding gesture. “Watch your mouth, homey. We-uns are supposed to mingle with you po’ ignorant uniforms, Lord knows why!”

He lowered his hands, leaned forward with a wicked leer. “Besides out of you, they wouldn’t even keep the skin…”

The rookie, whose name was Fletcher Malone, “Rabbit” to his cohorts, gulped and said, “Is that true?  They skinned people? Did they eat them too?” His rabbity nervous hands clinked his spoon against his coffee cup – several times.

Anderson rolled his eyes. “Eat them? Why, I could tell you –“

“Alright, alright, knock it off,” came a fourth voice as Sr. Detective Lt. Russell Dillon, head of their special tactical unit, entered the room. He carried a pack of thick file folders under one arm. “We’ve got enough to worry about without repeating each trashbag screamer headline in the tabloids. Take your seats, everybody,” and he tossed the folders onto the table with a whap!
There were a few rolled eyes and Anderson gave the rookie a knowing grin, but the whole squad managed to make it to the rather worn wooden table with no more sound than a squeaking of chairs.

Dillon was digging around in his long tan raincoat for a pencil, or pen, or anything. Why couldn’t he ever find one of the damned things when he – ah, there it was.

Sliding it out of his pocket in a lot smoother move than he’d used going in, Dillon flipped open a folder with his other hand and began:

“Now. Just to clear your mind, Malone; yes, they did used to hunt here, but they banned it. Or rather their high chief did, more than 20 years ago. They never ate us, they said.” (A murmur rose at this; so did his voice.)

“And since then, they’ve saved our necks twice, once from some nightmare monster some other species cooked up in its labs and let loose, and the second time from those nasty little brain eaters, you remember them, about 22 years ago? Since then, the Hunters or Tautschen as they call themselves, have made a pact with us: they don’t kill us, we don’t kill them...”

“Great,” muttered the rookie.

Dillon shot him a glare and went on: “And they and some other aliens have been helping us clean up the mess the brain eaters made of Earth, and remaking the planet Venus so it can support human life.”

“Yeah, why are they doing that, Russ? Anderson asked. He was the only one of rank (and acquaintance) who could interrupt at this table, and who could call Dillon by the “nick” of a nickname, “Russ” for “Rusty,” among them.

Dillon, thrown off stride, stopped to consider.

“Because,” he said at last, “we asked ‘em to. Right after the war.”

A hubbub arose. Most of these men had not been on the Force 22 years ago, not even the 15-year patrol sergeant. Dillon himself had just been nine years old at the time.

He raised his hands for silence. “Ho-hold it, people! You aren’t that old, most of you. But remember the news clips when you were kids? The fires? The  bombings? That little nuclear war in the Middle East? Don’t tell me you don’t.”

When they quieted, he continued, “Anyway, that brings us to now: Venus is wrapped and ready to go—in an unbelievably short time, according to our scientists—but there you are. We expect the Hunters to return in force next week to consult with the top brass of this planet to see who gets to go there. And lucky us, the meeting is gonna take place right here in the City; so we have our local bosses to protect.”

“Whoo-ee,” Anderson added softly. “Real lucky.”

Dillon went on, ignoring him. “This is their head honcho Renegade’s doing again. No strings attached, supposedly, just agree to be their allies and keep our eyes open. We don’t know what else is out there.

“So what I’m going to do,” he said briskly, “is brief you on what to expect from the tautschen – here, pass these around;” and he shoved some glossy pix off to one side, typed sheets to the other, “and outline our procedures to follow, once they do come here.”

As the pictures circulated, comments followed fast:

“Jesus, they're big bastards, aren’t they?”

“Bigger than your average full court hustler, for sure.”

“Yeah, and look at those muscles! Must be strong…”

“Goddamned fast too,” came from Naigley, the patrol sergeant.

“You mean you’ve seen one? Up close?”

“Long ago, chile, long ago. He was maybe seven feet, five-six inches,” said with a negligent worldly wisdom. ”They been here off and on, since. He brought one of them wolf-people, too, back when they were sniffing out the Enemy.”

“Wolf people, wow! Are they coming too?”

Dillon glanced up. “We don’t know. But even if they do – or those other ones – Eret, they’re called – come with them, don’t kid yourself. The Hunters are the ones in charge.” He looked away, tapping his pencil off one fingertip to the other.

“Other things you should know…” he said finally. “The hunters have really superior eyesight, partway into the ultraviolet and infrared. We don’t know just how good it really is, but it’s incredible. They can read your emotions by your skin tone – heat-colors, they call it. So don’t lie to them. Don’t even think about it. Be honest even if you have to be blunt. They’ll be the same with you. Some of them even have a sly sense of humor: they’ll use it to try to get a rise out of you, like the ragging you get when you’re a rookie.”

“Got that right, Lt,” muttered Malone, and everyone laughed. The rookie flushed.

“Read you easy enough,” Anderson drawled.

Dillon out-waited them. “Alright. Now I’ll go over the tactics for the big day. The place will be crawling with Feds and God-knows-who from other nations; so we only worry about our own, which is one good thing. We’ll go over the greeting rituals for the Hunters too: how to handle it if they address you personally – not that there’s much chance of that,” and he ploughed resolutely on, trying to wade through a morass of names, ranks, places, and Federal suggested guidelines for everything from diplomatic behavior to blowing your nose in public…

Finally it was finished. Glazed eyes turned to looks of relief as he re-inserted his paperwork into the file folders and said, “That about does it, people. Now let’s –“

“Hey, Russ, haven’t you forgotten something?’ came from Anderson. “Another piece of advice, maybe?”

The lieutenant, who’d started to rise, sank back down with a puzzled look. “And what might that be, Robbie?”

“Why-y-y – just this,” Anderson’s slow grin reappeared. Solemnly he said, 

“Never show fear, man.”

* * *          

 The Hunt Ship, later---The argument wasn’t over for Rk’sata. It continued on in his bedchamber with his wife, heated but subdued.

“I don’t like this, my warrior,” she muttered to him again, as she had at the beginning of the flight, when he was first asked to go. “I never have. You know that, Rk’sata.”

“I know, my fierce one.” He sounded tired. “Yet the creatures have kept the peace and we have a full fleet of Hunt ships at our back. And a warrior goes where he is needed, Vo’treal’.”

“There are others with experience, others with twice, three times as many hunts to the Divided World as you have!” she protested.

He made a weary head motion and half-shuttered his eyes.

“But I am the only hunter,” he said, “who ever let one go.”

Her eyelids creased in pure pain and she lay back on the bed.

This is too hard on her, he thought, not for the first time. Even if our children are grown and our work on the research planet is done… He reached out to touch her face very tenderly. “I should never have agreed for you to” come with me never made it past his teeth; she stopped it with a movement of her own.

Her eyes flashed open, and he was amazed to see them full of tears. “You could not have kept me back, my love,” she whispered, and laid a hand over his heart. “Light of my heart, my life, I could not bear to lose you.”

“Oh my lady,” he whispered, overcome; and he gathered her to him. The silken warm length of her pressed against him to nuzzle and caress. He could not say another word. His heart was full.

She began to respond to his caresses in kind. But hers were fiercer, hungrier, almost desperate in their intensity. She grabbed and pulled at him as if she were losing him even now and could hold him only by main force.

Her passion awakened his; and soon they were tussling like juveniles, demanding and intense, until it became a bonding as fierce and abandoned as anything they’d had in their youth. Their climax-cries shook the walls; and Rk’sata, sixty-three years a married man, surprised himself by exploding into a full-throated roar.

Even long after, they held each other as they drifted into slumber. Sixty-three years, he remembered thinking dimly, and four children later, and the fire is till there –bless the Spirit within…

…if only it hadn’t been sparked by some dismal little planet the natives called Earth

* * *

Descending--“Krrt! Who called out the Grand Pack?” Syrvane exclaimed as they stared out the ports and viewscreen at the rendezvous point. A huge array of other Hunt Ships hung in space just outside the Divided World’s orbit. Their newmetal hulls gleamed in dark colors: red, green, blue, and violet, with ruddy heat glowing from their hooded eyes.

“It’s not really a Grand Pack. There are only about 50 Hunt Ships out there,” Rk’sata answered, “along with four or five liners and freighters. The Grand Pack, I understand, had nearly a thousand Hunt Ships fully manned, and was led by Renegade himself and his close-chosen, in their own Hunt One.”

“Of which perhaps only three or four hundred returned whole from battle, and none of them unscathed,” Vo’treal’ remarked with a touch of asperity.

“They faced down an enemy which outnumbered them four to one, and destroyed it utterly, as I recall, vre’huntress,” D’vranche put in.  “The Enemy's next target would have been the tautschen worlds.” Grand Pack member or not, he wouldn’t let honor be slighted, no matter what trail it took.

“And the Hunt pack from P’taal 5 fought against even greater odds than those, did they not, Talesian?” Rk’sata strove to keep the peace by shifting focus to the younger man.

“Churr, Hunt Leader, we had only two ships, against 15 of theirs; and they had more locked into a base on this planet’s moon,” the hunter replied, his face turned to the viewscreen. “Still, this is an impressive showing.”

“It will impress the marrow out of our self-named hosts, I imagine,” chuckled Syrvane. “Isn’t that the trail, Rk’sata?”

Their co-Hunt Leader nodded. “Partly that. And partly for the help of the starliners and freighters, which will carry some of the humans to their new world.”

“Humans,” murmured the youngest, K’vetkian, giving it the proper pronunciation.

“We are rendezvousing out here to determine which members of the pack will go down to the Greeting Ceremony,” Rk’sata went on, “while the rest watch their flanks.”

“Hhrrnt!”” snorted the senior trophy hunter. “And how will we do that, v’leaders, without every single hunter and huntress voting for themselves and their ship?”

“The decision,” Vo’treal’ said very softly, “will be based upon who has the greater experience there….”

And they understood at once why she had been upset and negative, and why she would not look at them.

*  *  *

They were not after all the only ones: three Hunt ships went down altogether, their crews composed of Divided World and Grand Pack survivors. The three ships would remain aloft and light-shielded nearby while select individuals took to the ground. The main fleet would stand off at higher altitudes, and completely visible. Just a precaution, but many times the number of fighting ships needed to destroy this planet if the crazy humans started something. This was simply good hunting technique: “Study your prey, but keep your weapons primed,” as Hunt Law says.

So that was that. Now they would go forth to meet these creatures. As the three chosen ships lowered to within 10 kri of the ground, less than half the pack members aboard each would jump down one or two at a time and gather around the waiting humans. That made it, oh, about 30 Hunters – and one very unwelcome surprise: an unauthorized trade ship and the couple who owned it.

They had come here to bargain with the humans, just as others did, they protested when challenged. With what Rk’sata was sure was feigned innocence, the traders said they carried only works of art and hand tools, strange meat and furs and hides, as specified. What was wrong with that? How were they to know this was a special occasion? They‘d brought their own ship’s huntress. A guardian of the People was required on every trade ship, liner or freighter; so they were following the rules – how could they know? They had no vrei-chee to guide them…

And on and on, until Rk’sata cut them off in disgust, and threatened the pair with a total boycott if they showed as much as a toeclaw out of place.

Talesian thought this over as he waited his turn to leap down from the ship. He stood third in line; the others would go down in order as befitting their rank:  first the Hunt Leaders and now Expedition Leaders Rk’sata and Vo’treal’; second came the senior trophy hunter, D’vranche, chosen pack leader here; then himself as a ranked warrior and hunter; and finally Syrvane, T’shalla, and the rather piqued K’vetkian, last of the landing party, despite his gift for languages. He was the youngest and least experienced.

“To the mark, hunters,” Rk’sata said, his eyes darting around to look at them, then out the open hatchway. He told the pilot, “Vshniak, let us off and then go to your prescribed distance and stay there unless we call. Hunter Kuroda, stay at the laser cannons; remember our flanks.”

 “Chak, Rk’sata,” they told him.

He gave the slightest tick to show he’d heard, and turned to face front and the human herds awaiting them. Vo’treal’ moved tight to his side. They exchanged the briefest of glances, then he said, “And now, v’tautschen, after us, in order – “

“Good hunting!” D’vranche boomed suddenly, and Vo’treal’ cried out the ringing return:

 “Let fall Chance!”

And the lead couple sprang out in the unshielded brilliance of a bright Terran day. 

*  *  *                  

Talesian gathered himself. He couldn’t see what was out there because D’vranche’s massive frame was in the way, but he was fully armored and weaponed, and completely alert. He would start scanning around even before he hit the ground. This passed through his thoughts in a flash.

Then D’vranche’s body vanished through the open hatch; and with a little start and a prayer, Talesian followed.

*  *  *

The international delegation, 200 diplomats strong, plus at least twice that many police, special agents, Feds and military, besides a horde of press and TV people, stood on the plaza in front of the old United Nations Building with its candelabra of tall poles topped with flags of the nations. The day was bright and brisk; the wind snapped the flags to attention, and Martha Dillon’s son, her eldest and only, stood right in the vanguard of the whole shebang, there with his city’s mayor and council, wearing his dress blues, and near the President of the US of A and the Secretary-General of the UN and by God he’d better not fuck this up, if he knew what was good for him.

The general public had not been invited-- too many quarter-wits and psychos out there. Nevertheless they had come anyway, and the standing-room-only crowd numbered at least one million, and had been pressed back with difficulty into the feeder streets. That little maneuver only took the energies of every single NYPD cop they couldn’t spare for the rest of the city, and a couple platoons of National Guard as well.

Dillon squinted up at the dazzling sky: a terrific April day, not a cloud to be found – so OK, let’s get this show on the streets, alr—

And a phalanx of starships materialized right above the city, rank on rank of them, darkly gleaming as a flock of iridescent crows, poised as a host of raptors – and the crowd below caught its collective breath, aaah, and started upwards, entranced..

Like sitting ducks was the next bird analogy that came to mind; followed by one suspended moment in which nobody spoke, and gave the spectacle its due.

From somewhere at his back, Anderson nudged him and jibed, “Now there’s an entrance, huh, Russ? What you got to say about Black Power now, po’ white boy?”

 Dillon choked back screaming laughter and the moment was lost, broken into a thousand exclamations and pointings, the hammer-staccato of reporters reporting, the TV cams rolling…

Then three of the great dark ships broke away from the fleet and snarked down the sky, graceful as sharks swimming. Another ship peeled out of the pack and followed them down: a different-looking one, not quite so lean and fierce, but rounder and a bit tubby…like a cabin cruiser running with destroyers, Dillon thought as he watched, enraptured as the rest.

The three bigger ships floated the last few hundred feet down and stopped in midair about fifty yards from the delegates, and well-spread. They hung only twenty feet above the ground at this point, and the fourth ship, the cabin cruiser, hovered above them.

“Not black, Anderson,” Dillon muttered; “they’re all different colors – dark ones. That one nearest us is dark green, for exam-“ when three chutes opened simultaneously under the forward prows –

And the Hunters began jumping out.

The crowd gasped. So did the delegates. Even the trained officers couldn’t suppress themselves and sucked in air.

It should have been an undignified performance, springing down from those ships like that; but instead it was fast and fluid, and done with an unearthly grace. Those tautschen in the nearest ship came out as a twosome first, landed and flowed forward, followed three-four-five-six-seven by the others in the landing party, about as fast as you could blink twice.

They kept coming smoothly onward then slowed to a walk, the lead pair going forward while those behind them spread out to each side, until the last one closed ranks and came up just behind the leaders.

The same thing happened at all three starships, and with a start of recognition, Dillon realized that the Hunters had almost encircled the much larger human herd, neatly triangulated it, and got them all in the crosshairs in the time it took to take a deep breath. His mouth went dry.

Like muskoxen, he thought; we’re standing here in our tight little bunch, horns out, while the hunters casually walk up and pick us off with their automatic weapons… He gulped and prayed everything he’d read about the Hunters becoming allies was true –because I’d sure hate to have them as enemies.

The leading pair from the near ship had drawn up closer, accompanied by their ring of warriors; and Dillon could see that they really were a couple. One was a female – or did you say woman? She had recognizable female features: a pair of high-set breasts covered with a soft tan cloth and held in place by a sort of leather harness which fitted right in with the rest of her outfit of shoulder pads, studded belt, arm gauntlets and shinguards, and a loose, shirred tan loincloth, which covered her genitals in front, nicely-rounded buttocks in back, and was no bigger than it had to be.

She seemed to be wearing some kind of jewelry. Did Hunter females go in for the shiny rocks, too, or was this something different? One piece was obviously an ankle bracelet, copper set with blue sapphires. The other was a necklace—no, a chain – with a big golden medallion hanging from it. It lay between her proud breasts and did not move even when she walked.

Anderson dug a sharp elbow into his back and whispered, “Hey, check out that one! They’ve brought one of their womenfolk with them!”

“Ssh,” Dillon warned him. Too late. 

The couple was about fifteen feet away from the humans, but closer to the mayor’s position than his when they stopped and both glanced at Dillon. Not much you could tell by those bland face-pieces they wore, but the eye lenses glowed like demon orbs.

Then the woman leaned slightly toward the man – she was as tall as he was, at least, said something, low; and the hunter jerked his head up sharply, half-turned to the one behind him for another silent exchange—and they all moved again together, with that  flowing effortless stride.

Eight feet short of the officials they stopped, and waited. Finally the President realized the burden of greeting would be on him, and he moved nervously forward a step, flanked by a phalanx of Secret Service suits, and began to announce himself in his twangy Midwestern tones.

Dillon lost most of it as he turned back to Anderson and muttered, “They heard you for Chrissake, Robbie.  Keep it down! You want to start an interplanetary incident?”

“Not me, Bubba,” the irrepressible Anderson retorted, “but I surely do wonder what they said.”

“Humph,” Dillon grunted and was about to face front again when he was interrupted by a deep and resonant voice he didn’t recognize:

“They said you were staring at the Huntress Vo’treal’ as if you had no mate of your own.”

 Dillon whipped around in shock to see another Hunter, this one standing to one side of him, no more than three feet away. How had he got there so fast? And so close?
This one didn’t seem to be as tall as the leading pair, yet he stood at least half-a-head taller than Dillon, who pushed six foot three. ‘His’ coloring differed too, a kind of golden tan in front, shading to medium golden-brown along his sides toward the back. Small but well-defined ruddy-brown rosettes crept forward along his ribs. His clothing and armor were golden-brown, with a big crystal medallion fixed to his chest straps. Very flashy.

This much Dillon gained in a blink, as he stood there gaping, shocked speechless.

The Hunter tilted his head slightly. “I seem to have startled you.” His deep voice became lower and softer. “That was not my intent.”

Oh yeah? Dillon thought, while he could practically hear Anderson grinning on his other side. “I—uh, I’m” not surprised? Never lie to them—“that –uh—isn’t what I meant by staring…” How did they apologize? Hell. “I didn’t mean any offense. I was just surprised to see a – a woman with you.”

The President’s welcome finished at that point, and the Hunters’ return rumbled basso profundo after it.

Off to this side, both human and hunter paused until it passed; then Dillon’s counterpoint leaned forward a few notches, and surprisingly, hooked his thumb talon under the edge of his face shield and pushed it up to reveal the big round intelligent eyes, a small low-set nose, and feline-shaped mouth with two prominent fangs set in his upper jaw.

Dillon’s eyes widened, but he held his ground. The carnivorous face startled him, yet it was far from ugly, attractive even, and hairless except for the hunter’s mane and eyelashes.

In a sibilant whisper the spotted hunter told him, “Vo’treal’ is a Master Huntress of warrior rank, like many women of the People. She accompanies her husband as co-leader here.”

Dillon kept trying not to look at all those shiny white teeth –four long ones now, upper and lower—but at the hunter’s eyes instead. They were big blue cat’s-eyes. Once the face shield came off, they quickly changed to round pupils. “I—they’re married, then?” he fumbled. God, he was screwing this up!

The hunter studied him. Was that a tinge of amusement around the eyes? A quirk in the jaw? Finally he lifted his chin up, their gesture for agreement, and whispered again, “We call it ‘bonded,’ or ‘life-bonded.’ How do you mate?”

The question caught Dillon flatfooted. “I—uh, we”—he gasped, burning, and sensed that Anderson reeled aside, shaking with laughter. “How – how did you…?

The hunter straightened. “I see I have broken a taboo of yours. And I did not mean to. I ask your pardon. Let us start again.” He glanced over at his Hunt Leaders to see if he was disturbing them. 

 Music swelled through the speakers and obliterated all talk. Part of the ceremony, evidently.

The big fellow returned his gaze to Dillon. Then he did the unexpected: he spread his hands open, palms up, and keeping them parallel and a body-width apart, extended them to Dillon. 

“I am Talesian, Master Hunter and Warrior of Renegade Freehold, P’taal 5. May I know your name?”

He’s doing it, he’s actually doing it – the greeting ceremony – and now I have to – Dillon squared his shoulders, looked at this Tahl-ee-zee-an, and extended both of his hands. He replied to the best of his crash-course memory: “My name is Russell Dillon, and I’m Senior Detective Lieutenant, Special Tactical Unit of New York City’s finest—and uh, I’m honored.”
The hunter’s mouth and an eye quirked. Dillon couldn’t tell what that meant. Too late anyway, for the big alien slid his own hands forward just past the detective’s, and adroitly wrapped those long clawed fingers around Dillon’s wrists and much of his forearm as he replied, “The honor is mine.” He was being careful, Dillon saw, not to grip too hard or nick him with those nails.

Gingerly, the detective did the same, only his hands barely covered Talesian’s wrist guards, and only on the forearm did they touch flesh.

It had an extraordinary effect on Dillon. Here he was, like some guy, some actor in a science fiction film, ‘shaking hands’ with a real honest-to-God alien, whose grip felt strong, whose hands were warm, a kind of brown-gold color, with claws, and –

The hunter made some kind of sound, a kind of interrupted rumble in his chest, that sounded familiar and yet not so… Dillon looked up at him, startled, to see the twinkle in his eyes and hear a bemused, “By which of those names or titles shall I call you then?”

Names or – oh, that whole list of things he’d rattled off…

“Ah, Dillon – just Dillon, I mean. That’s what everybody calls me.” Then he realized he was still holding onto the hunter’s wrists: It’s not supposed to last that long; and he hastily loosened his grip.

The other also let go, but so gracefully that his hands seemed to unwind from Dillon’s arms and float back down to his sides.

“Dillon,” he repeated. He gave that little chinlift of theirs again to signify approval. “And you may call me Talesian, by my one true name.”

Dillon bobbed his head and a smile twitched his own lip. “I will, uh – and thanks, Talesian.”

“Well-met,” the hunter said. He casually turned his head to see what was going on with his leaders. “I should attend here. We will speak again later perhaps, Dillon.” And he took one step back, to bring himself into line with his peers. The nearest of them, a strikingly-colored hunter of black and orange with a brilliant orange mane, looked at them both with interest.

Dillon shrank back into the ranks with his squad in time to hear Anderson’s “Holy shit, Russ, what was that all about? Was he measurin’ you for his wall?”

That struck Dillon as offensive, and he half-turned to tell Anderson so…

…when all hell broke loose in Geor-gia.…

He saw it first in the attitudes of the hunters up front: the couple, then the big one to the other side –gray mottled with black spots on his shoulders—a tough-looking character. These three ‘stilled’ for a moment, their heads cocked slightly as if listening.

Finally Dillon could hear it too: a far thin piping on the wind, rising and falling in pitch, gradually getting louder and lower as it came. A ripple of awareness passed down the Hunters’ line and around the sides.

Just as he heard Anderson mutter “What the hell,” and another, quite different voice rumble, “Dillon. What is that?”

“Ambulance,” he said to his partner, and to the hunter, “Emergency vehicle – coming our way – but I don’t see any…”

The hunter just faded from sight. One second he was there and the next –

“Gone,” Dillon heard himself whisper, as the six others who had come with Talesian took a step sidewise and vanished too.

“Swing out,” Dillon snapped to his own men, watching the Feds deploy around the President. About 200 yards to his right front, he saw a ‘pucker’ form in the watching crowd and several squad cars begin to converge on the spot.

If this was some sort of trick it was a poorly-planned one. He extended his arms on either side as if to include everybody. “It’s all right,” he shouted, “Nothing’s coming through that line.” Christ, if those maniacs from the Humans First Coalition were planning some sort of protest, they would be crazy to think they would be allowed to cut through the crowd, even in an ambulance. They’d get stopped, and fast.

Dillon took a few long strides forward. Better get closer to Hizzoner and the other political eight-balls who were preening for the press.

When he heard the chopper – the whup-whup of its blades not registering at first-- due to the noise of the siren on the right; while the chopper came down from behind the U.N. building to the left—

And a huge non-human voice bellowed a two-syllable warning just as Dillon  realized what was happening and began screaming, “Diversion! Chopper at nine o’clock!” drawing his gun as he went.

As a sleek silver machine swooped like a diving falcon, tilted nose down, coming low and fast. White sparkle-fire stuttered out from around its bow… Going for the dignitaries.
Chaos erupted. People began to scatter and scream. Several fell. We’re all dead, Dillon thought wildly, nowhere to run—

--when a long blue lance of light appeared from nothing, nowhere, from the clear blue sky, and zapped the helicopter, detonating it into an earsplitting explosion and a ball of flame.

“Cars up!” Dillon screamed into his headpiece. He shoved Hizzoner off into Anderson’s tender care and dodged back into the panicked mob, running, crashing, looking for more. The President’s Secret Service already had him buried under a hill of black suits with others running to meet the limousine, which was squealing over the concrete toward them, doors stuck out like wings.

 Above, pieces of burning debris rained down; while the Hunt Ship which had made the kill-shot shimmered into view and began quartering the sky like a dark and angry falcon hunting for its prey.

Dillon, trying to look everywhere at once, gun out, collided with something hard and solid, and rebounded with a grunt.

A hand and arm lashed out to grab him, jerked him upright in an iron grip. Before Dillon could croak out a word, there came a sparkle and the really big hunter materialized, growling, “Stay back, human!”

“What? Who--?” Dillon gargled. “Where’s Talesian?”

The powerful alien glared down at him through his expressionless mask. “Not dead yet, no help from you,” he rumbled. “We should have known…” he began, when the Hunt Ship spoke again, or rather, a second one did. A dark red raptor appeared and spat blue fire – and one corner of a nearby building down the street vaporized in a cloud of dust and falling bricks.  Dillon thought he saw a man-shape falling out of it, but he couldn’t be sure, especially as it was only half there…

Spectators in the adjoining streets were panicking now, some struggling to fight through the crowd toward the East River, others trying to scatter away from under falling masonry and stone. Some had slipped through the police line and were running out onto the plaza.

“Oh my God,” Dillon murmured in awe. A crowd this size stampeding -- there were bound to be deaths, many of them. He surged forward, ready to help with crowd control.

When he saw the big Hunter face out toward the crowd and level his arm…

“No!” he screamed and lunged at him, swinging out his own gun

And was knocked rolling by a casual backhand by the Hunter’s other arm. He thudded to a stop against something and fought to stand, to warn someone, anyone, even if it meant-

But something clamped down on his prone body and held him to the ground.

“No. Wait. Look.”  The words hissed out in that alien sibilance as he realized he was being forcibly restrained by the hunter he had met before – Talesian.

“But he’s”-- shooting people, he was going to add, when he saw one man running toward them full out, navy raincoat flapping wide. The human’s eyes bulged and he was screaming insanely and waving a –

“Grenade,” Dillon whispered, then saw more: a bandolier of them strung round his body. “Shoot!” he cried.

A blaze of light leaped from the big hunter’s arm. It whooshed through the air, and Dillon thought “rocket.” It met the kamikaze human and blew him apart.

And kept blowing. Half a dozen explosions ripped through the air, deadly grenade fragments launched outward. 

Dillon ducked automatically – it was too far away to do damage. Migod they’re suicide bombers – from what nutgroup this time he couldn’t begin to guess…or maybe he could.

He poked his head up and saw an eruption all around the fringes of the crowd. He saw one, two, three humans cut down  as he watched, felt rather than saw Talesian jump up, pressing the detective down harder as he did so, and shoot out something  that flashed silver in the air, like a shining arrow. It took the next psychopath silently in the throat and flung him twenty feet away, knocking him on his back.

That one’s a keeper, thought Dillon, only to feel an insane disappointment when all the explosives the guy was toting blew him to soft shrapnel after he hit the ground.

Things got kind of confused after that. Dimly he heard someone cut loose with a submachine gun. Us? Them? His headset cut out entirely and he shouted, “Talesian! Let me up! I can help!”

The big slate gray hunter beyond them heard. Almost calmly he turned back toward Talesian and asked, “He knows something?”

Dillon’s hunter made an odd chuck or chak sound in his throat, and the other jerked his chin up and said, “Good. Bring him.”

“Wh-what?” Dillon gasped.

That and nothing more, for Talesian hauled him to his feet like a sack of grain and almost dragged him forward. Dillon thought he wouldn’t answer, but he did:

“To the Hunt Ship. We are taking this meeting to our ground.”

The sleek dark green craft swooped down and Dillon, dragged and terrified and helpless, his gun gone somehow, looked up into its dark maw as if he stared into the mouth of Hell.

The dark craft grew huge, and night swallowed him.

*  *  *

Judgment--“I told you they could not be trusted! Vrakking liars and cowards! Murdering beasts!” the big trophy hunter D’vranche raged up and down before the gathering. His fury had been roused by the humans but his passion was directed mainly at his hunt leaders, one of whom was the female Vo’treal’, as Dillon recalled. She looked tense but patient, willing to let D’vranche run. The humans abroad ship sat frozen to their seats.

As D’vranche swung toward them Mayor Enfield almost squeaked, “It was a terrorist group! A bunch of crazies! Not us!”
D’vranche whirled on him, every tooth bared, and Enfield, not particularly brave, shriveled back into his seat.

The male hunt leader Rk’sata put out a restraining arm, exactly as one man might hold back another who was his subordinate. He said to the mayor, “Nevertheless you failed to control them. And one of our People died. –“

“--as he was trying to save them,” D’vranche spat. He seemed to swell in size, a great lion standing on its hind legs.

“And if Chance had not fallen our way today, there would have been many others,” Rk’sata went on. Now Dillon could see the barely-restrained fury in his eyes. In all their eyes. And he feared that more than D’vranche’s angry outburst. Would any of the humans leave here alive?

The President spoke up: “I’m sure you must have killers among your own people. What do you do about them?”
A chorus of hisses exploded, and Dillon thought the huntress would spring over the table at him. The President shrank back; his two allowed Secret Service guardians crowded him with admirable bravery.

Rk’sata still held onto the situation. His discipline must be tremendous, Dillon thought. He managed to keep everyone in place and answered tightly:

“They are very rare among us. And we do as Hunt Law tells us—‘Who takes the life of a hunter must yield his own.’” A pause, then: “And what are you doing about this, vr’leader?” – to the President.

“Why, uh, our police are handling it—and we suffered casualties, too!” 

And every eye slashed over to Dillon, the only ‘police” present. It felt like being speared in the gut by those hot, hungry carnivorous eyes.

But Dillon did not squirm. He met the Hunt Leaders’ doubled gaze as best he could, made an effort to keep his right hand still, and said, “We’re still picking up bodies and identifying the wrongdoers. We have files on all the terrorist groups operating in the city; and we’ll know where these came from soon enough.”

He straightened in his chair. Remembering something, he added, “I grieve for both our losses, honored ones. Though I think we were luckier than we could have been today: besides the berserkers, there were remarkably few casualties: two civilians killed outright by fallen debris, maybe four or five others nearest the body-rigged explosive, and somewhere between 50 and 100 other civilians injured in the resulting stampede…I have these figures because my second in command has been calling them up to me”--tapping his headset, which had somehow survived intact. “If your people hadn’t been so quick to act, I think there would have been many more.”

“Thank the Great Spirit for that,” someone said on the hunters’ side. Dillon glanced up to meet Talesian’s eyes. He found wrenching disappointment there.

“And thank our training,” another hunter put in—the striking black and orange fellow whose colors were duplicated in his clothing and gear. He had a dry way of speaking that came through the translators very well, and was the only one of them to lean while sitting, indolently hooking one arm over the back of his chair—a panther pretending to doze, Dillon felt.

Exonerated, the President picked up the thread: “We all regret this. Yet your people must consider that some of ours have been critical of our contact with you. Until today, they have been only talking; and that is not a crime in our country.” Solemn and righteous now. “Most of us are grateful for the aid you have given and very much wish the contact to continue.”

D’vranche stopped his pacing long enough to favor him with a hard stare. “Are you defending these Codebreakers then?”

“Vr’hunter,” Vo’treal’ began.

But the human leader made a wave-off gesture with his hand. “No – thank you—uh, mm, honored lady, but I understand his concern.” 

“Huntress,” said the woman flatly. Seen without her bland faceshield, she looked as proud and fierce as a lioness, and as confident.

“Beg pardon?” the President asked as if he weren’t used to being interrupted.

Rk’sata intervened. “Vo’treal’s’ title is Esteemed Huntress, and she shares the Hunt Leader position with me,” he explained. The man kept his cool, alright, Dillon thought. A good choice.

The President coughed and looked over at one of his cronies, who nodded.

He coughed again. “Ah…yes. My error. Esteemed Huntress and Hunt Leader – Vo’treal’,” he tacked on almost as an afterthought. But the one he looked at was the male half of the leadership.

Mistake, Dillon thought. The women are real equals here. The observation just popped into his head but it rang true.

Vo’treal’ chose to ignore the slight when she spoke again, easily assuming the leadership, and providing an object lesson in style. The way she did it gave Dillon s glimmer of hope. At least she didn’t casually slice the President’s head off his shoulders.

As the political exchange went on, Dillon found himself drifting again – or “assessing the situation,” as he liked to call it. There were 26 intelligent beings in this room, maybe only 16 or 17 if you discounted the politicians, who took the word “intelligent” to a whole new low, in Dillon’s mind. Anyway, here they were, in what his guides had told him was ‘the gathering room of a starship’ – and it seemed rather posh, really – deeply-furred and cushioned chairs (large for ordinary humans), hardwood individual tables, acoustical ceiling, and almost organic-appearing walls decorated with swirls and spirals of artwork, concentric circles, waves, paisley-critter shapes…

Hunters made up ten of those present: Rk’sata and Vo’treal, and what Dillon thought of as their “first team,’ the big gray hunter with the black mane and black speckles on his shoulders – D’vranche, they called him – and Talesian, of course. Next came the sleek black and orange fellow whom he thought they called “Seer-vane’; another, slightly less tall, light rusty brown over light yellow, rusty mane to match – didn’t catch his name….and finally three others, two men and a woman. One hunter gave the impression of youth – how, Dillon couldn’t say. He was slim and rather edgy-looking, a biscuit-dun color with semi-short blue-black hair. He and the other pair were the only ones who seemed to be wearing manufactured fabrics rather than furs; though the young one like his shipmates wore his hunter’s medallion---

Like I do. Dillon had the sudden insight that because he wore his badge new-style on a long chain around his neck that must have been what made Talesian talk to him in the first place…

The discussion between the leaders heated up – the humans declaiming that everything they could do about these “protest groups” was being done, and they tried their best, really they did, “to protect your people too – when D’vranche nearly spat out—

“Vascht! You do not protect us; we protect ourselves—“
And the mayor visibly quivered and the President looked tired, knowing they could blow off the whole Venus deal---

--When Rk’sata rose abruptly, Vo’treal’ a hair behind him, and intoned in a voice as deep and final as doom: “Enough. We will have to explain to Vronsek’s wife and children how he died, and why. From this moment, we are part of this hunt and we require that you show some evidence of honor before we deal further with you. This council is over.”

The humans looked at him aghast; the few Feds actually looked relieved, and they all stood up to go.

“Syrvane, T’shalla, fly them down in the scouts, if you will,” Rk’sata continued. Not an order, a choice, yet the dapper one and rusty-over-gold one detached themselves silently with no acknowledgement that Dillon could see.

Time to go, he thought, as relieved as anybody. Except for that major attack those nits from the Coalition had caused, it had gone better than expected. He’d thought maybe they were all going to end up trophies on somebody’s wall… He moved out to form the tail-end of the departure line. There would be no exchange of courtesies, not this time. Not that he blamed the Hunters.

Just as he almost made it to the door, the Hunt Leader Vo’treal’ looked up almost casually and said, “Not that human—is he the one, Talesian?”

And his “friend” Talesian responded, “Yes, he leads the pack… Hold, vr’Dillon, if you will”-- Very polite, but not a request.

The senior detective lieutenant stopped in his tracks and felt his sweat congeal.

*  *  *
They wanted to know about the usual suspects, that’s all. The questions came mostly from the hunt leaders, though anyone could pitch in, it seemed. And they were quite polite about it, considering. Yet sitting there under those hot carnivorous stares was as bad as an old-time police grilling, Dillon felt. God, but these people were intense. He felt glad when Talesian took the seat beside him, instead of across from him as the others did; and he didn’t just stand there and glower at him, like D’vranche did.

“So it’s part of my job – my duty – to find out who belongs to these organizations and how active they are in my town,” he said.

“—his gathering,” came back faintly from the translator neckpiece the young dun-shaded hunter wore. He chimed in from time to time to lend an extra bit of ‘eddification” to what their computer could handle. He would pick up on the subtle visual clues from his shipmates, pluck out a phrase of English and re-translate it in tautschen for their benefit. Then Dillon could hear the time-delayed reply come back on the computer. A little unsettling.

“About five years ago all these smaller organizations got together to form one big one, called the Humans First Coalition, about 10,000 members strong, and their platform—“

“—belief, standard, credo—“ K’vetkian cut in…

Dillon unpaused and went on: “It’s their belief that humanity should remain separate, have nothing to do with aliens.”

“Ay-lee-ans--?” mused Vo’treal’.

K’vetkian spoke to it and the words came out: “Other species; he means us…”

“How odd, being the ‘other,’” Vo’treal’ seemed quite taken by the thought.

Dillon waited, then continued: “Their numbers are fair-sized and they have some rich backers. Before today, they’d done nothing more than rant and rave and carry signs demanding ‘human purity,’ as they put it. But there have been suspicious incidents over the past few years, though nothing we can prove. The threat is there, however, and finally, if investigation proves me out, this one-time secret nut group—uh, society—has come out of hiding and turned into a full-fledged terrorist organization…”

“---holding divergent beliefs, committing acts of aggression…” their translator said. Apparently there was no equivalent word for ‘terrorist’ in their language.

That trailed off and Rk’sata leaned forward, fixing Dillon with intent dark brown eyes. “The slain hunter Vronsek had a mate and two half-grown chk-kiy-teh—and we will have to tell them that he died, and who killed him. We must demand justice for that. And you say you are opposed to this organization’s ways, Detective Dillon?”

“Damn straight – I mean, yes, I am. These are the kind of people who don’t care who they hurt to achieve their own ends…and I think…” here Dillon faltered a bit and regrouped, trying to express himself…“I know something of what the past has been between us, between our two species; but I like the new way better; and I’d like to see it go on…talking is better than killing any day.”

Though he got no response from those two impassive faces directly across from him, the muscular D’vranche made a sharp sound, half-growl, half-snort – and one of peripheral individuals, the second one in manufactured garb, leaned forward and shouted, 

“Arah! That is what I favor too!”

Rk’sata frowned, lifting a lip and Vo’treal’ reared back (so she’s keyed-up too) – and said, “I think we would have known that without the shouting, honored trader.”

The other settled down, reprimanded but hardly subdued. “On-course. Your pardon, vre’Hunt Leader;” and Dillon thought, Trader, huh? I wonder if he’s the one who just showed up. He wasn’t on the agenda.

But Rk’sata was addressing the detective again, so he curbed his wandering attention:

“Do you plan to take some action against these – terrorists – then?’ His tone was cool but his eyes fierce, and fixed.

“I do,” Dillon answered. “As soon as I get back to headquarters I intend to order a sweeping pickup of the group’s leaders – those who haven’t been already disposed of today,” he added thoughtfully. “I expect you saved us some trouble there.”

That last comment got a reaction: Talesian and the huntress with the trader jerked their heads back and made that broken purring sound again; while the joint hunt leaders’ lower jaws twitched and D’vranche froze, then turned sharply away.

Suddenly Dillon knew what it was: Laughter. He’d amused them, and with a line his own men might find funny. We’re not that different after all.

Rk’sata controlled himself at once and told him, “That sounds like a good throw to me. Vo’treal’?”

She lifted her chin, held it a beat, and leveled it off again. “If he does that, I believe it will show he is sincere, my heart.”

My heart… she loves him…and she’s not afraid to say so. Dillon was intrigued. More than one side to these meat-eaters…

Rk’sata sighed. Even Dillon could see and hear it. “That concludes my questions. My lady?”

“And mine. If most of us are satisfied, we will let this human return to his pack.”

D’vranche snorted. He was good at that, small nose or not. But he said nothing.

The female warrior dismissed them formally: “So let it fall. Vr’Dillon, we are honored by your frankness and your willingness to share information with us. Talesian will take you where you need to go, and D’vranche with him.”

This was news to the big hunter. He flashed her a glance, visibly startled, and her thin lower lip actually curved. Having a little fun with him.

Dillon wasn’t crazy about the selection himself, but he took care to say, “The honor is mine, esteemed Hunt Leaders – and – honored ones all.” Just remembered that, thank God.

As he and Talesian rose to leave, Rk’sata spoke out suddenly: “And as for you two, honored trader and ship’s huntress, it would be best if our hunters saw you back to your ship as well. And Talesian, make sure the good trader is not tempted to make planetide and practice his skills.”

“H’vack!” the trader squawked, which the computer rendered as an indignant “What!”
“I protest, Hunt Leader!” he cried, and was still protesting when Talesian and the trader’s own hired huntress ‘escorted’ him over the threshold and down to the belly bay.

For once, Rk’sata’s mouth wore the thin little smile.

*  *  *

Once everyone else had cleared the chamber, the hunt leaders kept K’vetkian back and questioned him closely; since he served not only as translator of words and actions but of intentions, too.

“The most truthful one was the last,” he told his superiors, “the one who wore the hunter’s medallion from his own clan.”

“I thought so too,” Rk’sata said.

“And I,” came from Vo’treal’. “As for the rest of them, I agree with our senior hunter: they are fearful and untrustworthy jhakree’, and I would like to see us abandon them to their fate. Is it possible the Hunt Council would agree?”

“The Hunt Council might,” her husband replied; “but I think the vr’Renegade would not. It was a pack of these creatures who hunted with his first-born, Truthseeker, when he came here to fight the Enemy – and they kept the boy alive, t’d’faal.”

“Though one of them tried to kill him, as I heard it,” his wife snapped.

“The other humans killed the Codebreaker and Truthseeker was spared,” Rk’sata argued. “I talked a long time with Talesian and with the young warrior’s second-father.  The Champion himself is determined that these creatures be given a second throw at Chance – and then we may stand off and see what happens.”

His wife snorted, sounding very like the senior hunter.

“Time will mark that trail,” she said.

*  *  *                       
Trade Share—The trader, whose name was Grah-niche’, or something like that, made up for the normal tautschen aloofness by nearly talking Dillon’s ear off on the flight to the trade ship. (It was the smaller rounded ‘cabin cruiser’, as suspected, and Dillon would’ve bet it had sneaked into this ceremony unasked.)

Grah-niche’ ignored a warning growl from D’vranche and soon had the detective engaged in a lively, friendly discussion about himself and what objects or “treasures” he would be willing to trade for…

“Many traders like to deal in films, documentaries or printed records from this world,” he said. “But I prefer native handcrafts myself: artwork or practical things raised to the level of an art. What are your favorites, Detective Dillon?”

Dillon admitted he liked things like paintings and sculpture; and he allowed that he would be interested in something the Hunters had made by hand. So many of their “practical” tools and weapons were ornamented or incised, as if even the dullest thing deserved some touch of beauty.

“Krr-ah, I believe I may have some things you would like,” Grah-niche’ beamed.

And not very long after that, having met the trader’s wife and despite having urgent business back at Headquarters, Dillon left the ship minus one genuine silk necktie and one gold tie-clasp set with lapis-lazuli, and carrying something which looked like an enormous geode—except that the hollow inside had been set with carefully-sculpted figures, birds and beasts, like a scene in an enchanted grotto. Its weight nearly staggered him, but he figured it had been worth one necktie and clasp.

Both Hunters flanked him and watched with some amusement, he felt.

Finally Talesian remarked, “Grah-niche’ was generous with you, Dillon; he did not take all your gear.”

“Doubtless he went easy with a first-trade,” D’vranche added. “Traders often do. They say a generous first-trade sells the next five,” with a rumble in his chest which Dillon identified as laughter.

So he’s telling me I’m not such a good bargainer after all; and Grah-niche’ is using me for advertising purposes. Anything to put me down.

“Well then,” he said lightly, resolved not to let the big Hunter bother him, “maybe I’m lucky to be the first one.”

As soon as that filtered through the computer, Talesian flung back his head and gave an alarming roar – of laughter, as it turned out.

“Well-thrown!” he congratulated Dillon.

D’vranche gave one of his double-barreled snorts, loud as a gunshot, and faced rigidly forward, stung. He did not speak again.

*  *  *           

Back in the Bull Pen—As they zipped through a forest of skyscrapers, Talesian asked the detective only once “which great lodge” he wanted to go to, and showed him a 3-D map grid on the control panel so he could point it out. The detail was astounding, every building recognizable. After that, D’vranche zigzagged toward it in a hair-raising fashion – probably an evasive maneuver, Dillon thought. He refused to believe it was an attempt to make the human scream…

Anyway, they “landed”  just a few meters above the sloping white roof, D’vranche grumbling there was no decent place “to make tie” before he abruptly came down in the parking lot, scaring the hell out of a few beat cops walking around there. Just as abruptly, he left the controls and ordered Talesian,

“Stay with the ship. Keep it hard against the lodge, with weapons armed. I will go in with him.”

Dillon got the impression that ‘his’ hunter was too surprised to protest. He felt pretty startled himself. Go in with me?

The younger hunter recovered enough to say, “Then I will bid you good hunting, vr’Dillon, until we cross trails again.”

Dillon knew the answer to that: “I’m honored, esteemed warrior, and let fall Chance!” which got a vigorous chin-jerk and a sparkling “Good,” from Talesian – and a noncommittal grunt from D’vranche.

The big Hunter thrust open the shuttle’s belly-bay and made a sharp head gesture, followed by a flat, “Go out,” just in case Dillon didn’t know he should go first.

The big fellow wasn’t taking any chances. Let the human be the target, Dillon thought, nettled, even as part of his mind reluctantly admired the hunter’s way of thinking.

D’vranche slammed the bay shut as soon as he came down after Dillon. Moving them both away from under the craft, he spoke into his faceshield (which he had pulled down again) and told Talesian to gain altitude and find cover.

Obediently the scout ship rose away from them; and only then did the senior hunter feel easier. This craft wasn’t light-shielded, and he felt obligated to keep that young whelp safe, despite his unwarranted idealism. He turned to the human waiting with him.

“Forward,” he said.

The pestilent creature twisted round to look at him. “Are you coming too?” it asked. “Why?”

D’vranche uttered a low growl of irritation: “For one, to see that you keep your word. For another, so my young packmate will not lose his life for trusting you.”

The human’s lower jaw gaped. He closed it, and without another word, turned and led the way in.

*  *  *

Walked into a grishalk’s lair, D’vranche thought; and by the way the human hesitated plunging into that clamorous herd, he might be thinking the same.

Herd? It was a more like a melee in here – a chaos – humans thick as insects, loud as honking h’reven.
One look at the eight-foot-tall Hunter seemed to bring order out of chaos, however, and the teeming hordes parted to either side.

Dillon was making his way to his office when Anderson came rushing out of his, yelling “Yo, Rusty! Where in hell have you b”-- and halted, gawking.

“At a conference. What’s up, Robbie?” Ignoring the reaction. Damned if he was gonna tell anybody, even Anderson, why he had this huge ‘babysitter’ along. And he didn’t think this particular Hunter wanted to be introduced. “What’s the story on this morning’s events?”

“Good time to ask,” Anderson replied, looking warily up at D’vranche. “Let’s step into your office, man.”

They did, D’vranche ducking under the seven-foot doorsill to get in.

Dillon eased the geode down on his desk, slid over to close the door (the hunter had already moved aside, into a corner) and looked expectantly at the other detective.

Anderson summed up. “It was the Coalition, all right. We grabbed four of the still-living ones – and I think they were glad to be that way. They spilled plenty, and the special squads are out working on rounding up the rest of the leaders.” He grinned suddenly. “That is, if we can beat the Feebs to ‘em.”

Feebs—coptalk for FBI. Dillon didn’t bother to enlighten the big Hunter just now. Maybe he would later. He saw that someone had left him a pencil in the desk holder and he picked it up, just to have something to fiddle with. “What’s the body count?”

“Nineteen dead of the bad guys, six wounded, four, like I said, hale and healthy. Maybe another ten or twelve at large—from this local cell. We’ve alerted the rest of the country—the bros in blue should be making sweeps in their own areas… What’s the jive from outer space, anyway?”

Dillon understood he was asking about the meeting, not the alien. “We’ve got to round up the Coalition to show our good faith; then they give us the planet Venus, free of charge.”

“Not entirely,” D’vranche’s big voice boomed out so unexpectedly that both humans jumped.

“Oh, and this is the Hunter D’vranche,” Dillon said, “the Esteemed Hunter D’vranche,” he amended as the glowing-eyed faceshield tipped towards him to give him a significant stare. “D’vranche, this is Detective Lieutenant Anderson.”

“Yeah. Charmed, I’m sure,” Anderson muttered, looking up. “What did he mean by that?” he demanded of Dillon.

“I meant,” the big Hunter cut in, making his point, “that the other world is not entirely a gift.”

He ignored Anderson’s “I knew it!” and went on: “It is part of a nonaggression pact between us – an alliance, as you call it. We are pledged not to attack each other so long as we can foresee into the future, and to act as packmates against any common enemy. You humans may kill each other as you like.” And he cut off to become a statue again.

“Wey-oh, I be dammed,” Anderson said in a tone of real awe.

“Don’t tempt God,” Dillon retorted. “Anyway, that’s what’s happening—and since we were the aggressors, they want some positive action taken or they cut us loose. Now I better get it in gear and bring myself up to speed on these cases, Robbie.

“Well, D’vranche,” turning to the big Hunter, “does that satisfy custom? We have about ten others of the gang to bring in, in this city. I imagine the Federal agents will be able to fill you in on others.”

“I can tell my Hunt Leaders.” He wasn’t giving an inch, for Dillon’s money. “This information will be on your computer systems?”

“On ours, yes; on the Fee- ah, Feds’ setup too. But they have a highly secure system, unless”--could they break into it, the Hunters? The pencil twiddled between his fingers, almost becoming a blur. “Oh, what the hell. I’ll make copies of our information for you, D’vranche; and you can give that to your Hunt Leaders.”

“Rusty—“ Anderson began.

“Hell, they didn’t start shooting this morning.” Dillon said. He went over to his computer terminal, sat down and switched it on.

“You have our thanks," D’vranche promised. Quite a concession, coming from him.

While Dillon searched for the information, Anderson tried to communicate with the big hunter: “So these people who go to Venus, will they be picked, somehow?”

D’vranche unbent enough to tilt his head and reply, “I understand that your clan leaders – your” -- what did they call them? – “Presidents and other leaders will submit suggestions.”

Both he and Dillon were startled when Anderson exploded, “Shee-it, man! The power junkies that already ruined everything?”

“What do you mean? Speak plainly!” D’vranche snapped, his voice harsh and angry. The situation already upset him. Venturing into these creatures’ lair, however noble his motive, meant he was nearly certain to be attacked. He expected it at any time. Plus, the jargon used by these two seemed a kind of code, of which he understood less than half, though he spoke their language well. His nerves were already at full-stretch, ready to snap.

Anderson shied back. The big alien looked rattled and angry. The detective simmered down. “I mean that this country, this whole planet has been run by the same people forever, and all they’ve done is start wars and kill people, give special favors to their friends. They never pass it on to the little guy…”

“The common man,” Dillon supplied helpfully, “the average person – the, uhm, lower-ranking members of the clan.”

That got through. The hunter shifted his stance, slowly coming out of the defensive pose he’d taken. He watched the two men before him intensely. 

“Say you so? Your clan leaders do not share fairly with you? Or they take an unjust amount?”

Anderson slumped. “Right you are, man. They let poor people go hungry and little kids die, they keep all the money, property, big cars and fancy houses for themselves. The rich ones just keep sucking it up…and if you don’t like it you can just grab your knapsack and take a hike somewhere. Only there’s nowhere else to go.”

D’vranche understood. He remembered now. These beings had some bizarre sort of economy where each one had to be expert in some tiny specialty, and he or she had to indenture themselves to a “boss” or master of some sort, and then were allowed hideshares from that, under some kind of mystic system. The ‘shares’ varied widely, and if one could not find a place working under someone else, then that one went hungry. 

Disease was rampant, too, for the shamans seemed to set fees far above what the victims could pay. One could not be a simple thing here, such as a hunter or a potter, and expect to earn a living from it; although he had heard of pilots and “artists,” but these were again, not independent agents.
Finally he said, “I understand. And you feel these leaders of yours take unwarranted hideshare of everyone’s kills and the—bosses--do not redistribute it fairly?”

The terminology rattled Anderson for a moment. Then it clicked into human terms; and he muttered, “Damn straight. Though if you’ve got a bad boss –a superior over you—I don’t know what you can do about it. Not if you want to keep your job.”

Both he and Dillon were watching the big hunter now almost as intently as he watched them. In the background, the computer began its printout, and was ignored.

D’vranche seemed to become introspective. At least, he took his eyes off the humans momentarily. He paused, then said,

“I know of what you speak. Among us, there are a few clan leaders who claim more than their share, who do not care for their people properly. Not many. But a few. And they do not remain clan leaders long.”

“Ah, a popular democracy,” Dillon grinned.

D’vranche didn’t understand that, but he said, “I will speak to Rk’sata and Vo’treal’ about it. And to the others. I will do what I can.”

That stunned Dillon more than it did Anderson, who grinned at the big Hunter and said, “Thanks, brother. That’s good to hear.”

Dillon simply stood there, amazed that given his hostility, D’vranche would even think to make the offer. Before he could say anything, the computer beeped. The printout was done.

“That is for me, I lay trace,” the hunter said in a tone that sounded suspiciously like relief. “I should return to the landing craft soon.”

Dillon reached over and tore it off – and found the big taloned hand ready to take possession of it, moving with that easy speed that was the Hunters’ hallmark and stock-in-trade. D’vranche’s finger talons were fairly short, curved – and pointed of course—but shorter than most of his fellows’; and where Dillon would have predicted black nails, these were a frosted gray.

“Thanks for waiting,” the senior detective managed to sound sincere. Too late he realized it could have been taken as sarcasm.

D’vranche accepted it at face value. “And my thanks also,” he said ritually. He folded and creased the paper, and tucked it into his backpack somewhere. 

“I will go now,” he added, and just as neatly opened the door, ducked through the threshold and went out.

Anderson and Dillon just stood there. Then Dillon said, “I’d better see him out” – in case there’s trouble did not leave his brain; and he followed D’vranche.

So far, so good. D’vranche saw the crowd part ahead of him, many openly curious. None offered hostility although most seemed nervous, and he thought he might still get out of here with his skin intact. He murmured softly into the headset, calling Talesian and the ship down to him, more than ready to leave this place.

Outside, the shuttle lowered and D’vranche grabbed hold of the belly bay ramp as it opened, and swung himself aboard.

Talesian, his faceshield off, looked back at him and grinned, “Your hide is still whole, I see, vr’hunter,” he remarked.

“Never trouble yourself over me, young hunter,” D’vranche growled, then handed him the computer papers. “Put these in a safe bolthole until we can give them to our Hunt Leaders: they are original prints from the humans’ computer. And put this,” he reached one-handed under the lip of his facemask, did something there, and plucked out a tiny little cylinder, which he also gave to Talesian, “with them. It is a film I made of the process, and of their words to me…a hunter must keep his flanks covered,” he rumbled at the younger man, almost defiantly.

“I agree,” Talesian said; and he put both cylinder and printouts in a lockbox under the control panel.

D’vranche crossed over to take Second Seat, saying, “Let’s leave here before “-- when it happened again…
Some kind of buzzer sounded within the big white building and tension gelled the air. Suddenly humans began pouring out of the lodge’s back door and fanning out among the parked vehicles.

“I knew it!” D’vranche shouted. “Take it up, hunter! Go! Get us out of here!”
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“Who takes the life of a Hunter must yield his own.”—Hunt Law  

*                           
On Board the Hunt Ship---“They say the creatures will even kill their own females and cubs,” the young hunter began. His blood-colors and tone of voice held equal amounts of fascination and horror.  “Fascinated horror” said it all for the listener.

“They say true,” their Hunt Leader Rk’sata answered, his own face a neutral mask.

“Chak,” clipped in the senior trophy hunter, “and the only things they like to kill better than themselves are other living creatures.”

“Including us.” Another trophy hunter looked up from his game of chur’on-takai to add his hideshare to the discussion. “Not that they get much chance.” This one was not-so-senior; he had handsome body colors of bright orange chest patch over gleaming black, sunset-colored eyes, and his name was Syrvane.

While the young hunter digested this, the listener felt he had to speak up. He put down the baryon rifle he was checking and said mildly, “They did not threaten us when I was there to hunt the Ancient Enemy.”

“Hoh! Twenty years ago,” grunted the senior hunter; “And you are now all of 39, Talesian, hardly come of age.” He ignored the younger man’s blush and drove mercilessly on: 

“When I first went there some 38 years ago, a lifetime for you, I found them to be the most vile and cunning of creatures. They did not fight with honor; they were deceitful and savage; and once we made planetide every effort of theirs from first to last was to attack us in huge packs and kill us any way they could, with every weapon at their command.

“I escaped, yes, but it took every t’mearn of my intelligence and skill. And I                                                                                        brought my trophy home with me, d’faal. So do not speak of these beasts as people, dhai tautsche,” (emphasis on the ‘young’)” until you have been attacked by them.” And he shut his jaw with a snap. 
Talesian said nothing. He burned with shame; and if he had been a less equable soul, he would have thrown out a Challenge to the older man, senior hunter or not.

“So why are we helping them then?” the young hunter asked almost plaintively, not having the wit to keep his jaw clamped.

The big trophy hunter gave him a withering look, as if to say that because a certain one was related to the Nine Systems Council Director, and had the gift of tongues besides, it did not mean he belonged on this journey. Such qualifications, as D’vranche was fond of saying, “wouldn’t draw beetles to a dunghill.”

Surprisingly, their Hunt Leader intervened. “We are helping them because they asked us to,” he said, exchanging a glance with his wife and co-leader, the Huntress Vo’treal’. “The Enemy loosed destruction upon their world. We fought the Enemy here, and won, as the Esteemed Warrior Talesian knows, since he came here with Truthseeker’s pack from P’taal 5…” and he returned Talesian’s chinlift of acknowledgement and gratitude.

D’vranche snorted, but said nothing.                                                               

Rk’sata continued: “They came to our Conclave after the great hunt and asked for our help and rapprochement – as allies – not that they had anything to offer us. But the Champion Renegade urged us to take up the trail with them – on our terms.”

“Good throw, that,” the black-and-orange hunter said. 

Talesian looked up. Now he could speak with authority.

“As the vr’Renegade said,” he began quietly, “’There are worse things out there.’”

“Than these hew-mahns?” the young hunter asked, his eyes grown big.
He was only two years off his Master Hunt, and it showed.

“Much worse,” Talesian replied, “Parasites that suck away your mind and soul, and then force you to despoil your own world. They depleted planet after planet, and left a string of dead worlds in their tracks as they ravaged through the galaxy. We defeated them with the force of a dream and a vision, and an old, old mental technique known as the Hunting Mind. It was almost lost to us; but the vr’Renegade found it again just on the nock; and we saved ourselves, and the Divided World, and every other still-living planet because of it.”

He had to haul in his traps: he was getting fervent, and loud, and that would not do. It was enough that D’vranche knew, that they all knew, he had earned his place on this hunt. He had been to the Divided World with Truthseeker; he had fought the Enemy and survived. He deserved to be here.

Yet his sly inner mind jibed him with “Keep telling yourself that, hunter, and may be you can believe it too.”
“Ah-hai!” Syrvane burst out, startling him. Talesian glanced over, shocked. Was it something he’d said?

But no; now the sleek orange-and-black hunter shouted, “Three circles, T’shalla! Beat that if you can!” as he gleefully scooped up his winnings.

Talesian felt glad of the diversion. He didn’t want to have to answer any of the questions he saw burning in the younger hunter’s eyes, such as why did you come back? He didn’t want to have to speak honestly under Code and tell how he’d lost his Betrothed to another man – one T’sinte – or how his second attempt at marriage failed miserably because his intended rightly decided he didn’t love her, but was only trying to salvage his pride…

Rot it all, there was the young hunter leaning in again, his eyes bright, mouth opening, and –

“Enough!” Hard metal crashed into its bin, steel chains rang, as the senior trophy hunter threw down his gear and stood. The eyes of everyone in the room darted toward him like startled birds. He stretched his powerful body, his muscles swelled like shining hills. With superb indifference to their gaze, he completed one full luxurious stretch, then lowered his arms slowly and growled in a voice like rough stones, “A tautsche needs his rest before the hunt. Now I will take mine, v’hunters.”

And he strode majestically from the room.

They gazed after him, impressed. Only the co-Hunt Leader Vo’treal’ stifled a knowing sound in her throat and turned away. She treated the big trophy hunter’s departure performance with a cool amusement of her own.

After he was gone, Syrvane looked over from his game and remarked, “D’vranche does not like this world or its chattering inhabitants. He lost a hunt mate and friend on his first visit, I hear, and came back for vengeance, t’d’faal.”

Rk’sata nodded. “With four hunts there, he is the most experienced among us. And the vr’Renegade asked that only those with experience make planetide.”

“I can speak many of their tongues and I am a trained documentarian,” the young hunter cut in, although no one had accused him of less.

“We know that, K’vetkian. There are some exceptions,” Rk’sata said with measured patience. “At any route,” he continued, “they have kept the truce these 15 years. No hunter has been harmed, nor have any of the other races we brought to help them. And we remade this system’s second planet to match their needs; and they will have another throw at Chance, to live or die, as the Champion said.” 

“Churr,” put in the youngster K’vetkian, “and we will see how it falls,” trying to sound important and knowing.

“Krr, you’ll see plenty of something, by the bones!” Syrvane prodded him. “Another miss, T’shalla!  My gamebag grows fat, brother.” Having slyly plugged the youngster’s jets and won another round, Syrvane rolled merrily on: “I for one think a species that slays and eats its own kind should be condemned from one arc of this tautsche’s galaxy to the next.”

“Kills and eats them?” Even his gaming partner was shocked.

“Chak. And starves its elders and mauls its own young and—“

“Hunter.” One word. A flat command.

Syrvane grinned at his Hunt Leader, but went silent. He looked down at his winnings, pretending to study them.

Rk’sata pursued it, relentless. “We have strangeness enough to prepare for in reality, without dragging in every wild-flying rumor and bad plot out of screamer novels. I think a night’s rest is an excellent idea. Now.”
He stood up and waited, unyielding, until the other four hunters disbanded and left the training room, dismissed and unsatisfied. 

* * *

And on Earth—“They hunted us, I heard. Like animals,” the rookie cop was saying in a mixture of horror and disbelief…throwing the words out, testing the water.

His sergeant grinned. “Yeah. Like trophy animals. That you hang on your wall.”

While the rookie gawped, a third man, Det. Sgt. Anderson drawled, “Why, Sarge, you should feel honored. It was like my ancestors, the Masai, hunting lions---because lions are the king of beasts, right? And it takes a real man to kill one.”

“Shee-it,” the sarge retorted; “You ain’t no Masai, Anderson. Lucky if your folks was goddamn pygmies!” (Anderson stood a stocky five-foot-eight.)

“Hey—hey, hey,” Anderson flung up his hands in a mock-warding gesture. “Watch your mouth, homey. We-uns are supposed to mingle with you po’ ignorant uniforms, Lord knows why!”

He lowered his hands, leaned forward with a wicked leer. “Besides out of you, they wouldn’t even keep the skin…”

The rookie, whose name was Fletcher Malone, “Rabbit” to his cohorts, gulped and said, “Is that true?  They skinned people? Did they eat them too?” His rabbity nervous hands clinked his spoon against his coffee cup – several times.

Anderson rolled his eyes. “Eat them? Why, I could tell you –“

“Alright, alright, knock it off,” came a fourth voice as Sr. Detective Lt. Russell Dillon, head of their special tactical unit, entered the room. He carried a pack of thick file folders under one arm. “We’ve got enough to worry about without repeating each trashy screamer headline in the tabloids. Take your seats, everybody,” and he tossed the folders onto the table with a whap!
There were a few rolled eyes and Anderson gave the rookie a knowing grin, but the whole squad managed to make it to the rather worn wooden table with no more sound than a squeaking of chairs.

Dillon was digging around in his long tan raincoat for a pencil, or pen, or anything. Why couldn’t he ever find one of the damned things when he – ah, there it was.

Sliding it out of his pocket in a lot smoother move than he’d used going in, Dillon flipped open a folder with his other hand and began:

“Now. Just to clear your mind, Malone; yes, they did used to hunt here, but they banned it. Or rather their high chief did, more than 20 years ago. They never ate us, they said.” (A murmur rose at this; so did his voice.)

“And since then, they’ve saved our necks twice, once from some nightmare monster some other species cooked up in its labs and let loose, and the second time from those nasty little brain eaters, you remember them, about 22 years ago? Since then, the Hunters or Tautschen as they call themselves, have made a pact with us: they don’t kill us, we don’t kill them...”

“Great,” muttered the rookie.

Dillon shot him a glare and went on: “And they and some other aliens have been helping us clean up the mess the brain eaters made of Earth, and remaking the planet Venus so it can support human life.”

“Yeah, why are they doing that, Russ? Anderson asked. He was the only one of rank (and acquaintance) who could interrupt at this table, and who could call Dillon by the “nick” of a nickname, “Russ” for “Rusty,” among them.

Dillon, thrown off stride, stopped to consider.

“Because,” he said at last, “we asked ‘em to. Right after the war.”

A hubbub arose. Most of these men had not been on the Force 22 years ago, not even the 15-year patrol sergeant. Dillon himself had just been nine years old at the time.

He raised his hands for silence. “Ho-hold it, people! You aren’t that old, most of you. But remember the news clips when you were kids? The fires? The  bombings? That little nuclear war in the Middle East? Don’t tell me you don’t.”

When they quieted, he continued, “Anyway, that brings us to now: Venus is wrapped and ready to go—in an unbelievably short time, according to our scientists—but there you are. We expect the Hunters to return in force next week to consult with the top brass of this planet to see who gets to go there. And lucky us, the meeting is gonna take place right here in the City; so we have our local bosses to protect.”

“Whoo-ee,” Anderson added softly. “Real lucky.”

Dillon went on, ignoring him. “This is their head honcho Renegade’s doing again. No strings attached, supposedly, just agree to be their allies and keep our eyes open. We don’t know what else is out there.

“So what I’m going to do,” he said briskly, “is brief you on what to expect from the tautschen – here, pass these around;” and he shoved some glossy pix off to one side, typed sheets to the other, “and outline our procedures to follow, once they do come here.”

As the pictures circulated, comments followed fast:

“Jesus, they're big bastards, aren’t they?”

“Bigger than your average full court hustler, for sure.”

“Yeah, and look at those muscles! Must be strong…”

“Goddamned fast too,” came from Naigley, the patrol sergeant.

“You mean you’ve seen one? Up close?”

“Long ago, chile, long ago. He was maybe seven feet, five-six inches,” said with a negligent worldly wisdom. ”They been here off and on, since. He brought one of them wolf-people, too, back when they were sniffing out the Enemy.”

“Wolf people, wow! Are they coming too?”

Dillon glanced up. “We don’t know. But even if they do – or those other ones – Eret, they’re called – come with them, don’t kid yourself. The Hunters are the ones in charge.” He looked away, tapping his pencil off one fingertip to the other.

“Other things you should know…” he said finally. “The hunters have really superior eyesight, partway into the ultraviolet and infrared. We don’t know just how good it really is, but it’s incredible. They can read your emotions by your skin tone – heat-colors, they call it. So don’t lie to them. Don’t even think about it. Be honest even if you have to be blunt. They’ll be the same with you. Some of them even have a sly sense of humor: they’ll use it to try to get a rise out of you, like the ragging you get when you’re a rookie.”

“Got that right, Lt,” muttered Malone, and everyone laughed. The rookie flushed.

“Read you easy enough,” Anderson drawled.

Dillon out-waited them. “Alright. Now I’ll go over the tactics for the big day. The place will be crawling with Feds and God-knows-who from other nations; so we only worry about our own, which is one good thing. We’ll go over the greeting rituals for the Hunters too: how to handle it if they address you personally – not that there’s much chance of that,” and he ploughed resolutely on, trying to wade through a morass of names, ranks, places, and Federal suggested guidelines for everything from diplomatic behavior to blowing your nose in public…

Finally it was finished. Glazed eyes turned to looks of relief as he re-inserted his paperwork into the file folders and said, “That about does it, people. Now let’s –“

“Hey, Russ, haven’t you forgotten something?’ came from Anderson. “Another piece of advice, maybe?”

The lieutenant, who’d started to rise, sank back down with a puzzled look. “And what might that be, Robbie?”

“Why-y-y – just this,” Anderson’s slow grin reappeared. Solemnly he said, 

“Never show fear, man.”

* * *          

 The Hunt Ship, later---The argument wasn’t over for Rk’sata. It continued on in his bedchamber with his wife, heated but subdued.

“I don’t like this, my warrior,” she muttered to him again, as she had at the beginning of the flight, when he was first asked to go. “I never have. You know that, Rk’sata.”

“I know, my fierce one.” He sounded tired. “Yet the creatures have kept the peace and we have a full fleet of Hunt ships at our back. And a warrior goes where he is needed, Vo’treal’.”

“There are others with experience, others with twice, three times as many hunts to the Divided World as you have!” she protested.

He made a weary head motion and half-shuttered his eyes.

“But I am the only hunter,” he said, “who ever let one go.”

Her eyelids creased in pure pain and she lay back on the bed.

This is too hard on her, he thought, not for the first time. Even if our children are grown and our work on the research planet is done… He reached out to touch her face very tenderly. “I should never have agreed for you to” come with me never made it past his teeth; she stopped it with a movement of her own.

Her eyes flashed open, and he was amazed to see them full of tears. “You could not have kept me back, my love,” she whispered, and laid a hand over his heart. “Light of my heart, my life, I could not bear to lose you.”

“Oh my lady,” he whispered, overcome; and he gathered her to him. The silken warm length of her pressed against him to nuzzle and caress. He could not say another word. His heart was full.

She began to respond to his caresses in kind. But hers were fiercer, hungrier, almost desperate in their intensity. She grabbed and pulled at him as if she were losing him even now and could hold him only by main force.

Her passion awakened his; and soon they were tussling like juveniles, demanding and intense, until it became a bonding as fierce and abandoned as anything they’d had in their youth. Their climax-cries shook the walls; and Rk’sata, sixty-three years a married man, surprised himself by exploding into a full-throated roar.

Even long after, they held each other as they drifted into slumber. Sixty-three years, he remembered thinking dimly, and four children later, and the fire is till there –bless the Spirit within…

…if only it hadn’t been sparked by some dismal little planet the natives called Earth

* * *

Descending--“Krrt! Who called out the Grand Pack?” Syrvane exclaimed as they stared out the ports and viewscreen at the rendezvous point. A huge array of other Hunt Ships hung in space just outside the Divided World’s orbit. Their newmetal hulls gleamed in dark colors: red, green, blue, and violet, with ruddy heat glowing from their hooded eyes.

“It’s not really a Grand Pack. There are only about 50 Hunt Ships out there,” Rk’sata answered, “along with four or five liners and freighters. The Grand Pack, I understand, had nearly a thousand Hunt Ships fully manned, and was led by Renegade himself and his close-chosen, in their own Hunt One.”

“Of which perhaps only three or four hundred returned whole from battle, and none of them unscathed,” Vo’treal’ remarked with a touch of asperity.

“They faced down an enemy which outnumbered them four to one, and destroyed it utterly, as I recall, vre’huntress,” D’vranche put in.  “The Enemy's next target would have been the tautschen worlds.” Grand Pack member or not, he wouldn’t let honor be slighted, no matter what trail it took.

“And the Hunt pack from P’taal 5 fought against even greater odds than those, did they not, Talesian?” Rk’sata strove to keep the peace by shifting focus to the younger man.

“Churr, Hunt Leader, we had only two ships, against 15 of theirs; and they had more locked into a base on this planet’s moon,” the hunter replied, his face turned to the viewscreen. “Still, this is an impressive showing.”

“It will impress the marrow out of our self-named hosts, I imagine,” chuckled Syrvane. “Isn’t that the trail, Rk’sata?”

Their co-Hunt Leader nodded. “Partly that. And partly for the help of the starliners and freighters, which will carry some of the humans to their new world.”

“Humans,” murmured the youngest, K’vetkian, giving it the proper pronunciation.

“We are rendezvousing out here to determine which members of the pack will go down to the Greeting Ceremony,” Rk’sata went on, “while the rest watch their flanks.”

“Hhrrnt!”” snorted the senior trophy hunter. “And how will we do that, v’leaders, without every single hunter and huntress voting for themselves and their ship?”

“The decision,” Vo’treal’ said very softly, “will be based upon who has the greater experience there….”

And they understood at once why she had been upset and negative, and why she would not look at them.

*  *  *

They were not after all the only ones: three Hunt ships went down altogether, their crews composed of Divided World and Grand Pack survivors. The three ships would remain aloft and light-shielded nearby while select individuals took to the ground. The main fleet would stand off at higher altitudes, and completely visible. Just a precaution, but many times the number of fighting ships needed to destroy this planet if the crazy humans started something. This was simply good hunting technique: “Study your prey, but keep your weapons primed,” as Hunt Law says.

So that was that. Now they would go forth to meet these creatures. As the three chosen ships lowered to within 10 kri of the ground, less than half the pack members aboard each would jump down one or two at a time and gather around the waiting humans. That made it, oh, about 30 Hunters – and one very unwelcome surprise: an unauthorized trade ship and the couple who owned it.

They had come here to bargain with the humans, just as others did, they protested when challenged. With what Rk’sata was sure was feigned innocence, the traders said they carried only works of art and hand tools, strange meat and furs and hides, as specified. What was wrong with that? How were they to know this was a special occasion? They‘d brought their own ship’s huntress. A guardian of the People was required on every trade ship, liner or freighter; so they were following the rules – how could they know? They had no vrei-chee to guide them…

And on and on, until Rk’sata cut them off in disgust, and threatened the pair with a total boycott if they showed as much as a toeclaw out of place.

Talesian thought this over as he waited his turn to leap down from the ship. He stood third in line; the others would go down in order as befitting their rank:  first the Hunt Leaders and now Expedition Leaders Rk’sata and Vo’treal’; second came the senior trophy hunter, D’vranche, chosen pack leader here; then himself as a ranked warrior and hunter; and finally Syrvane, T’shalla, and the rather piqued K’vetkian, last of the landing party, despite his gift for languages. He was the youngest and least experienced.

“To the mark, hunters,” Rk’sata said, his eyes darting around to look at them, then out the open hatchway. He told the pilot, “Vshniak, let us off and then go to your prescribed distance and stay there unless we call. Hunter Kuroda, stay at the laser cannons; remember our flanks.”

 “Chak, Rk’sata,” they told him.

He gave the slightest tick to show he’d heard, and turned to face front and the human herds awaiting them. Vo’treal’ moved tight to his side. They exchanged the briefest of glances, then he said, “And now, v’tautschen, after us, in order – “

“Good hunting!” D’vranche boomed suddenly, and Vo’treal’ cried out the ringing return:

 “Let fall Chance!”

And the lead couple sprang out in the unshielded brilliance of a bright Terran day. 

*  *  *                  

Talesian gathered himself. He couldn’t see what was out there because D’vranche’s massive frame was in the way, but he was fully armored and weaponed, and completely alert. He would start scanning around even before he hit the ground. This passed through his thoughts in a flash.

Then D’vranche’s body vanished through the open hatch; and with a little start and a prayer, Talesian followed.

*  *  *

The international delegation, 200 diplomats strong, plus at least twice that many police, special agents, Feds and military, besides a horde of press and TV people, stood on the plaza in front of the old United Nations Building with its candelabra of tall poles topped with flags of the nations. The day was bright and brisk; the wind snapped the flags to attention, and Martha Dillon’s son, her eldest and only, stood right in the vanguard of the whole shebang, there with his city’s mayor and council, wearing his dress blues, and near the President of the US of A and the Secretary-General of the UN and by God he’d better not fuck this up, if he knew what was good for him.

The general public had not been invited-- too many quarter-wits and psychos out there. Nevertheless they had come anyway, and the standing-room-only crowd numbered at least one million, and had been pressed back with difficulty into the feeder streets. That little maneuver only took the energies of every single NYPD cop they couldn’t spare for the rest of the city, and a couple platoons of National Guard as well.

Dillon squinted up at the dazzling sky: a terrific April day, not a cloud to be found – so OK, let’s get this show on the streets, alr—

And a phalanx of starships materialized right above the city, rank on rank of them, darkly gleaming as a flock of iridescent crows, poised as a host of raptors – and the crowd below caught its collective breath, aaah, and started upwards, entranced..

Like sitting ducks was the next bird analogy that came to mind; followed by one suspended moment in which nobody spoke, and gave the spectacle its due.

From somewhere at his back, Anderson nudged him and jibed, “Now there’s an entrance, huh, Russ? What you got to say about Black Power now, po’ white boy?”

 Dillon choked back screaming laughter and the moment was lost, broken into a thousand exclamations and pointings, the hammer-staccato of reporters reporting, the TV cams rolling…

Then three of the great dark ships broke away from the fleet and snarked down the sky, graceful as sharks swimming. Another ship peeled out of the pack and followed them down: a different-looking one, not quite so lean and fierce, but rounder and a bit tubby…like a cabin cruiser running with destroyers, Dillon thought as he watched, enraptured as the rest.

The three bigger ships floated the last few hundred feet down and stopped in midair about fifty yards from the delegates, and well-spread. They hung only twenty feet above the ground at this point, and the fourth ship, the cabin cruiser, hovered above them.

“Not black, Anderson,” Dillon muttered; “they’re all different colors – dark ones. That one nearest us is dark green, for exam-“ when three chutes opened simultaneously under the forward prows –

And the Hunters began jumping out.

The crowd gasped. So did the delegates. Even the trained officers couldn’t suppress themselves and sucked in air.

It should have been an undignified performance, springing down from those ships like that; but instead it was fast and fluid, and done with an unearthly grace. Those tautschen in the nearest ship came out as a twosome first, landed and flowed forward, followed three-four-five-six-seven by the others in the landing party, about as fast as you could blink twice.

They kept coming smoothly onward then slowed to a walk, the lead pair going forward while those behind them spread out to each side, until the last one closed ranks and came up just behind the leaders.

The same thing happened at all three starships, and with a start of recognition, Dillon realized that the Hunters had almost encircled the much larger human herd, neatly triangulated it, and got them all in the crosshairs in the time it took to take a deep breath. His mouth went dry.

Like muskoxen, he thought; we’re standing here in our tight little bunch, horns out, while the hunters casually walk up and pick us off with their automatic weapons… He gulped and prayed everything he’d read about the Hunters becoming allies was true –because I’d sure hate to have them as enemies.

The leading pair from the near ship had drawn up closer, accompanied by their ring of warriors; and Dillon could see that they really were a couple. One was a female – or did you say woman? She had recognizable female features: a pair of high-set breasts covered with a soft tan cloth and held in place by a sort of leather harness which fitted right in with the rest of her outfit of shoulder pads, studded belt, arm gauntlets and shinguards, and a loose, shirred tan loincloth, which covered her genitals in front, nicely-rounded buttocks in back, and was no bigger than it had to be.

She seemed to be wearing some kind of jewelry. Did Hunter females go in for the shiny rocks, too, or was this something different? One piece was obviously an ankle bracelet, copper set with blue sapphires. The other was a necklace—no, a chain – with a big golden medallion hanging from it. It lay between her proud breasts and did not move even when she walked.

Anderson dug a sharp elbow into his back and whispered, “Hey, check out that one! They’ve brought one of their womenfolk with them!”

“Ssh,” Dillon warned him. Too late. 

The couple was about fifteen feet away from the humans, but closer to the mayor’s position than his when they stopped and both glanced at Dillon. Not much you could tell by those bland face-pieces they wore, but the eye lenses glowed like demon orbs.

Then the woman leaned slightly toward the man – she was as tall as he was, at least, said something, low; and the hunter jerked his head up sharply, half-turned to the one behind him for another silent exchange—and they all moved again together, with that  flowing effortless stride.

Eight feet short of the officials they stopped, and waited. Finally the President realized the burden of greeting would be on him, and he moved nervously forward a step, flanked by a phalanx of Secret Service suits, and began to announce himself in his twangy Midwestern tones.

Dillon lost most of it as he turned back to Anderson and muttered, “They heard you for Chrissake, Robbie.  Keep it down! You want to start an interplanetary incident?”

“Not me, Bubba,” the irrepressible Anderson retorted, “but I surely do wonder what they said.”

“Humph,” Dillon grunted and was about to face front again when he was interrupted by a deep and resonant voice he didn’t recognize:

“They said you were staring at the Huntress Vo’treal’ as if you had no mate of your own.”

 Dillon whipped around in shock to see another Hunter, this one standing to one side of him, no more than three feet away. How had he got there so fast? And so close?
This one didn’t seem to be as tall as the leading pair, yet he stood at least half-a-head taller than Dillon, who pushed six foot three. ‘His’ coloring differed too, a kind of golden tan in front, shading to medium golden-brown along his sides toward the back. Small but well-defined ruddy-brown rosettes crept forward along his ribs. His clothing and armor were golden-brown, with a big crystal medallion fixed to his chest straps. Very flashy.

This much Dillon gained in a blink, as he stood there gaping, shocked speechless.

The Hunter tilted his head slightly. “I seem to have startled you.” His deep voice became lower and softer. “That was not my intent.”

Oh yeah? Dillon thought, while he could practically hear Anderson grinning on his other side. “I—uh, I’m” not surprised? Never lie to them—“that –uh—isn’t what I meant by staring…” How did they apologize? Hell. “I didn’t mean any offense. I was just surprised to see a – a woman with you.”

The President’s welcome finished at that point, and the Hunters’ return rumbled basso profundo after it.

Off to this side, both human and hunter paused until it passed; then Dillon’s counterpoint leaned forward a few notches, and surprisingly, hooked his thumb talon under the edge of his face shield and pushed it up to reveal the big round intelligent eyes, a small low-set nose, and feline-shaped mouth with two prominent fangs set in his upper jaw.

Dillon’s eyes widened, but he held his ground. The carnivorous face startled him, yet it was far from ugly, attractive even, and hairless except for the hunter’s mane and eyelashes.

In a sibilant whisper the spotted hunter told him, “Vo’treal’ is a Master Huntress of warrior rank, like many women of the People. She accompanies her husband as co-leader here.”

Dillon kept trying not to look at all those shiny white teeth –four long ones now, upper and lower—but at the hunter’s eyes instead. They were big blue cat’s-eyes. Once the face shield came off, they quickly changed to round pupils. “I—they’re married, then?” he fumbled. God, he was screwing this up!

The hunter studied him. Was that a tinge of amusement around the eyes? A quirk in the jaw? Finally he lifted his chin up, their gesture for agreement, and whispered again, “We call it ‘bonded,’ or ‘life-bonded.’ How do you mate?”

The question caught Dillon flatfooted. “I—uh, we”—he gasped, burning, and sensed that Anderson reeled aside, shaking with laughter. “How – how did you…?

The hunter straightened. “I see I have broken a taboo of yours. And I did not mean to. I ask your pardon. Let us start again.” He glanced over at his Hunt Leaders to see if he was disturbing them. 

 Music swelled through the speakers and obliterated all talk. Part of the ceremony, evidently.

The big fellow returned his gaze to Dillon. Then he did the unexpected: he spread his hands open, palms up, and keeping them parallel and a body-width apart, extended them to Dillon. 

“I am Talesian, Master Hunter and Warrior of Renegade Freehold, P’taal 5. May I know your name?”

He’s doing it, he’s actually doing it – the greeting ceremony – and now I have to – Dillon squared his shoulders, looked at this Tahl-ee-zee-an, and extended both of his hands. He replied to the best of his crash-course memory: “My name is Russell Dillon, and I’m Senior Detective Lieutenant, Special Tactical Unit of New York City’s finest—and uh, I’m honored.”
The hunter’s mouth and an eye quirked. Dillon couldn’t tell what that meant. Too late anyway, for the big alien slid his own hands forward just past the detective’s, and adroitly wrapped those long clawed fingers around Dillon’s wrists and much of his forearm as he replied, “The honor is mine.” He was being careful, Dillon saw, not to grip too hard or nick him with those nails.

Gingerly, the detective did the same, only his hands barely covered Talesian’s wrist guards, and only on the forearm did they touch flesh.

It had an extraordinary effect on Dillon. Here he was, like some guy, some actor in a science fiction film, ‘shaking hands’ with a real honest-to-God alien, whose grip felt strong, whose hands were warm, a kind of brown-gold color, with claws, and –

The hunter made some kind of sound, a kind of interrupted rumble in his chest, that sounded familiar and yet not so… Dillon looked up at him, startled, to see the twinkle in his eyes and hear a bemused, “By which of those names or titles shall I call you then?”

Names or – oh, that whole list of things he’d rattled off…

“Ah, Dillon – just Dillon, I mean. That’s what everybody calls me.” Then he realized he was still holding onto the hunter’s wrists: It’s not supposed to last that long; and he hastily loosened his grip.

The other also let go, but so gracefully that his hands seemed to unwind from Dillon’s arms and float back down to his sides.

“Dillon,” he repeated. He gave that little chinlift of theirs again to signify approval. “And you may call me Talesian, by my one true name.”

Dillon bobbed his head and a smile twitched his own lip. “I will, uh – and thanks, Talesian.”

“Well-met,” the hunter said. He casually turned his head to see what was going on with his leaders. “I should attend here. We will speak again later perhaps, Dillon.” And he took one step back, to bring himself into line with his peers. The nearest of them, a strikingly-colored hunter of black and orange with a brilliant orange mane, looked at them both with interest.

Dillon shrank back into the ranks with his squad in time to hear Anderson’s “Holy shit, Russ, what was that all about? Was he measurin’ you for his wall?”

That struck Dillon as offensive, and he half-turned to tell Anderson so…

…when all hell broke loose in Noo Yawrk…

He saw it first in the attitudes of the hunters up front: the couple, then the big one to the other side –gray mottled with black spots on his shoulders—a tough-looking character. These three ‘stilled’ for a moment, their heads cocked slightly as if listening.

Finally Dillon could hear it too: a far thin piping on the wind, rising and falling in pitch, gradually getting louder and lower as it came. A ripple of awareness passed down the Hunters’ line and around the sides.

Just as he heard Anderson mutter “What the hell,” and another, quite different voice rumble, “Dillon. What is that?”

“Ambulance,” he said to his partner, and to the hunter, “Emergency vehicle – coming our way – but I don’t see any…”

The hunter just faded from sight. One second he was there and the next –

“Gone,” Dillon heard himself whisper, as the six others who had come with Talesian took a step sidewise and vanished too.

“Swing out,” Dillon snapped to his own men, watching the Feds deploy around the President. About 200 yards to his right front, he saw a ‘pucker’ form in the watching crowd and several squad cars begin to converge on the spot.

If this was some sort of trick it was a poorly-planned one. He extended his arms on either side as if to include everybody. “It’s all right,” he shouted, “Nothing’s coming through that line.” Christ, if those maniacs from the Humans First Coalition were planning some sort of protest, they would be crazy to think they would be allowed to cut through the crowd, even in an ambulance. They’d get stopped, and fast.

Dillon took a few long strides forward. Better get closer to Hizzoner and the other political eight-balls who were preening for the press.

When he heard the chopper – the whup-whup of its blades not registering at first-- due to the noise of the siren on the right; while the chopper came down from behind the U.N. building to the left—

And a huge non-human voice bellowed a two-syllable warning just as Dillon  realized what was happening and began screaming, “Diversion! Chopper at nine o’clock!” drawing his gun as he went.

As a sleek silver machine swooped like a diving falcon, tilted nose down, coming low and fast. White sparkle-fire stuttered out from around its bow… Going for the dignitaries.
Chaos erupted. People began to scatter and scream. Several fell. We’re all dead, Dillon thought wildly, nowhere to run—

--when a long blue lance of light appeared from nothing, nowhere, from the clear blue sky, and zapped the helicopter, detonating it into an earsplitting explosion and a ball of flame.

“Cars up!” Dillon screamed into his headpiece. He shoved Hizzoner off into Anderson’s tender care and dodged back into the panicked mob, running, crashing, looking for more. The President’s Secret Service already had him buried under a hill of black suits with others running to meet the limousine, which was squealing over the concrete toward them, doors stuck out like wings.

 Above, pieces of burning debris rained down; while the Hunt Ship which had made the kill-shot shimmered into view and began quartering the sky like a dark and angry falcon hunting for its prey.

Dillon, trying to look everywhere at once, gun out, collided with something hard and solid, and rebounded with a grunt.

A hand and arm lashed out to grab him, jerked him upright in an iron grip. Before Dillon could croak out a word, there came a sparkle and the really big hunter materialized, growling, “Stay back, human!”

“What? Who--?” Dillon gargled. “Where’s Talesian?”

The powerful alien glared down at him through his expressionless mask. “Not dead yet, no help from you,” he rumbled. “We should have known…” he began, when the Hunt Ship spoke again, or rather, a second one did. A dark red raptor appeared and spat blue fire – and one corner of a nearby building down the street vaporized in a cloud of dust and falling bricks.  Dillon thought he saw a man-shape falling out of it, but he couldn’t be sure, especially as it was only half there…

Spectators in the adjoining streets were panicking now, some struggling to fight through the crowd toward the East River, others trying to scatter away from under falling masonry and stone. Some had slipped through the police line and were running out onto the plaza.

“Oh my God,” Dillon murmured in awe. A crowd this size stampeding -- there were bound to be deaths, many of them. He surged forward, ready to help with crowd control.

When he saw the big Hunter face out toward the crowd and level his arm…

“No!” he screamed and lunged at him, swinging out his own gun

And was knocked rolling by a casual backhand by the Hunter’s other arm. He thudded to a stop against something and fought to stand, to warn someone, anyone, even if it meant-

But something clamped down on his prone body and held him to the ground.

“No. Wait. Look.”  The words hissed out in that alien sibilance as he realized he was being forcibly restrained by the hunter he had met before – Talesian.

“But he’s”-- shooting people, he was going to add, when he saw one man running toward them full out, navy raincoat flapping wide. The human’s eyes bulged and he was screaming insanely and waving a –

“Grenade,” Dillon whispered, then saw more: a bandolier of them strung round his body. “Shoot!” he cried.

A blaze of light leaped from the big hunter’s arm. It whooshed through the air, and Dillon thought “rocket.” It met the kamikaze human and blew him apart.

And kept blowing. Half a dozen explosions ripped through the air, deadly grenade fragments launched outward. 

Dillon ducked automatically – it was too far away to do damage. Migod they’re suicide bombers – from what nutgroup this time he couldn’t begin to guess…or maybe he could.

He poked his head up and saw an eruption all around the fringes of the crowd. He saw one, two, three humans cut down  as he watched, felt rather than saw Talesian jump up, pressing the detective down harder as he did so, and shoot out something  that flashed silver in the air, like a shining arrow. It took the next psychopath silently in the throat and flung him twenty feet away, knocking him on his back.

That one’s a keeper, thought Dillon, only to feel an insane disappointment when all the explosives the guy was toting blew him to soft shrapnel after he hit the ground.

Things got kind of confused after that. Dimly he heard someone cut loose with a submachine gun. Us? Them? His headset cut out entirely and he shouted, “Talesian! Let me up! I can help!”

The big slate gray hunter beyond them heard. Almost calmly he turned back toward Talesian and asked, “He knows something?”

Dillon’s hunter made an odd chuck or chak sound in his throat, and the other jerked his chin up and said, “Good. Bring him.”

“Wh-what?” Dillon gasped.

That and nothing more, for Talesian hauled him to his feet like a sack of grain and almost dragged him forward. Dillon thought he wouldn’t answer, but he did:

“To the Hunt Ship. We are taking this meeting to our ground.”

The sleek dark green craft swooped down and Dillon, dragged and terrified and helpless, his gun gone somehow, looked up into its dark maw as if he stared into the mouth of Hell.

The dark craft grew huge, and night swallowed him.

*  *  *

Judgment--“I told you they could not be trusted! Vrakking liars and cowards! Murdering beasts!” the big trophy hunter D’vranche raged up and down before the gathering. His fury had been roused by the humans but his passion was directed mainly at his hunt leaders, one of whom was the female Vo’treal’, as Dillon recalled. She looked tense but patient, willing to let D’vranche run. The humans abroad ship sat frozen to their seats.

As D’vranche swung toward them Mayor Enfield almost squeaked, “It was a terrorist group! A bunch of crazies! Not us!”
D’vranche whirled on him, every tooth bared, and Enfield, not particularly brave, shriveled back into his seat.

The male hunt leader Rk’sata put out a restraining arm, exactly as one man might hold back another who was his subordinate. He said to the mayor, “Nevertheless you failed to control them. And one of our People died. –“

“--as he was trying to save them,” D’vranche spat. He seemed to swell in size, a great lion standing on its hind legs.

“And if Chance had not fallen our way today, there would have been many others,” Rk’sata went on. Now Dillon could see the barely-restrained fury in his eyes. In all their eyes. And he feared that more than D’vranche’s angry outburst. Would any of the humans leave here alive?

The President spoke up: “I’m sure you must have killers among your own people. What do you do about them?”
A chorus of hisses exploded, and Dillon thought the huntress would spring over the table at him. The President shrank back; his two allowed Secret Service guardians crowded him with admirable bravery.

Rk’sata still held onto the situation. His discipline must be tremendous, Dillon thought. He managed to keep everyone in place and answered tightly:

“They are very rare among us. And we do as Hunt Law tells us—‘Who takes the life of a hunter must yield his own.’” A pause, then: “And what are you doing about this, vr’leader?” – to the President.

“Why, uh, our police are handling it—and we suffered casualties, too!” 

And every eye slashed over to Dillon, the only ‘police” present. It felt like being speared in the gut by those hot, hungry carnivorous eyes.

But Dillon did not squirm. He met the Hunt Leaders’ doubled gaze as best he could, made an effort to keep his right hand still, and said, “We’re still picking up bodies and identifying the wrongdoers. We have files on all the terrorist groups operating in the city; and we’ll know where these came from soon enough.”

He straightened in his chair. Remembering something, he added, “I grieve for both our losses, honored ones. Though I think we were luckier than we could have been today: besides the berserkers, there were remarkably few casualties: two civilians killed outright by fallen debris, maybe four or five others nearest the body-rigged explosive, and somewhere between 50 and 100 other civilians injured in the resulting stampede…I have these figures because my second in command has been calling them up to me”--tapping his headset, which had somehow survived intact. “If your people hadn’t been so quick to act, I think there would have been many more.”

“Thank the Great Spirit for that,” someone said on the hunters’ side. Dillon glanced up to meet Talesian’s eyes. He found wrenching disappointment there.

“And thank our training,” another hunter put in—the striking black and orange fellow whose colors were duplicated in his clothing and gear. He had a dry way of speaking that came through the translators very well, and was the only one of them to lean while sitting, indolently hooking one arm over the back of his chair—a panther pretending to doze, Dillon felt.

Exonerated, the President picked up the thread: “We all regret this. Yet your people must consider that some of ours have been critical of our contact with you. Until today, they have been only talking; and that is not a crime in our country.” Solemn and righteous now. “Most of us are grateful for the aid you have given and very much wish the contact to continue.”

D’vranche stopped his pacing long enough to favor him with a hard stare. “Are you defending these Codebreakers then?”

“Vr’hunter,” Vo’treal’ began.

But the human leader made a wave-off gesture with his hand. “No – thank you—uh, mm, honored lady, but I understand his concern.” 

“Huntress,” said the woman flatly. Seen without her bland faceshield, she looked as proud and fierce as a lioness, and as confident.

“Beg pardon?” the President asked as if he weren’t used to being interrupted.

Rk’sata intervened. “Vo’treal’s’ title is Esteemed Huntress, and she shares the Hunt Leader position with me,” he explained. The man kept his cool, alright, Dillon thought. A good choice.

The President coughed and looked over at one of his cronies, who nodded.

He coughed again. “Ah…yes. My error. Esteemed Huntress and Hunt Leader – Vo’treal’,” he tacked on almost as an afterthought. But the one he looked at was the male half of the leadership.

Mistake, Dillon thought. The women are real equals here. The observation just popped into his head but it rang true.

Vo’treal’ chose to ignore the slight when she spoke again, easily assuming the leadership, and providing an object lesson in style. The way she did it gave Dillon s glimmer of hope. At least she didn’t casually slice the President’s head off his shoulders.

As the political exchange went on, Dillon found himself drifting again – or “assessing the situation,” as he liked to call it. There were 26 intelligent beings in this room, maybe only 16 or 17 if you discounted the politicians, who took the word “intelligent” to a whole new low, in Dillon’s mind. Anyway, here they were, in what his guides had told him was ‘the gathering room of a starship’ – and it seemed rather posh, really – deeply-furred and cushioned chairs (large for ordinary humans), hardwood individual tables, acoustical ceiling, and almost organic-appearing walls decorated with swirls and spirals of artwork, concentric circles, waves, paisley-critter shapes…

Hunters made up ten of those present: Rk’sata and Vo’treal, and what Dillon thought of as their “first team,’ the big gray hunter with the black mane and black speckles on his shoulders – D’vranche, they called him – and Talesian, of course. Next came the sleek black and orange fellow whom he thought they called “Seer-vane’; another, slightly less tall, light rusty brown over light yellow, rusty mane to match – didn’t catch his name….and finally three others, two men and a woman. One hunter gave the impression of youth – how, Dillon couldn’t say. He was slim and rather edgy-looking, a biscuit-dun color with semi-short blue-black hair. He and the other pair were the only ones who seemed to be wearing manufactured fabrics rather than furs; though the young one like his shipmates wore his hunter’s medallion---

Like I do. Dillon had the sudden insight that because he wore his badge new-style on a long chain around his neck that must have been what made Talesian talk to him in the first place…

The discussion between the leaders heated up – the humans declaiming that everything they could do about these “protest groups” was being done, and they tried their best, really they did, “to protect your people too – when D’vranche nearly spat out—

“Vascht! You do not protect us; we protect ourselves—“
And the mayor visibly quivered and the President looked tired, knowing they could blow off the whole Venus deal---

--When Rk’sata rose abruptly, Vo’treal’ a hair behind him, and intoned in a voice as deep and final as doom: “Enough. We will have to explain to Vronsek’s wife and children how he died, and why. From this moment, we are part of this hunt and we require that you show some evidence of honor before we deal further with you. This council is over.”

The humans looked at him aghast; the few Feds actually looked relieved, and they all stood up to go.

“Syrvane, T’shalla, fly them down in the scouts, if you will,” Rk’sata continued. Not an order, a choice, yet the dapper one and rusty-over-gold one detached themselves silently with no acknowledgement that Dillon could see.

Time to go, he thought, as relieved as anybody. Except for that major attack those nits from the Coalition had caused, it had gone better than expected. He’d thought maybe they were all going to end up trophies on somebody’s wall… He moved out to form the tail-end of the departure line. There would be no exchange of courtesies, not this time. Not that he blamed the Hunters.

Just as he almost made it to the door, the Hunt Leader Vo’treal’ looked up almost casually and said, “Not that human—is he the one, Talesian?”

And his “friend” Talesian responded, “Yes, he leads the pack… Hold, vr’Dillon, if you will”-- Very polite, but not a request.

The senior detective lieutenant stopped in his tracks and felt his sweat congeal.

*  *  *
They wanted to know about the usual suspects, that’s all. The questions came mostly from the hunt leaders, though anyone could pitch in, it seemed. And they were quite polite about it, considering. Yet sitting there under those hot carnivorous stares was as bad as an old-time police grilling, Dillon felt. God, but these people were intense. He felt glad when Talesian took the seat beside him, instead of across from him as the others did; and he didn’t just stand there and glower at him, like D’vranche did.

“So it’s part of my job – my duty – to find out who belongs to these organizations and how active they are in my town,” he said.

“—his gathering,” came back faintly from the translator neckpiece the young dun-shaded hunter wore. He chimed in from time to time to lend an extra bit of ‘eddification” to what their computer could handle. He would pick up on the subtle visual clues from his shipmates, pluck out a phrase of English and re-translate it in tautschen for their benefit. Then Dillon could hear the time-delayed reply come back on the computer. A little unsettling.

“About five years ago all these smaller organizations got together to form one big one, called the Humans First Coalition, about 10,000 members strong, and their platform—“

“—belief, standard, credo—“ K’vetkian cut in…

Dillon unpaused and went on: “It’s their belief that humanity should remain separate, have nothing to do with aliens.”

“Ay-lee-ans--?” mused Vo’treal’.

K’vetkian spoke to it and the words came out: “Other species; he means us…”

“How odd, being the ‘other,’” Vo’treal’ seemed quite taken by the thought.

Dillon waited, then continued: “Their numbers are fair-sized and they have some rich backers. Before today, they’d done nothing more than rant and rave and carry signs demanding ‘human purity,’ as they put it. But there have been suspicious incidents over the past few years, though nothing we can prove. The threat is there, however, and finally, if investigation proves me out, this one-time secret nut group—uh, society—has come out of hiding and turned into a full-fledged terrorist organization…”

“---holding divergent beliefs, committing acts of aggression…” their translator said. Apparently there was no equivalent word for ‘terrorist’ in their language.

That trailed off and Rk’sata leaned forward, fixing Dillon with intent dark brown eyes. “The slain hunter Vronsek had a mate and two half-grown chk-kiy-teh—and we will have to tell them that he died, and who killed him. We must demand justice for that. And you say you are opposed to this organization’s ways, Detective Dillon?”

“Damn straight – I mean, yes, I am. These are the kind of people who don’t care who they hurt to achieve their own ends…and I think…” here Dillon faltered a bit and regrouped, trying to express himself…“I know something of what the past has been between us, between our two species; but I like the new way better; and I’d like to see it go on…talking is better than killing any day.”

Though he got no response from those two impassive faces directly across from him, the muscular D’vranche made a sharp sound, half-growl, half-snort – and one of peripheral individuals, the second one in manufactured garb, leaned forward and shouted, 

“Arah! That is what I favor too!”

Rk’sata frowned, lifting a lip and Vo’treal’ reared back (so she’s keyed-up too) – and said, “I think we would have known that without the shouting, honored trader.”

The other settled down, reprimanded but hardly subdued. “On-course. Your pardon, vre’Hunt Leader;” and Dillon thought, Trader, huh? I wonder if he’s the one who just showed up. He wasn’t on the agenda.

But Rk’sata was addressing the detective again, so he curbed his wandering attention:

“Do you plan to take some action against these – terrorists – then?’ His tone was cool but his eyes fierce, and fixed.

“I do,” Dillon answered. “As soon as I get back to headquarters I intend to order a sweeping pickup of the group’s leaders – those who haven’t been already disposed of today,” he added thoughtfully. “I expect you saved us some trouble there.”

That last comment got a reaction: Talesian and the huntress with the trader jerked their heads back and made that broken purring sound again; while the joint hunt leaders’ lower jaws twitched and D’vranche froze, then turned sharply away.

Suddenly Dillon knew what it was: Laughter. He’d amused them, and with a line his own men might find funny. We’re not that different after all.

Rk’sata controlled himself at once and told him, “That sounds like a good throw to me. Vo’treal’?”

She lifted her chin, held it a beat, and leveled it off again. “If he does that, I believe it will show he is sincere, my heart.”

My heart… she loves him…and she’s not afraid to say so. Dillon was intrigued. More than one side to these meat-eaters…

Rk’sata sighed. Even Dillon could see and hear it. “That concludes my questions. My lady?”

“And mine. If most of us are satisfied, we will let this human return to his pack.”

D’vranche snorted. He was good at that, small nose or not. But he said nothing.

The female warrior dismissed them formally: “So let it fall. Vr’Dillon, we are honored by your frankness and your willingness to share information with us. Talesian will take you where you need to go, and D’vranche with him.”

This was news to the big hunter. He flashed her a glance, visibly startled, and her thin lower lip actually curved. Having a little fun with him.

Dillon wasn’t crazy about the selection himself, but he took care to say, “The honor is mine, esteemed Hunt Leaders – and – honored ones all.” Just remembered that, thank God.

As he and Talesian rose to leave, Rk’sata spoke out suddenly: “And as for you two, honored trader and ship’s huntress, it would be best if our hunters saw you back to your ship as well. And Talesian, make sure the good trader is not tempted to make planetide and practice his skills.”

“H’vack!” the trader squawked, which the computer rendered as an indignant “What!”
“I protest, Hunt Leader!” he cried, and was still protesting when Talesian and the trader’s own hired huntress ‘escorted’ him over the threshold and down to the belly bay.

For once, Rk’sata’s mouth wore the thin little smile.

*  *  *

Once everyone else had cleared the chamber, the hunt leaders kept K’vetkian back and questioned him closely; since he served not only as translator of words and actions but of intentions, too.

“The most truthful one was the last,” he told his superiors, “the one who wore the hunter’s medallion from his own clan.”

“I thought so too,” Rk’sata said.

“And I,” came from Vo’treal’. “As for the rest of them, I agree with our senior hunter: they are fearful and untrustworthy jhakree’, and I would like to see us abandon them to their fate. Is it possible the Hunt Council would agree?”

“The Hunt Council might,” her husband replied; “but I think the vr’Renegade would not. It was a pack of these creatures who hunted with his first-born, Truthseeker, when he came here to fight the Enemy – and they kept the boy alive, t’d’faal.”

“Though one of them tried to kill him, as I heard it,” his wife snapped.

“The other humans killed the Codebreaker and Truthseeker was spared,” Rk’sata argued. “I talked a long time with Talesian and with the young warrior’s second-father.  The Champion himself is determined that these creatures be given a second throw at Chance – and then we may stand off and see what happens.”

His wife snorted, sounding very like the senior hunter.

“Time will mark that trail,” she said.

*  *  *                       
Trade Share—The trader, whose name was Grah-niche’, or something like that, made up for the normal tautschen aloofness by nearly talking Dillon’s ear off on the flight to the trade ship. (It was the smaller rounded ‘cabin cruiser’, as suspected, and Dillon would’ve bet it had sneaked into this ceremony unasked.)

Grah-niche’ ignored a warning growl from D’vranche and soon had the detective engaged in a lively, friendly discussion about himself and what objects or “treasures” he would be willing to trade for…

“Many traders like to deal in films, documentaries or printed records from this world,” he said. “But I prefer native handcrafts myself: artwork or practical things raised to the level of an art. What are your favorites, Detective Dillon?”

Dillon admitted he liked things like paintings and sculpture; and he allowed that he would be interested in something the Hunters had made by hand. So many of their “practical” tools and weapons were ornamented or incised, as if even the dullest thing deserved some touch of beauty.

“Krr-ah, I believe I may have some things you would like,” Grah-niche’ beamed.

And not very long after that, having met the trader’s wife and despite having urgent business back at Headquarters, Dillon left the ship minus one genuine silk necktie and one gold tie-clasp set with lapis-lazuli, and carrying something which looked like an enormous geode—except that the hollow inside had been set with carefully-sculpted figures, birds and beasts, like a scene in an enchanted grotto. Its weight nearly staggered him, but he figured it had been worth one necktie and clasp.

Both Hunters flanked him and watched with some amusement, he felt.

Finally Talesian remarked, “Grah-niche’ was generous with you, Dillon; he did not take all your gear.”

“Doubtless he went easy with a first-trade,” D’vranche added. “Traders often do. They say a generous first-trade sells the next five,” with a rumble in his chest which Dillon identified as laughter.

So he’s telling me I’m not such a good bargainer after all; and Grah-niche’ is using me for advertising purposes. Anything to put me down.

“Well then,” he said lightly, resolved not to let the big Hunter bother him, “maybe I’m lucky to be the first one.”

As soon as that filtered through the computer, Talesian flung back his head and gave an alarming roar – of laughter, as it turned out.

“Well-thrown!” he congratulated Dillon.

D’vranche gave one of his double-barreled snorts, loud as a gunshot, and faced rigidly forward, stung. He did not speak again.

*  *  *           

Back in the Bull Pen—As they zipped through a forest of skyscrapers, Talesian asked the detective only once “which great lodge” he wanted to go to, and showed him a 3-D map grid on the control panel so he could point it out. The detail was astounding, every building recognizable. After that, D’vranche zigzagged toward it in a hair-raising fashion – probably an evasive maneuver, Dillon thought. He refused to believe it was an attempt to make the human scream…

Anyway, they “landed”  just a few meters above the sloping white roof, D’vranche grumbling there was no decent place “to make tie” before he abruptly came down in the parking lot, scaring the hell out of a few beat cops walking around there. Just as abruptly, he left the controls and ordered Talesian,

“Stay with the ship. Keep it hard against the lodge, with weapons armed. I will go in with him.”

Dillon got the impression that ‘his’ hunter was too surprised to protest. He felt pretty startled himself. Go in with me?

The younger hunter recovered enough to say, “Then I will bid you good hunting, vr’Dillon, until we cross trails again.”

Dillon knew the answer to that: “I’m honored, esteemed warrior, and let fall Chance!” which got a vigorous chin-jerk and a sparkling “Good,” from Talesian – and a noncommittal grunt from D’vranche.

The big Hunter thrust open the shuttle’s belly-bay and made a sharp head gesture, followed by a flat, “Go out,” just in case Dillon didn’t know he should go first.

The big fellow wasn’t taking any chances. Let the human be the target, Dillon thought, nettled, even as part of his mind reluctantly admired the hunter’s way of thinking.

D’vranche slammed the bay shut as soon as he came down after Dillon. Moving them both away from under the craft, he spoke into his faceshield (which he had pulled down again) and told Talesian to gain altitude and find cover.

Obediently the scout ship rose away from them; and only then did the senior hunter feel easier. This craft wasn’t light-shielded, and he felt obligated to keep that young whelp safe, despite his unwarranted idealism. He turned to the human waiting with him.

“Forward,” he said.

The pestilent creature twisted round to look at him. “Are you coming too?” it asked. “Why?”

D’vranche uttered a low growl of irritation: “For one, to see that you keep your word. For another, so my young packmate will not lose his life for trusting you.”

The human’s lower jaw gaped. He closed it, and without another word, turned and led the way in.

*  *  *

Walked into a grishalk’s lair, D’vranche thought; and by the way the human hesitated plunging into that clamorous herd, he might be thinking the same.

Herd? It was a more like a melee in here – a chaos – humans thick as insects, loud as honking h’reven.
One look at the eight-foot-tall Hunter seemed to bring order out of chaos, however, and the teeming hordes parted to either side.

Dillon was making his way to his office when Anderson came rushing out of his, yelling “Yo, Rusty! Where in hell have you b”-- and halted, gawking.

“At a conference. What’s up, Robbie?” Ignoring the reaction. Damned if he was gonna tell anybody, even Anderson, why he had this huge ‘babysitter’ along. And he didn’t think this particular Hunter wanted to be introduced. “What’s the story on this morning’s events?”

“Good time to ask,” Anderson replied, looking warily up at D’vranche. “Let’s step into your office, man.”

They did, D’vranche ducking under the seven-foot doorsill to get in.

Dillon eased the geode down on his desk, slid over to close the door (the hunter had already moved aside, into a corner) and looked expectantly at the other detective.

Anderson summed up. “It was the Coalition, all right. We grabbed four of the still-living ones – and I think they were glad to be that way. They spilled plenty, and the special squads are out working on rounding up the rest of the leaders.” He grinned suddenly. “That is, if we can beat the Feebs to ‘em.”

Feebs—coptalk for FBI. Dillon didn’t bother to enlighten the big Hunter just now. Maybe he would later. He saw that someone had left him a pencil in the desk holder and he picked it up, just to have something to fiddle with. “What’s the body count?”

“Nineteen dead of the bad guys, six wounded, four, like I said, hale and healthy. Maybe another ten or twelve at large—from this local cell. We’ve alerted the rest of the country—the bros in blue should be making sweeps in their own areas… What’s the jive from outer space, anyway?”

Dillon understood he was asking about the meeting, not the alien. “We’ve got to round up the Coalition to show our good faith; then they give us the planet Venus, free of charge.”

“Not entirely,” D’vranche’s big voice boomed out so unexpectedly that both humans jumped.

“Oh, and this is the Hunter D’vranche,” Dillon said, “the Esteemed Hunter D’vranche,” he amended as the glowing-eyed faceshield tipped towards him to give him a significant stare. “D’vranche, this is Detective Lieutenant Anderson.”

“Yeah. Charmed, I’m sure,” Anderson muttered, looking up. “What did he mean by that?” he demanded of Dillon.

“I meant,” the big Hunter cut in, making his point, “that the other world is not entirely a gift.”

He ignored Anderson’s “I knew it!” and went on: “It is part of a nonaggression pact between us – an alliance, as you call it. We are pledged not to attack each other so long as we can foresee into the future, and to act as packmates against any common enemy. You humans may kill each other as you like.” And he cut off to become a statue again.

“Wey-oh, I be dammed,” Anderson said in a tone of real awe.

“Don’t tempt God,” Dillon retorted. “Anyway, that’s what’s happening—and since we were the aggressors, they want some positive action taken or they cut us loose. Now I better get it in gear and bring myself up to speed on these cases, Robbie.

“Well, D’vranche,” turning to the big Hunter, “does that satisfy custom? We have about ten others of the gang to bring in, in this city. I imagine the Federal agents will be able to fill you in on others.”

“I can tell my Hunt Leaders.” He wasn’t giving an inch, for Dillon’s money. “This information will be on your computer systems?”

“On ours, yes; on the Fee- ah, Feds’ setup too. But they have a highly secure system, unless”--could they break into it, the Hunters? The pencil twiddled between his fingers, almost becoming a blur. “Oh, what the hell. I’ll make copies of our information for you, D’vranche; and you can give that to your Hunt Leaders.”

“Rusty—“ Anderson began.

“Hell, they didn’t start shooting this morning.” Dillon said. He went over to his computer terminal, sat down and switched it on.

“You have our thanks," D’vranche promised. Quite a concession, coming from him.

While Dillon searched for the information, Anderson tried to communicate with the big hunter: “So these people who go to Venus, will they be picked, somehow?”

D’vranche unbent enough to tilt his head and reply, “I understand that your clan leaders – your” -- what did they call them? – “Presidents and other leaders will submit suggestions.”

Both he and Dillon were startled when Anderson exploded, “Shee-it, man! The power junkies that already ruined everything?”

“What do you mean? Speak plainly!” D’vranche snapped, his voice harsh and angry. The situation already upset him. Venturing into these creatures’ lair, however noble his motive, meant he was nearly certain to be attacked. He expected it at any time. Plus, the jargon used by these two seemed a kind of code, of which he understood less than half, though he spoke their language well. His nerves were already at full-stretch, ready to snap.

Anderson shied back. The big alien looked rattled and angry. The detective simmered down. “I mean that this country, this whole planet has been run by the same people forever, and all they’ve done is start wars and kill people, give special favors to their friends. They never pass it on to the little guy…”

“The common man,” Dillon supplied helpfully, “the average person – the, uhm, lower-ranking members of the clan.”

That got through. The hunter shifted his stance, slowly coming out of the defensive pose he’d taken. He watched the two men before him intensely. 

“Say you so? Your clan leaders do not share fairly with you? Or they take an unjust amount?”

Anderson slumped. “Right you are, man. They let poor people go hungry and little kids die, they keep all the money, property, big cars and fancy houses for themselves. The rich ones just keep sucking it up…and if you don’t like it you can just grab your knapsack and take a hike somewhere. Only there’s nowhere else to go.”

D’vranche understood. He remembered now. These beings had some bizarre sort of economy where each one had to be expert in some tiny specialty, and he or she had to indenture themselves to a “boss” or master of some sort, and then were allowed hideshares from that, under some kind of mystic system. The ‘shares’ varied widely, and if one could not find a place working under someone else, then that one went hungry. 

Disease was rampant, too, for the shamans seemed to set fees far above what the victims could pay. One could not be a simple thing here, such as a hunter or a potter, and expect to earn a living from it; although he had heard of pilots and “artists,” but these were again, not independent agents.
Finally he said, “I understand. And you feel these leaders of yours take unwarranted hideshare of everyone’s kills and the—bosses--do not redistribute it fairly?”

The terminology rattled Anderson for a moment. Then it clicked into human terms; and he muttered, “Damn straight. Though if you’ve got a bad boss –a superior over you—I don’t know what you can do about it. Not if you want to keep your job.”

Both he and Dillon were watching the big hunter now almost as intently as he watched them. In the background, the computer began its printout, and was ignored.

D’vranche seemed to become introspective. At least, he took his eyes off the humans momentarily. He paused, then said,

“I know of what you speak. Among us, there are a few clan leaders who claim more than their share, who do not care for their people properly. Not many. But a few. And they do not remain clan leaders long.”

“Ah, a popular democracy,” Dillon grinned.

D’vranche didn’t understand that, but he said, “I will speak to Rk’sata and Vo’treal’ about it. And to the others. I will do what I can.”

That stunned Dillon more than it did Anderson, who grinned at the big Hunter and said, “Thanks, brother. That’s good to hear.”

Dillon simply stood there, amazed that given his hostility, D’vranche would even think to make the offer. Before he could say anything, the computer beeped. The printout was done.

“That is for me, I lay trace,” the hunter said in a tone that sounded suspiciously like relief. “I should return to the landing craft soon.”

Dillon reached over and tore it off – and found the big taloned hand ready to take possession of it, moving with that easy speed that was the Hunters’ hallmark and stock-in-trade. D’vranche’s finger talons were fairly short, curved – and pointed of course—but shorter than most of his fellows’; and where Dillon would have predicted black nails, these were a frosted gray.

“Thanks for waiting,” the senior detective managed to sound sincere. Too late he realized it could have been taken as sarcasm.

D’vranche accepted it at face value. “And my thanks also,” he said ritually. He folded and creased the paper, and tucked it into his backpack somewhere. 

“I will go now,” he added, and just as neatly opened the door, ducked through the threshold and went out.

Anderson and Dillon just stood there. Then Dillon said, “I’d better see him out” – in case there’s trouble did not leave his brain; and he followed D’vranche.

So far, so good. D’vranche saw the crowd part ahead of him, many openly curious. None offered hostility although most seemed nervous, and he thought he might still get out of here with his skin intact. He murmured softly into the headset, calling Talesian and the ship down to him, more than ready to leave this place.

Outside, the shuttle lowered and D’vranche grabbed hold of the belly bay ramp as it opened, and swung himself aboard.

Talesian, his faceshield off, looked back at him and grinned, “Your hide is still whole, I see, vr’hunter,” he remarked.

“Never trouble yourself over me, young hunter,” D’vranche growled, then handed him the computer papers. “Put these in a safe bolthole until we can give them to our Hunt Leaders: they are original prints from the humans’ computer. And put this,” he reached one-handed under the lip of his facemask, did something there, and plucked out a tiny little cylinder, which he also gave to Talesian, “with them. It is a film I made of the process, and of their words to me…a hunter must keep his flanks covered,” he rumbled at the younger man, almost defiantly.

“I agree,” Talesian said; and he put both cylinder and printouts in a lockbox under the control panel.

D’vranche crossed over to take Second Seat, saying, “Let’s leave here before “-- when it happened again…
Some kind of buzzer sounded within the big white building and tension gelled the air. Suddenly humans began pouring out of the lodge’s back door and fanning out among the parked vehicles.

“I knew it!” D’vranche shouted. “Take it up, hunter! Go! Get us out of here!”

