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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      In many ways, Artemis would have been an ideal planet for colonization, but the decision had been made decades ago to use it as a sanctuary for animals on the verge of extinction. Humans or members of any other race were not allowed to settle there.

      The animals came from different worlds. On Artemis they could flourish and live without interference.

      Humans were voted in as the custodians of Artemis. It was the job of the Game Warden Guild to secure the safety of all the animals on the planet.

      They set up observation posts on all five continents and on most of the larger islands. Not all game wardens stationed on these posts were humans. The survival of animals in danger of becoming extinct was the responsibility of all races.

      In addition to the observation posts there were also conservation breeding centers on all the continents and islands.

      In order for the predators to survive they needed to hunt; prey was provided by introducing animals that were not on the danger list. Prey animals have the tendency to breed at a rate faster than their hunters. To limit their numbers, the game wardens allowed controlled hunting. It was the only hunting allowed on Artemis. However, sometimes poachers decided to go on an illegal hunting spree.

      It was the job of the game wardens to prevent that from happening.
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          A DISTURBING DISCOVERY

        

      

    

    
      The weather on Artemis was quite similar to weather on Earth and many other Earthlike planets. That didn’t mean it couldn’t get downright nasty and unpleasant.

      Captain Cameron Finnegan should have been comfortable and cozy inside his sleeping bag, but he wasn’t. The material of the tent he and his partner had managed to erect just before the storm hit rippled like tiny waves on a body of water as the tent was battered by the fierce wind. He worried it might rip and expose them to the harsh elements.

      Deep down he knew that wasn’t going to happen. The tent was made of indestructible material a sharp knife could not cut. Outside, the storm was roaring like an enraged tiger. The canopy of the trees above them could not filter out the howling wind. The drumming of the raindrops only added to the noise.

      Even with that noise he still heard the snoring of the other game warden in the tent. ‘How can anyone sleep with this?’

      The snoring stopped as the man changed to a different position.

      “Are you sleeping, Whitlock?”

      “What…what?”

      “Are you sleeping?”

      “I was until you woke me,” Whitlock growled sleepily. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I just can’t sleep. Sorry I woke you.”

      “Just close your eyes and think of pleasant things, Finnegan. Damn it all!” Whitlock cursed. “This can’t be the first time you’ve run into severe weather. You’re a seasoned game warden and not some greenhorn, even though you’ve been here only a short time.”

      “This one seems worse than the last one we’ve experienced. I’m worried about those young chimps we released.”

      “I wouldn’t worry. They have an adult male and a female with them. Chimps are smart. All of them were taught how to find shelter and how to forage. They’ll be fine.”

      “None of them are older than ten or eleven. In a sense they are still children. Dr. Hamsley would be devastated if even just one of them got hurt. She put those tiny embryos into the incubators and raised them after they were born. She was like a mother to them. Originally, there were twelve, but when two died she was overcome with grief.”

      “I understand, but we can’t get too attached to the animals. After all, they are just animals. Wild animals. Our job is to protect them as well as we can, but not to babysit or nurture them. Once released into the wild, they are on their own. We can’t interfere. Nature takes over. Only the strong will survive, not only as individuals but as a species. Unlike us humans. We nurture the sick and the weak and try to keep them alive as long as possible, even if they suffer from an incurable disease.”

      “You are talking about people on planets with advanced technology. It is different with those societies that reverted back to the so-called Middle Ages where people die of diseases that can be easily cured.”

      Whitlock yawned loudly. “Those. Yes. Have you ever heard of a planet called Valhalla?”

      “I have. It is far from being a paradise. It was originally colonized by a bunch of people that called themselves Vikings. Their society sank back into savagery, but it flourished. Not much has changed in the last five hundred years. They let their sick die. Mentally and physically handy-capped people are not allowed to marry or have children. In fact, they also get killed. That is not a desirable society.”

      “Not for us civilized people, but for them it works. I don’t know much about them. From what I’ve heard, everyone works, and there are no freeloaders. Everybody contributes something to society. Something that can’t be said for most of the civilized planets. Each one has vagrants, homeless people, unteachable ones, and just plain lazy ones that have developed the fine art of living for free. Parasites and leeches.”  Whitlock yawned again. “I’m going to sleep, Finnegan. I suggest you try to do the same. We have a strenuous day ahead of us.”

      Finnegan lay there for a long time still, listening to the howling of the wind and the flapping of the tent material. He couldn’t get those little chimps out of his mind.

      Normally, he wouldn’t even be here. He could have gone back to central base with the team after releasing the group of chimps. As an officer of security his job did not require him to check out trails and the welfare and status of animals. At the same time, he couldn’t let Whitlock go on alone. There were plenty of dangers lurking everywhere and two pairs of eyes and ears were almost necessary to walk the trails safely. The other reason was the fact that he hadn’t had much of a chance to get familiar with the surrounding countryside.
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      The wind was still strong in the morning, but it had died down considerably. Finnegan crawled out of the tent to have a look around. There were many broken branches on the ground, some of them quite large. Fortunately, none of them had hit their tent. The rain was only a light shower now. The air smelled humid and moldy; not at all pleasant. He saw mushrooms poking out of the ground. A few were probably edible, but most were poisonous.

      Whitlock stuck his head out of the tent. “What does it look like?”

      “If you get your lazy body out of there you can find out firsthand.”

      “Are we in a humorous mood or just grouchy this morning?”

      “I don’t know about you, but I feel kinda crappy. Not enough sleep does that to me.”

      Whitlock’s head disappeared but he crawled out a few minutes later wearing a raincoat. “Damn weather!”

      “Now, who is in a bad mood?” Finnegan went back into the tent and retrieved his raincoat.

      “I could fry up some of those mushrooms for breakfast,” Whitlock suggested. “Are you okay with that?”

      Finnegan shrugged. “As long as you know the edible ones?”

      “Did you forget I’m a biologist? I specialize in fungi and plants that grow in the forest and the jungle. I’ve identified and categorized every mushroom and every plant that grows in this part of the planet. This mushroom for instance…” He bent to pry a large egg-shaped, brown speckled thing that looked like a rock out of the ground. “I named it ‘Speckled Rock’.”

      Finnegan grinned. “How original.”

      “Go ahead. Make fun of it. Wait until you taste it fried. It is delicious. By the way, it is a variety of the genus Boletus.”

      “If you say so. I don’t know anything about fungi. I’ve seen mushrooms that look similar to this one in the stores on my home planet Chiron.”

      “Fungi grow on every planet in some form or other. I found very strange and peculiar ones on this planet. It is a challenge to separate the edible ones from the poisonous ones. Never trust one that is too colorful or beautiful. Sometimes it is best not to eat them at all. Some of the ugliest ones can be the best tasting.”

      “As long as you are talking about mushrooms and not women,” Finnegan said with a laugh.

      “Don’t disregard ugly women, my friend. I remember a girl I dated in my younger years, and she was no beauty,” Whitlock mused. “A blind date if you must know. We only had sex one night. She was a couple of years my senior; and let me tell you, she was one of the hottest girls I’ve had sex with. Before and after. None ever came even close.”

      “She must have been something special if you still remember her.” Finnegan smirked. “Unless she was so ugly she still haunts your dreams.”

      “Do you ever take anything serious, Finnegan? I told you that in confidence. It was real and special to me, and I remember her fondly.” Whitlock made a dismissing gesture. “Ahh, what’s the use. Next time, before I’ll share something personal with you, I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      “I apologize,” Finnegan tried to smooth things over. “I didn’t mean anything by my remark.” He stretched out a hand to test the air. “It stopped raining. How about that breakfast of mushrooms?”

      “Apology accepted. Perhaps, from now on, you’ll be a little more sensitive to other people’s feelings.” He looked at the mushroom in his hand. “I’ll get the frying pan. Wait till you taste this morsel. It will change your mood instantly.”

      They had everything packed away a couple of hours later.

      Finnegan slipped into his backpack, adjusted his floppy hat, and grabbed his rifle, watching Whitlock do the same. He never told the other warden that he had a lot of respect for him. Whitlock was not a big man. Probably no taller than five feet nine inches, but he was stout with broad shoulders and muscular arms. The backpacks were heavy, but Whitlock seemed to carry his with ease.

      With one last look at their campsite to make certain they left no garbage behind they started walking down the trail some animal had made.

      “You never said anything about how you liked the mushrooms,” Whitlock said after a while.

      “They were good. It would have been nice to have a few spices, though.”

      “You didn’t like them?”

      Finnegan stopped walking. “I didn’t say that. You know, you accused me of being insensitive. Maybe I am, but, please, don’t be so over-sensitive. I liked the mushrooms. They were delicious. Happy?”

      “All right,” Whitlock growled. “I’m happy. I guess you are right. Sometimes I am a little too sensitive. When I grew up, whatever I did, my parents never acknowledged it. They always told me I could do better if only I applied myself. My older brother got all the praise while I got the criticism.”

      “Maybe you should talk to Dr. Schlinzky.”

      Whitlock let out a short laugh. “Dr. Schlinzky? Come on, Finnegan. How can you share your inner feelings with a teenager?”

      “I know she looks young, but she is a qualified psychiatrist. I’ve seen her diplomas.”

      “Diplomas mean nothing to me. She has no practical experience. All her knowledge is theoretical. I need to talk to a wise old woman.”

      “Good luck finding one of those on Artemis.” Finnegan laughed. He stopped in his tracks when the roar of a large predator echoed through the forest.

      “That sounded like a leopard,” Whitlock stated. He clicked off the safety on his rifle. “That was close.”

      Finnegan knew Whitlock was correct. They had released six young leopards in this area two years ago. There were enough wild goats and deer in this part of the forest to sustain them. According to the tracker implants all six were doing well.

      Finnegan didn’t bother with his safety. If there was going to be a need for using his rifle, it would only take a split second to do so.

      These leopards were large and dangerous. They did not come from Earth but from Radiant, a planet with deserts, impenetrable jungles, and high mountains. The leopards had been hunted for many decades and their numbers reduced to a dangerous level.

      Finnegan had no desire to kill any of them, but that didn’t mean he or Whitlock would hesitate to shoot if one of these beasts attack them. A shiver ran down his spine when another terrifying roar disrupted the sudden silence. He looked at Whitlock who stood frozen on his spot, staring into the forest. “There are two of them,” Whitlock whispered. “They are on the hunt.”

      Both men stood silent for a long time, scanning the forest with watchful eyes.

      “I think they’ve moved on,” Finnegan said.

      Whitlock nodded. “Stay alert.”

      They walked without talking, but Finnegan knew that any danger, real or imaginary, had passed. The usual forest noises were back, a sure sign that no large predator lay in ambush ready to pounce on its next victim.

      Whitlock stopped walking suddenly and lifted his arm.

      “What is it?” Finnegan required.

      Whitlock pointed ahead. “There, a male turkey.”

      Finnegan stared in the direction Whitlock was pointing and then he saw it, too. A large flightless bird, one of the avian species native to Artemis. Somebody had given it the name ‘turkey’ because it resembled one of the fowl species that had been an important food source on Earth before space travel. Turkeys were introduced on many colonized planets. However, this turkey may resemble the one from Earth, but it was twice the size and much more dangerous.

      Then he saw another one. He could tell by the lack of color in its feathery coat that it was a female. As Finnegan suspected, the female was guarding a flock of young turkeys. “We’ll have to go around.”

      “You are right,” Whitlock agreed. “With those poults that male will be in a protective and aggressive mood. We certainly don’t want to shoot him.”

      Carefully, they moved away from the trail and entered the forest. Going was not as easy as walking down a trail, even one as narrow as the one they had been following. Shrubs and other vegetation made getting anywhere difficult. Vines and roots coming out of the ground proved to be annoying obstacles.

      “Maybe we should have shot that male,” Whitlock said after fighting the forest for what seemed hours.

      “May I remind you that we swore an oath to protect the animals not hunt them. If for any reason we would have to kill the male, we might have had to shoot the female also. I don’t have any experience with any of these animals, but I’m told female turkeys are just as ferocious as the males when it comes to protecting their young.”

      “I know. I’m just venting. To protect animals from being hunted to the point of extinction is the reason I became a game warden in the first place. My love for animals would never allow me to shoot any for sport. The only time I will shoot an animal is in defense.” Whitlock stopped walking. He took off his hat and wiped his hand over his balding head. “This workout is making me sweat.”

      Finnegan gazed into the forest. There was no sign of the turkeys. “I believe it is safe to get back onto the trail.”

      “I was just about to suggest the same thing.” Whitlock put his hat back onto his head and looked at his compass, then he began walking again. “This should get us back onto the trail.”

      When they finally were on the trail again, Finnegan checked his timepiece and realized it was near noon. According to the arial map, they should still be able to get to the observation post by nightfall, despite the time they lost fighting their way through the undergrowth in the forest.

      “I wouldn’t mind taking a short break,” he suggested.

      “No argument from me. I feel a little winded.” Whitlock stopped and took a few breaths. “I need to keep up with my training exercises,” he said, touching his belly. “I think I’m out of shape. Last time I weighed myself, I realized I gained about five pounds.”

      “Anabelle’s cooking doesn’t help either if you’re on a diet.” Finnegan laughed.

      “She’s an artist in the kitchen,” Whitlock agreed. “Her talents are lost on this forsaken place. She should be cooking for one of the aristocrats on Chiron.”

      “She is much more appreciated here on Artemis. An angel sent to this planet to let us experience a little bit of heaven.”

      Whitlock grinned. “I had no idea you are so religious.”

      Finnegan made a dismissing motion. “Don’t read anything into it. Religion has nothing to do with this. I don’t have much respect for religious fanatics. They can be dangerous.”

      “Bad experience?”

      Finnegan nodded. “I don’t like to talk about it. Let’s not even start.”

      “Fine by me. Keep an eye out for a good place to stop for a short while.”

      They found it about fifteen minutes later. A small area without any tall trees. They could actually see the sky. Whitlock took off his backpack and bent down to pick a few red berries. Shoving a handful into his mouth, he nodded appreciatively. “Not only do these berries taste great they also have medicinal properties. You should try some.”

      Finnegan was skeptical. “You are certain they are not toxic? Didn’t you tell me when something is too colorful and beautiful to be careful?”

      “I was talking about mushrooms if you remember. Of course, one has to be careful with any wild plant or fruit. If you’re not sure don’t eat it.” He smiled. “You can trust me with these berries. They are safe. Must I remind you again I’m a biologist? I’ve had four years to study the plants in this area of the planet extensively, analyzing them and doing tests in the lab. There are very few I haven’t tested and even eaten.”

      “I believe you.” Finnegan dropped his backpack into the grass. He took a few steps toward the trees to relieve himself when he saw something that should not be there.

      He bent to pick up a piece of charcoal and sniffed it. The smell of smoke still clung to it.

      “What did you find?” Whitlock inquired.

      “Somebody was here before us,” Finnegan told him.

      “That’s hardly possible. What makes you think that?”

      “The remnants of a campfire. Look at the stones put around it in a circle. It isn’t old, either.”

      Whitlock came to look at it. His expression was grim. “That shouldn’t be here. Nobody from any central base station has been in this area for years.”

      “What about Observation Post A? Is it possible they took some kind of survey to map out this area?”

      Whitlock shook his head. “Observation Post A is not a research station. Like the name says, it is just an observation base. Besides, there are only three wardens there. They stay for six months, and then they get replaced. Usually, two of them are rookies and young trainees. They would never venture out into unknown territory.”

      “Then who?”

      “I can’t even guess. Poachers, probably.”

      “How do they land without being detected?”

      “This is a big planet, Finnegan. Even though we have many substations and observation posts scattered across the whole planet, we can’t cover every square inch. They could even land in the ocean and hide underwater.”

      “That sounds plausible.” Finnegan walked back to the spot where he had dropped his backpack. “Even though I’m anxious to carry on, I’m going to eat something. I’m hungry and thirsty.”

      Whitlock joined him. “I’m hungry, too, but I could also use a little rest.” He rummaged in his backpack and brought out a small package and a self-heating container. “I think I’m going to eat some stew with a boiled potato,” he announced. He made himself comfortable and ripped open the package. Then he emptied the contents into the self-heating container. After a few moments, the food in the container began to steam and expand.

      Finnegan inhaled the sudden aroma coming from Whitlock’s food. “That smells good,” he commented, “but I’m going to have a small roast. Hopefully, we’ll have a big supper tonight.”

      “Are you counting on getting some real meat and fresh vegetables?”

      “I was told that the observation posts usually have a small garden, and they are allowed to hunt certain game.”

      “That is true, but don’t get too hung up on fresh vegetables. Because we have a large garden at our base station doesn’t mean the observation posts practice gardening. It all depends on who is stationed there. You’ll probably get some fresh fruit. Lots of stuff grows wild. You just have to pick it.” He snickered. “As long as you know which fruit to pick. You could easily poison yourself if you don’t.”

      “You are so full of uplifting information.”

      They were back on the trail thirty minutes later. After the discovery they made, Finnigan didn’t want to waste too much time sitting and relaxing. An uneasy feeling that something might be wrong didn’t allow him to relax. He called it his sixth sense, and he always trusted his guts.

      After about another hour of walking, the trail ended. Ahead of them stretched a huge savannah covered with tall grass. What made it less bleak were the clumps of trees dotting the landscape and the large areas of tall shrubs.

      “Anything can hide in this grass and the shrubs,” Whitlock speculated.

      “What kind of animals do exist in this environment?”

      “As far as predators go, we’ve seen big cats and other carnivores roaming around when this part of the region was surveyed from the air. Also, many antlered animals related to antelopes, sheep, goats, buffalo, and deer. Even wild horses. Plenty of small animals. Obviously, I don’t keep a list in my head. Let’s just say there is a wide variety of varied species. And all of them are thriving."

      “I’m not concerned with the prey-animals. It’s the hunters that worry me,” Finnegan mused.

      “One good thing, even though the grass is high, we’ll always see the big cats coming.”

      “Except the ones lying in ambush inside the shrubbery. What about the small ones? I’m sure there are plenty of small and dangerous predators hiding in that high grass.”

      Whitlock tapped a contraption strapped to his wrist. “This will give us plenty of warning. Any large warm-blooded beast nearby will trigger an alarm, giving us plenty of time to be ready.”

      “How about the coldblooded ones? Any snakes or reptiles we have to worry about?”

      “Yes, we do. Plenty of them. Even a few huge ones. The Black Anaconda for instance grows up to forty feet with a six-foot girth.” He laughed softly. “They are not venomous, but they’ll hug you to death. Venomous snakes? No shortage of those. However, the majority of them sleep during the day and come out only at night.”

      Finnegan grimaced. “In other words, don’t sleep on the ground if you have to spend the night out here.”

      “We’ll make certain we won’t have to stay overnight,” Whitlock assured him.

      As they walked, they flushed many birds from their hiding places but also many four-legged animals. Once, they saw a huge, black male lion in the distance. There could have been more lions hiding in the grass, but they only saw one.

      Finnegan instinctively gripped his rifle a little harder when a sudden roar filled the air. He wasn’t scared, just a little uneasy. Not far from them a flock of large birds rose into the sky. It was easy to recognize them as vultures. Obviously, they had been feasting on a dead carcass.

      The Southwind carried the stench of rotting meat and the growls and howls of carrion-eaters. Whatever dead animal lay there would be gone in a short time. In the wilderness, nothing ever goes to waste.

      “I’m interested in what kind of animal has been killed here,” Whitlock said.

      They worked their way cautiously toward the spot over which the vultures still circled.

      The stench was getting stronger the closer they came to whatever animal lay there. They were greeted by a pack of snarling wild dogs that reluctantly slank away, growling menacingly and fletching their teeth.

      Whitlock cursed loudly when they stood near the bloody remains of a large animal. “This is the body of a lion. It did not die of natural causes.”

      “Perhaps it was killed by another lion,” Finnegan suggested. “Or maybe by a stronger, bigger predator.”

      “I don’t believe so. You may notice it has no hide, which means somebody skinned it. This was not done by an animal. This lion was killed by a bolt from a laser rifle.” He pointed his rifle at the chest area. “See this charred meat? That was caused by a beam of searing heat.”

      “I thought lasers were not allowed to hunt on Artemis,” Finnegan said.

      “They aren’t,” Whitlock said grimly between clenched teeth. “We have a problem here. These were trophy hunters, illegally on this planet, collecting animal hides.”

      The vultures still circled above them, and as soon as Finnegan and Whitlock walked away, they settled back into the grass to carry on with their grisly feast.

      The primary was moving toward the horizon, and Finnegan wondered if they would make it to the observation post before dark. Just as he was thinking it, Whitlock said, “We should be coming to a river in a short time. That’s where we have to change direction.”

      The land had taken a dip some time ago, but now they started climbing uphill. As soon as they topped the hill, they saw the river. It was not a wide river, but the water level was quite high. According to Whitlock, that was not always the case. The level would drop significantly during the hot summer months, but the surveys had never shown the river to be completely dry.

      Finnegan observed many different species of birds running on the bank of the river. He also saw small and large animals either in or out of the water.

      They made a left turn and followed the river back toward the forest. When they entered the forest, they discovered that the trees were not growing as close together as in the forest they had left behind. Again, they walked on a game trail, and traveling was comfortable. It seemed to Finegan that this trail was wider than the other one, testifying that it was used frequently.

      In the meantime, the alien sun had moved across the sky and would soon dip below the horizon. If they didn’t reach the observation post soon, they’d be walking in darkness. Already, the light was not as bright as it had been earlier.

      Whitlock checked his map. “We should be there in about half an hour. If we’re lucky, we may still be able to see where we are going before we get there. We won’t have to be too concerned about the night-hunters yet. They wait until it is completely dark before they pounce on their prey.”

      “You have a way of cheering up a man,” Finnegan said. He wasn’t overly concerned. They had headlamps in case the darkness became so dense they wouldn’t be able to see the trail anymore. The floor of the trail was smooth enough not to cause them to worry about possibly stumbling across roots and other vegetation as long as they could see. He wondered what animals had made this trail. It didn’t look abandoned. Hopefully they weren’t too large and not aggressive.

      It wasn’t completely dark yet when the trail ended. They stepped into a large open area that offered a breathtaking view of the river. At this point the river was much wider and deeper than it had been before they entered the forest.

      Observation Post A consisted of one building. The first thing Finnegan noticed was the absence of light anywhere. There was one window on this side, and it was dark. That should not be. The post appeared to be deserted.

      “Something is wrong,” Whitlock said and clicked off the safety button on his rifle.

      “Maybe they are out on a survey trip and decided to camp overnight,” Finnegan ventured.

      “Not all three of them at the same time. Besides, there is no need for that. These observation posts are not equipped with camping gear. They will go out on short trips only during the day. Much of the surveying here is done with drones and seekers. No, something happened here.” Whitlock tapped the communication device on his wrist and said, “NC, contact Observation Post A.”

      It only took moments before the impersonal voice of the device said, “Observation Post A is not available. Contact cannot be achieved.”

      The light had faded by now and the area lay in complete darkness. “Something happened in there. We’ll have to investigate. Be careful.” Whitlock began walking toward the building, his rifle ready.

      Finnegan didn’t say anything, but the feeling of danger was stronger than before. He followed Whitlock slowly, holding his rifle at eye level.

      When they got close to the building, they activated the lights on their rifles. There was a body lying near the door. They approached it with caution.

      “That’s Sergio Wateri,” Whitlock said, as they came closer. “He’s holding a laser pistol in his hand.”

      “He’s been shot in the chest.” The shirt of the man was dark with blood. Finnegan didn’t have to examine the still body to know that the man was dead. His face looked waxen, and his open eyes stared into the bright light of Finnegan’s rifle.

      The door swung inside when Whitlock touched it with the barrel of his rifle.

      They entered carefully, keeping their rifles up high. Stepping into a large room, they saw another man lying on the floor.

      “Cover me,” Whitlock said. Then he moved toward the unmoving body. Bending down, he put his fingers against the man’s neck. He looked up, shaking his head. “No pulse. He’s dead.” His voice was brittle, without any emotion. “This is Ronin Singh. He was a gentle man. They shot him in the head."

      Finnegan moved his rifle, lighting up part of the room. He saw a light switch by the door and went to flick it on. The sudden bright light almost hurt his eyes for a moment. There was another door at the end. It stood open. “I’ll go and check it out.”

      The other man nodded. “Be careful.”

      Finnegan walked slowly, his rifle ready, but he didn’t expect anyone to attack him. That would have happened as soon as they entered the building. There were three narrow beds in the room. He saw a man lying on one of the beds, facedown. The bedcover was stained dark on one side of his body.

      “I found another one,” he called out.

      Whitlock flicked on the light as he walked into the room. He didn’t hurry when he moved toward the man on the bed, obviously expecting him to be dead, also. He laid his hand against the man’s neck. “I’m detecting a pulse,” he said, excitement in his voice. “It is weak, but he’s alive. Help me to turn him onto his back.”

      They turned him over. Slowly and gently. His shirt was soaked with blood around his left shoulder.

      “I recognize this man. His name is Kenneth Muller. One of the newcomers. He was on the same ship I was on. Looks like he was shot in the shoulder. There seems to be no other wound. He’s lost blood, but it appears the wound has stopped bleeding. I wonder what kind of weapon did this. It certainly wasn’t a laser. It would have cauterized the wound at the place of entry.”

      Finnegan pulled his knife from its sheath and cut away the wet part of the shirt in order to examine the wound. “This wound was caused by a bullet.”

      “A bullet?” Whitlock exclaimed. “Only hunters use bullets to hunt on Artemis. I am not aware of any hunters being on this planet right now. Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. I’ve seen these wounds before. That’s the reason for his loss of blood.” He didn’t explain any further, and Whitlock didn’t ask.

      “Is it possible the killers were the same ones that shot the lion we found?” Whitlock wondered.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Probably they are. I wonder why they killed Singh and Watari with a weapon that fires bullets instead of using a laser.”

      Whitlock slapped Muller’s cheeks very gently, trying to wake him up. After a few moments, Muller’s lids fluttered, and then he opened his eyes. He tried to sit up, but Whitlock pushed him back down. “Lie still, you don’t want to open your wound again.”

      “They are not human,” Muller croaked. “Not human.”

      “Don’t talk, Muller,” Whitlock said soothingly. “Save your strength.”

      “They look like humans, but they are not human,” Muller insisted, his voice breaking.

      Whitlock turned to Finnegan. “See if there is water in the tap.”

      Finnegan went back into the other room and looked for a tap. He saw a small counter with a sink in it. There was also a water tap. He found a mug in a cupboard and held it under the tap. Water began to flow, and he filled the mug.

      Whitlock held Muller’s head up while Finnegan put the mug against the young man’s lips. Muller swallowed a little water and gave them a grateful look.

      “They are not human,” he said again.

      “You can tell us everything later. For now, you must save your strength. Alright?”

      “Alright. Can I have more water?”

      While Finnegan held the mug to let Muller drink more water, Whitlock walked away with the words, “I’ll have to contact Headquarters. We must get him into the infirmary as quickly as possible.”

      Even though Whitlock was in the other room, Finnegan could hear most of what he said.

      “…Singh and Wateri are dead. Muller needs medical attention immediately. We need a medic. Send a craft and pick us up. We’ll make a detailed report when we get back…”
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      Passenger Liners were never in a hurry to travel from one planetary system to another. They only used the jump drives when the distance between two planets was longer than the accepted norm. The people that used Passenger Liners were seldom business executives unless they conducted their business on the ship. Many travelers were taking a trip to a vacation planet or just enjoying a pleasure cruise on a spaceship. Sometimes they were immigrants moving to another planet for a fresh start or just looking for a way to better themselves. Rarely, they were migrants on their way to a newly opened planet. Migrants as a rule used colony ships destined for the frontier planets.

      Ryan Barlow was not any of those. Neither migrant nor on a vacation.

      He was not so naïve to think this would be just a wonderful adventure, even though he was excited to start his assignment. His first assignment. The academy gave him a choice. He could have gone to Glory or possibly Earth itself to work in a zoo, but somehow neither one appealed to him. So, he chose Artemis.

      Apparently, the weather conditions on Artemis were close to those on Earth and on Glory. Growing up inside a dome on Ganymede and never been among many people, he did not like large crowds. There would not be any chance of that happening on Artemis.

      The only people on Artemis would be the game wardens and the hunters. In reality, though, there would also be biologists, people trained in animal welfare and others, like cooks and caretakers.

      He stopped his train of thought. No need to analyze everything. Obviously, there would be other people, but not all of them would be in one place. The central game warden base was in Elantris, the largest continent, with a few sub stations and observation posts scattered across the continent.

      He wiped his forehead. He needed to get over his phobia and stop worrying about being among too many people, of feeling smothered in a crowd. Back on Ganymede, his father warned him against becoming a game warden. If he assumed game wardens to be loners, his assumption was wrong. They didn’t spend all of their time alone in the wilderness watching animals.

      He never assumed that. At the academy, he learned a lot about the planet Artemis. He knew what to expect. Artemis was a wild and untamed planet with huge prairies and savannahs, with jungles and boreal forests, with high and snow-covered mountains, and with tundras and swamps. Artemis was teeming with wildlife, many of the animals had been introduced to this animal paradise by the game wardens. Here they were protected from ruthless hunters. The fresh-water lakes and the oceans were home to an abundance of fish and amphibians. The water in the rivers was sweet and as clear as a cache of sparkling diamonds.

      Just thinking about this wonderful planet and to be allowed to work there made him feel privileged and special. The four years at the academy gave him much-needed confidence and replaced his fears with anticipation, and yet—he felt jittery.

      He didn’t really know why. He should be confident in his abilities to deal with anything that would be thrown at him on Artemis. His knowledge about the animals on Artemis and their environment was extensive. He knew how to survive in the wilderness. Sometimes he had wondered why he needed to be proficient with weapons or to know self-defense.

      He could still hear his instructor. We may not be soldiers or scouts or lawmen, but we are police officers, nevertheless. Always remember that. On Artemis, we are the law. Wherever animals need our protection, we’ll be there, and our word is law.

      “Daydreaming again?”

      He looked up at the girl that stood beside his table, smiling down at him. “Hey, Anya. I didn’t hear you coming.”

      She laughed softly and sat down across from him. “I hope you are more alert when you sit somewhere in the middle of a forest full of predators.”

      He grinned. “I’ll have robot sentries guarding me. It’s the law. The Game Warden Guild takes no chances. We are just too valuable.” He reached across the table and touched her hand. “I wish you could be there with me.”

      “Are you kidding?” She shook herself. “Live animals scare me, especially those big, hairy ones with long teeth. I’ve been to an animal sanctuary on Chiron once and that was enough for me. I didn’t even feel safe even with those beasts behind a fence. No, thank you. You would never find me on a planet where animals are not caged.” She patted his hand. “You are brave to want to spend your time on a planet with so many different kinds of animals running around free, especially those meat-eaters.”

      “I’m not really that brave. Game wardens take precautions when they enter areas where the big predators roam. I’ll be either inside a vehicle or in the company of other wardens.”

      “But still. It sounds dangerous to me.” She stroked his hand with her fingers when she looked at him. “I wish you could come with me to Arcadia. I’ll be living with my aunt Esmarelda. It will be so boring. You’ve met her. She is ancient. At least fifty years old. We have nothing in common. How can I even converse with her?”

      “Fifty isn’t so old. My father is fifty-four years old, and my mother is fifty-one. They were never boring people.”

      “Well, my life with my aunt will be, I know it,” she said stubbornly. “Tell me about Ganymede. I can’t even imagine living inside a bubble and so far away from the primary. No sky. No clouds. Where does the light come from?”

      “Every dome has an artificial sun. We have trees and other vegetation, just like on a planet. We even have small lakes and rivers.”

      “Didn’t you miss looking into a beautiful blue sky or seeing birds flying overhead? Even aircraft? How about trying to protect you skin from being burned by the rays of a hot primary?”

      Barlow looked at her wistfully. “Remember, I grew up like that. I didn’t know anything else.”

      “But you must have known about conditions on other planets. Didn’t you ever watch holograms?”

      “Sure, I did. To me it always seemed unreal. The first time I stepped onto the surface of Tulia, I felt overwhelmed by the vastness of the sky, even a little scared. There was no dome to make certain the air didn’t escape. The only thing holding everything together was gravity. It took me awhile to get used to it.”

      “Talking about gravity. It must be very low on a small moon like that.”

      “It is. That’s why I’m so tall.”

      “How tall are you?”

      “I’m six foot and four inches. Actually, I am not as tall as other Ganymedeans. Many are over seven feet tall.”

      “For me you are tall enough.” She gave him a quick smile. Then she continued, “To live inside a dome would scare me.” She shivered. “I would worry about the bubble bursting and the air being sucked into space. I probably would be claustrophobic.”

      “I’ve never thought about that. I always felt comfortable inside the dome. Safe.”

      “What made you leave such a comfortable place?”

      He gave her a thoughtful look before he answered. “Necessity, I think. I didn’t see a future for me on Ganymede. My father is a miner, like my uncle. Mining is a hard job, and dangerous. The majority of Ganymedeans are working in the mines. It wasn’t something I saw myself doing for the rest of my life.”

      There was something in Anya’s expression when she looked at him. “Why is it that we meet someone we really like only when we are not at home?”

      He lifted his shoulders. “Because the universe is cruel? Perhaps because not all of us are supposed to be happy? I don’t know.”

      “We’ve only known each other for one week, but I really like you.” She wiped her cheek with a delicate hand. “I find the air quite dry in here today.”

      He reached out and touched her cheek with one finger. “If the air is dry why is your cheek wet?” He smiled gently. “I like you, too. I confess, coming with you to Arcadia would not feel like hardship for me now, but I have committed myself to the Solar Animal Protection Guild, and I am bound by my oath. I am not free to decide my future anymore.”

      “Life is not fair,” she burst out. Suddenly there were tears in her eyes.

      “No, it isn’t,” he agreed. He reached out and took her hand into his. “You don’t really know me. If you get to know the real me, you may suddenly discover I’m not the person you think I am. My life is boring. I have no interesting stories to tell, no adventures to share. I don’t have many skills. You’d get tired of me very quickly.”

      She shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t. You are so kind and such a basic person. You don’t brag about anything. You don’t get angry about things, and you would never hurt me.”

      He laughed. “You see—I’m boring. Uninteresting.” He looked at her with kindness in his eyes. “You are right about one thing. I would never hurt you. Never.”

      When she looked at him, her expression seemed suddenly determent. “How about if I come with you to Artemis?”

      “Didn’t you say you would never go to a planet where animals are not caged?”

      “I know I did, but this is different. I know you’d be there to protect me.”

      “I would protect you from any harm, but it is impossible,” he told her. “Artemis is a closed planet. Nobody without special permission is allowed to set foot on Artemis. That is a very strict rule.”

      “You could smuggle me in.”

      When he laughed, she pulled her lips into a pout. “Go ahead make fun of me. I am deadly serious.”

      “I believe you, but it is not possible. When we arrive at Arcadia, I will have to board a special ship that will take me to Artemis. Unless your
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