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Excitement and danger
collide on the galaxy’s wildest ride.

 


With Alien Safari’s reputation
in tatters after the tenax disaster, Jan invites a select group of
influential journalists to experience Hesperidia for themselves, hoping
their reports will sway public opinion back in her favor. In
partnership with Detective Vaughn, now the operation’s permanent
Security Chief, she launches an all-or-nothing intercontinental
tour, incorporating the thrilling highlights of all the previous
tours. It’s the most important week of her career. Either Alien
Safari fires on all cylinders or mankind’s future on Hesperidia is
in jeopardy.

 


But while the VIPs are dazzled
by the spectacular array of creatures and locations, Vaughn starts
to suspect a link between several unusual incidents. It points to
someone on the tour not being who they claim to be. And with the
safari about to cross a region fraught with warning signs, he has a hunch
that something catastrophic may be brewing.

 


Nothing could have prepared them for
what they discover deep in the oldest ecosystem of the galaxy’s
wildest planet.
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Chapter One

 


Two immaculate uniforms hung from Jan’s
exercise crossbar over the doorless gap into the utility room. They
were smart-casual ensembles, clearly designed for comfort in
temperate environments: basil-green T-shirt; light-brown,
long-sleeved jacket with shoulder epaulettes and a magno-fastener
down the front; and crocodile-green khaki trousers. Both the jacket
and the pants had orange piping. The only differences were the
sizes—his and hers—the snazzy 3D name badges, and the coloring of
the company logo stitched onto the epaulettes. Vaughn’s was an
elegant maroon and silver, denoting the rank of Security Chief, a
role created specifically for him.

He tapped an impatient rhythm
with the toe of his sandal on the hardwood floor, and poured
himself a third cup of black coffee while he waited for Jan to
vacate the bathroom. She’d been in there far longer than usual—the
best part of an hour. Of course today meant a lot to her—no less
than humanity’s continued presence on Hesperidia was at stake—but
there were limits to even his legendary lawman’s patience. For one
thing, the VIP tourists’ ETA was fast approaching, and he had
things to do first.

Too many damn things.

It seemed to be the way of this
new job. Long periods spent twiddling his thumbs, looking for extra
things to do, followed by an intense squall of time-sensitive tasks
all at once, things he ought to have been made aware of beforehand
so he could prioritize, but which the current personnel seemed to
deem unimportant until suppertime in the mess, when they’d
tap him on
the shoulder and hit him with an “Oh, by the way,
Chief”.

He refreshed his messages on his
digipad for the umpteenth time. Unbelievably, there was a yet
another new one, this time from Doc Cochran. He wanted to see
Vaughn in person over at the hospital. It might be nothing, but
he’d discovered something odd in the case of the ranger who’d
reported in delirious that morning.

Great. Add that to the list
of things I’ve no time for.

“Jan?” he
called.

No reply.

“Are you alive in
there?”

Nothing.

“I really need to take a shower, babe.”

“One minute,” she replied,
and started whistling a tune.

Vaughn sighed, drummed his fingers on
the coffee table, and fisted his toes in his sandals to try to calm
himself. He looked at the uniforms again.

Yes, they looked splendid
together, but he hadn’t worn a uniform since his cadetship in the
Omicron Bureau. Nor did he relish the prospect of being paraded
around like an ornament for the upcoming publicity shoot. Today was
the day of the inaugural all-in-one
Intercontinental Luxury Safari Tour, a streamlined amalgamation of the
highlights of previous popular tours. It was also a bold company
relaunch, an attempt to repackage Alien Safari as a much safer,
more regimented, utterly professional vacation provider. After the widely-publicized
tenax disaster last year, they needed nothing less than a perfect,
incident-free cycle, so that the carefully chosen guests could
spread the word over the podnet that Hesperidia was indeed safe for
civilians to visit once more.

Was it?

Vaughn reckoned so, provided the tour
guides stuck to the prescribed routes and didn’t deviate. Of
course, things could always go sideways. Alien wildlife was by
nature antonymous to the neat little squares it was reduced to in
the brochure. And he wasn’t thrilled at the idea of families with
children being allowed back here, at least not for the broad-range
tours.

But Jan knew what the hell she was
doing. Except in the bathroom, it seemed…

No, take that back.
She flung the door
open and breezed out in her customary shorts and sports bra. But
she’d braided her hair into a pony tail—that was a first. Eyebrows
plucked neater than usual. And she’d gone to a lot of trouble
making up her face, especially around the eyes. Vaughn had never
seen her wear mascara or eyeliner in person before. In fact, it was
only the second time she’d worn any makeup in all the time he’d
known her. The first had been off-world at the Core Congress summit
a few months back.

She looked absurdly pretty, not
to mention a decade younger. Where was the rugged jungle spitfire who camped
outdoors for fun and didn’t brush her hair for weeks at a time? She
wasn’t in this room. A startling exotic lust washed through him,
left him gaping in a beguiled muddle of memory. It was partly her
perfume—strongly evocative of metropolitan chic. Again, the last
thing he associated her with. Jan smiled coyly when she saw he
couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“Who are you trying to
impress?” he asked, instantly regretting it.

Jan ignored his boorish remark,
whistled all
the while she slipped into her uniform. Vaughn couldn’t help but
notice the role-reversal that had taken place. Jan was normally the
tetchy one when she fought the last-minute demands of the safari
schedule, while his sangfroid sometimes rubbed her the wrong
way.

“I mean you look great and
all that—seriously, you’re a knockout—but won’t we be covered in
dust and grime by lunchtime?”

“Not today,” she replied.
“Today’s going to be a charmed day. I can feel it.”

“Really. What was in
your
coffee?”

“Hit the shower, Detective. You’re
cramping my style.”

He moved to kiss her on his way
into the bathroom but she held him at bay. “When you’re looking as
spiffy as me and not stinking like jock-sweat, then I’ll let you near
me…Chief.”

“This had better be a
one-off,” he said. “You’re freaking me out.”

“Today goes as smoothly as I
think it will, tonight you’ll get the luxury treatment. That’s a
promise.”

“Hold that thought.” He stripped
naked on his way in, and shot her a wry wink when he caught her
greedy gaze following him.

An extra-close shave and a few dabs of
hair gel: that was the extent of his effort post-shower. Jan had
left by the time he came out. She’d taken Stopper for a business
trip and a bit of playtime before the rendezvous with First Ranger
Carlisle and the support staff who were to constitute the tourist
reception committee.

Vaughn scoffed a bowl of cereal
and a sausage and cheese bagel, then donned his uniform for the
hectic day ahead. A final rake of his fingers through his shortish
hair was about as performative as he was willing to get. His unruly crop
always did its own thing anyway, once the wild winds held
sway.

Doc Cochran hung up his hookah
pipe when he heard the fsshh of the airlock repressurizing as Vaughn entered
the small hospital. He always smoked at his desk under the
extractor fan, but didn’t like to be seen doing it. An odd quirk,
in that he made no attempt to hide the fancy glass hookah vase.
Even today, with a coterie of primo journalists set to descend on
the camp, he wasn’t willing to make the effort.

“Be a good chap and put
that thing away, will you?” said Vaughn. “We’re trying to make an
impression here—and not as a shisha bar.”

The doc’s silver goatee
bristled as he rolled his tongue over both rows of teeth. A sarcastic
gesture, Vaughn had come to suspect, but no one really knew.
Cochran had excellent communication skills as a doctor, but was
oddly inscrutable on a social level. His round, radish face
appeared always on the verge of a smile; that and his balding gray
hair suggested an avuncular disposition, yet away from his work he
was one of the most taciturn people Vaughn had ever come
across.

He did as he was told, at least,
stowing the bottle in a cupboard.

“When’s the ETA again?” he
asked.

“Ten-thirty. They’ve made
good time out of Saint-Jacques—fastest I’ve ever seen. Must be one
of those Apogee-class cruisers all the swanks are shelling for
these days.”

Vaughn might as well have been
blowing hookah rings for all the impression his small talk made.
The doc crooked a follow-me finger, and led Vaughn to the ICU. It was empty
apart from one male patient hooked up to IVs and oxygen. His
forehead was bandaged and he had a plaster cast on his left
forearm. His mop of blond curls draped over the bandage.

“Gil Solas,” said Vaughn.
“A botanist, one of the new rotation. What happened? I thought you
said it was just a fever.”

“That’s how it appeared at
first. He admitted himself with fever-like symptoms last night:
hot-and-cold sweats, delirium, rapid heartbeat, a shortness of
breath. I ran his blood culture, screened for all the usual culprits:
bacterial, viral, fungi. Nothing came up. So I asked him where he’d
been, what he’d been doing that day. He was practically incoherent
by that point. His field partner, Yuri something—”

“Yuri
Kirilenko.”

“That’s the one. He
indicated that Solas hadn’t interacted with any unusual plants or
animals. They’d been replacing the power cells on field spotters or
some such—routine, janitorial type work.”

“Whereabouts?”

The doc accessed the digital
patient notes on the bed’s console. “West Equatorial Keys, Mazaris
isthmus, Smokestack Archipelago. All either tropical or
sub-tropical.”

“Covers a big area,” said
Vaughn.

“Uh-huh. Lots of rainforest.
That type of environment is notorious for its protean bacteria and
nasty toxins. But if Solas never took his mask off, and didn’t
interact with anything unusual—according to his partner, at
least—then that should narrow it down. Either a non-respiratory
pathogen, toxic venom from a bite, or a skin irritant that got
into the
bloodstream. Something along those lines. Nothing came up on the
initial battery of tests apart from a strange immunoassay result,
so I’m going to rerun that, and if it’s still inconclusive, try to
isolate the cause through treatment: see what works and what
doesn’t, and what side-effects they produce.”

“Will he be
okay?”

“I should think so. He’s
stable for now. His hallucinations can’t hurt him anymore now that
I’ve sedated him.”

“Hurtful hallucinations,
Doc? How so?”

“He screamed that the floor was
opening up
to swallow him, then he tried climbing into the air vent. When I
ran in he was standing tiptoe on top of the headrest, terrified I
was going to sacrifice him to the lava gods or something crazy like
that. Before I could get to him he recoiled and fell off. Hit his
head on the bedside table, broke his radial bone on the floor. I’ve
never seen anyone that paranoid without heavy metal poisoning or a
neurotoxin or a psychotropic drug. Unless you count severe mental
illness.”

“No signs of broken skin
or a
puncture wound—before the fall, I mean?”

“Not so far. I’m going to
check the scalp and inside the ears next. I’ve already prepped the
next round of tests. Could take a while, Detective. But you said
you wanted to be informed of anything out of the ordinary,
health-and-safety-wise. This certainly qualifies.”

“I appreciate the
heads-up.” Vaughn took another look at the places the rangers had
visited. All three were on Jan’s tour itinerary. “The timing sure
sucks. How worried should we be?”

“Well, without
knowing the
cause…”

“I hear you. And it does
come with the territory, after all. We’re technically the aliens
here.”

Cochran rolled his tongue over his
teeth again, this time curled a slight cryptic grin. “It’s not
exactly the first adverse reaction to this environment we’ve seen,
no. But the hallucinations are a concern.”

“Okay, well, keep me
posted. We can always dole out the pressure suits earlier if needs
be.”

“Let Jane make that call,
Detective. She knows those regions like the back of her
hand.”

“Fair enough, Doc. And thanks.”

“Any time. Good luck with
the tour.”

Vaughn left and went straight
to Miramar HQ, where the reception committee was gathered on the
porch outside. Stopper bounded over with his usual uncontrollable
excitement. He jumped up to deliver a paws-on-shoulders,
long-time-no-see greeting, even though they’d only been apart a
matter of hours. Vaughn let him have a few slobbering licks of his
ear, then performed a takedown maneuver that put the big Boxer on
his back on the lawn. Stopper wriggled and rolled to either side in ecstasy
as his tummy was tickled, and when his master bolted away at racing
speed, the oversized canine leapt up and ran him down like wild
prey. Only an agile dodge at the last moment saved Vaughn from
being brought down, pinned, and slavered all over with affection.
Then Vaughn returned the favor, chasing after the delighted dog,
who dodged with even greater agility, over and over.

“We should’ve saved that
circus act for the
new arrivals,” said Tom Isherwood, the Director of Operations, a
bronzed, strong, wiry dynamo of a man who didn’t count a workday as
full unless he was covered in dirt, sweat, oil or some combination
thereof at one point during the shift. He’d grown bushy muttonchops
and a moustache to hide the scars of an extensive jaw
reconstruction. Isherwood was Carlisle’s number two, a handy and
trustworthy man to have around. Alien Safari was lucky to have him,
especially as his wife and child were not allowed to live with him
while he was here on rotation. It was a COVEX safety directive: no
children in permanent residence.

“Who’d you kill to afford
that suit?” Vaughn asked him. “Your wardrobe’s normally about as
chic as crotch rot.

“Yeah, well, at least I
won’t be decorating a Christmas tree, or playing crappy tunes in a
marching band, suck-bait.”

“Hey, I think the uniforms
look good,” interrupted Jan.

“You would.”

“And I was going to say so
does your suit,” she replied, “but now all I can think of is a
cadaver overdressed for his own funeral.”

Vaughn high-fived
her.
Isherwood laughed. “That sounds like fightin’ talk,” he said.
“Either of you bellhops fancy an arm-wrestle?”

“Oh, let me. Please let
me,” answered Jan, holding out her right arm.

Isherwood took a few steps toward her
but stopped short, as if he’d suddenly remembered most of her right
side had been cybernetically repaired. “On second thought, it’s
beneath a man of my station on such an auspicious day.”

Carlisle cleared his throat as
he strolled out behind them. “What’s that? You’re telling me
this isn’t kindergarten? You astonish me, all of you.”

“Yeah, sorry, boss,” said
Jan. “I guess we’re all just a little excited to be peddling ‘pure
mythological terror’ again.”

Isherwood and Carlisle got the jest,
but Vaughn was at a loss. “Sorry, what are we peddling?”

“Oh, you’ve got to read this—”
She snatched Carlisle’s digipad from under his arm, navigated to a
podnet page, and handed it to Vaughn while cheekily flicking her
eyebrows up at her boss. The latter playfully narrowed his eyes at
her. “It’s from Tristan Thorburn,” she added to Vaughn. “He’s already
published his first diary entry, and he’s not even touched down
yet. No wonder the other journos all hate his guts.”

The sun was a little too bright. It
dazzled the screen, so Vaughn took the device into the shade of the
porch to read:

---expt. from ‘Eden in the
Stars’, Frontier podzine, by Tristan Thorburn---

A podnet poll conducted by
Pacintic Res. three weeks before the now-infamous ‘tenax’ disaster
revealed that, of all the possible options in the galaxy,
‘a safari tour on
Hesperidia’ was the third most popular experience users would like
to have before they died. One year later, an identical poll
revealed the same result.

How is this possible? Did
that shocking footage taken by tourists at the scene of the
massacre, promulgated with ghoulish faux-outrage by media outlets
everywhere, not terrify the public into a widely publicized boycott
of Hesperidia?

That’s what ISPA and its
affiliates would have us believe. Fear, after all, is control. But
a lesser-known fact, inconvenient to our nanny government, is that public
demand for the Alien Safari tours has actually gone up, not down,
in the year since ‘tenax’.

It has long been known that
bureaucracy dilutes the soul. The more those in high office think
they know what’s best for ordinary people, the more red-tape they
use to reinforce those policies, and the more out of touch they
become with what people really crave. Tenax showed us a glimpse of
something we’d lost, or at least buried, as a species.

Pure
mythological
terror.

Science dispelled the
possibility of fire-breathing dragons and krakens and cyclops
existing on Earth centuries ago. It then rekindled our fascination
with monsters when it revealed dinosaurs had in fact roamed the
planet for millions of years. But we had to use our imaginations to
summon those prehistoric beasts. There was no Jurassic
Park.

But light-years away, on
another world, life has evolved beyond our imaginations, and
certainly beyond anything in our shared experience. Scientists have
studied the
creatures and plants on Hesperidia for decades. The fiercest and
the cutest have become household names. Merchandise bearing the
ubiquitous Alien Safari logo has generated tens of millions of
credits. Hundreds of thousands of holidaymakers have taken the
various ‘family-friendly’ tours.

So, despite the
widely-publicized tenax ordeal, what still draws people to the
Hesperidian experience? The most common response among podnet users
is “a sense of adventure”.

adventure n. 1 an unusual, exciting or daring
experience. 2 excitement arising from danger or risk.

In other words, adventurers
don’t want to be coddled. They want to stray outside their comfort
zones, dice with danger, feel that ancestral awe and fear met by a new
experience. To travel light-years already assumes an element of
risk. But that is no longer the novelty it once was. Nor are barren
worlds, no matter how vast or peculiar. And whether distant or up
close, the most thrilling sights of the extraplanetary cosmos can
only ever be observed.

Alienness is synonymous with
adventure. An experience of the new or other. It’s an intrinsic
part of every creature’s development: curiosity to test the bounds
of one’s domain. Sooner or later it encounters danger. Fear is the result.
But fear isn’t the paralyzing tool our government thinks it is.
It’s a useful guide, a buffer, that we learn the utility of during
life’s journey.

Have fatal shark attacks
lessened people’s fascination for those apex predators? On the
contrary, shark diving remains the most popular marine pastime on
Earth.

Did the hurricane blizzard
that blanketed half of Gerontius, killing 3400 people, dissuade
mountaineers from attempting to summit that planet’s famous peaks?
Not so much. Licenses have quadrupled in the decade
since.

Or have the many catastrophic
deep-space collisions with asteroids and other space debris finally
convinced mankind to put the brakes on its farthest-flung missions?
In your dreams. No less than 41 expeditions plan to beat the
existing record for distance traveled from Earth in the next few
years.

Which brings us back to the
Hesp. Instead of sharks, or a hurricane, or an asteroid collision
(it has all of those too!), something mythologically winged and
alien and murderous attacked the tourist resort at Miramar last
year. Sat net defenses killed it, but not before dozens of
holidaymakers lost their lives. Scientists say it was a
spontaneous, unique event, unlikely to ever repeat. But we know
there are other creatures endemic to Hesperidia possessing equally
ferocious
and deadly attributes. Hesperidus tridenticus, anyone? Of all the scientists and
rangers who’ve worked in rotation across the planet since its
discovery, twelve percent have died from non-age-related
causes.

We know all that, and yet it’s
so near the top of so many of our bucket-lists. Mine included. So
what is it exactly about this savage Eden in the stars that compels
us to want to walk its trails, explore its jungles, sail its
teeming oceans, and devour every morsel of tantalizing new
zoological research?

Over the coming week I’ll share
my first direct personal experience as an Alien Safari tourist in
this Frontier exclusive diary. I hope to shed some light on the resurgent
enterprise, the extra safety measures in place, and to interview
the key personnel supervising the various stages of the tour,
including the famous Dr. Jane Hopper and her loyal canine
companion, Stopper, and the new Security Chief, legendary lawman
Ferrix Vaughn, now semi-retired from the Omicron Bureau and living
permanently on Hesperidia.

I’ll also be joined by a
motley crew of fellow travel writers and podnet influencers as we
embark on the inaugural Intercontinental Luxury Safari Tour,
encompassing the highlights of all the most popular tours of the
past, with some added surprises. It promises to be a wild
ride.

Remember, though, the senior
bureaucrats at COVEX didn’t want this to happen. They thought it
was too dangerous. They thought we’d see monsters under our beds
and come crying to nanny-sanctioned travel agents while we
gave this
planet a wide berth. Remember, also, the impassioned speeches by
Dr. Hopper and many of her scientist-ranger alumni at the Core
Congress summit, that ultimately overturned the total ban on Alien
Safari tours that the government itself, not the public, had put in
place.

And as we explore the wonders
and the dangers of Hesperidia together over the course of the
coming week, let us all take a moment to celebrate that we live in
an age when mankind has the means and the opportunity to walk
abroad in a new Eden, if he so desires.

 


“Hmm.” Vaughn scanned his
colleagues’ expectant faces – they were clearly waiting for his
opinion. “Sounds like he’s on our side, but is he always this
pompous?”

“Always,” replied
Isherwood. “All rakers have a high opinion of themselves. Most want
to change the social order of the colonies, when they couldn’t
change a lightbulb between ’em.”

“Some do good work,” Jan
reminded him.

“Yeah, on the backs of others’
sweat and guts. I’ve never met a journo yet who personally did
anything worth a damn. They’ll slap their name all over a story
of someone
else going
to the mat, but what do they ever risk?”

“You’d be surprised,” said Jan.
“It can take guts to go public with dirt on the wrong people, those
who can do you harm. Thorburn has gone to the mat, as you say,
plenty of times for ordinary folks whose voices would otherwise
never have been heard. He’s exposed some serious grid-lickers on
his travels. And he knows his stuff. If we can get him onside with
what we’re about here, I think he might be the key to this thing.” She
looked at each of them in turn, didn’t get much of a reaction.
“Well, he’s the one I’m going to concentrate on, at least. They say he can ream off
the names of Hesp animal species like a pro.”

“Uh-oh.” Isherwood offered
her his handkerchief. “Fangirl drool incoming.” And to Vaughn:
“She’s gonna be all over him. It’s the brainy chicks you have to
watch; they can’t resist a bigshot who talks their
talk.”

Jan playfully slapped his hand
away. “He’s a little old for me, but it’s cute to see you so jealous,
Isherwood.”

“Oh, we’ll be busy with our
own fanboy crushes, Tom and I,” Carlisle interrupted. “Don’t you
worry about that. Linnea von Bulow asks either of us for sit-down
exclusive, we’ll have to try damn hard not to interpret that as a
lap-dance.”

The other men laughed, while Jan shook
her head. “I might have to break that woman’s kneecaps. She already
interviewed Vaughn once. Right? Not long after you returned from
You-Know-Where?”

Vaughn cleared his throat. “It
was a press junket. There were lots of other—wait, how did you know about that? The bureau
redacted half of what was said in those interviews. I believe
Linnea’s podzine only published a few lines from it—the rest was
the official press release.”

“What can I say?” she
replied. “Women know things. Like how to break another woman’s
kneecaps if she catches her offering her man a lap-dance, or a
sit-down exclusive, or anything else you want to call
it.”

Carlisle snorted a chuckle. “I
can see the headlines now: Alien Safari, where the sharpest claws belong to
the staff. Rakers, report here at your peril.”

That gave Jan the giggles, and
it wasn’t long before she exploded her loudest dirty belly laugh
that had the men in stitches. They were all forced to swallow their
high-jinks and adopt professional, decorous personae for the
arrival of two junior rangers assigned to this first leg of the
tour. Desiree Labeau and Theo Purcell, impossibly young-looking
postgrads, weren’t exactly short on bravado themselves—no one who
traveled all
this way for this kind of elite work experience lacked for
self-confidence—but they were also savvy enough not to try to rub
shoulders with their superiors. They both hung back, awaiting
orders.

“Which reminds me,” said
Vaughn, “I’ve got a couple of last-minute errands to squeeze in
before they arrive. Things kind of backed up this
morning.”

“Can’t it wait?” asked
Carlisle, eyeing the ETA countdown in the bottom corner of his own
visor display.

“Afraid not. I can’t let the
ship through until I’ve signed off on a couple of security flags.”

“Then take Labeau and Purcell,”
the First Ranger suggested. “They’ve both applied for your security
team. COVEX is vetting the applicants as we speak. Why don’t you let them tag
along, see what they can do?”

“Really? They’ve started the
process already?” He meant to add without telling me, without even asking
for my input? But challenging the First Ranger in front of his underlings
was not a good look.

“Yeah. They always handle the
initial recruitment stages themselves.”

“Oh.” He did his best to
hide a note of displeasure, but there it was, hanging in the balmy
morning air between them.

Vaughn could feel the interested duo’s
eagerness to catch his eye. He glanced their way, but only long
enough to acknowledge them with a professionally courteous nod. “I
tell you what—getting the candidates involved is a good idea, but
not just yet,” he addressed Carlisle. “These tasks are for my eyes
only. I’ll look forward to seeing what they can do on the tour,
though.”

“Okay. Don’t let
us hold you up,
Chief.”

Vaughn flicked Jan a reassuring wink.
She responded in kind.

He jogged up the steps to the
HQ foyer airlock, went through the usual atmosphere-to-oxygen
pressure cycle without thinking, and felt his ears pop—a natural
prompt for him to unmask as he entered the empty foyer. A little
over a year ago this building had been a bustling hive of
administrators, technicians, tour groups led around by their ranger
reps, and visiting scientists. Now there wasn’t a single
receptionist. Despite this week’s crucial tour, Alien Safari was still
running on a skeleton staff. Carlisle and Isherwood were the two
senior officials. A rotation of just eight administrators supported
them for the entire operation. Before tenax there’d been over
thirty.

The drop in the number of
technicians hadn’t been as steep: twelve now compared to eighteen a
year ago. That was because equipment was always being damaged or
knocked out in the field. Remote sensors, spotters, probes,
satellite uplink sets, vehicles, omnipods, the various electronic tags fitted
to animals for tracking purposes, weapons, field station airlocks,
etc. While some of the ranger-scientists were qualified to fix some
of those on their own, no one was qualified to fix all of them, so
even the specialist technicians were not interchangeable. They were
on-call at all times, could be summoned anywhere on Hesperidia to
ply their specialist skills. When they weren’t troubleshooting out
in the field, they spent their time in the HQ building’s
observation tower, adjacent to the satellite dish on the roof.
There they manned the crucial sat net consoles. Hesperidia’s
autonomous defensive orbital array packed enough firepower to
destroy an encroaching enemy fleet or vaporize a meteor shower
before it reached the atmosphere. But it was decades old now, and
it required constant diagnostics tests, weapon and sensor drills,
not to mention physical maintenance, each job for which a pair of
techs had to fly a shuttle up into orbit and perform a complicated
EVA to make the repair. Naturally they were on a good salary, but
it was demanding work, hell on their social lives. Vaughn always
had time for the techs and engineers of the colonies, the real
unsung heroes of man’s conquest of the stars.

As he entered the observation
level, he found himself mentally sifting through the faces and
personalities hunched over their consoles. He hadn’t meant to, but
Carlisle’s mention of the two junior rangers having applied for
Vaughn’s security team had surprised him. He’d had no idea
the formal
application process had even begun, though he’d groused about the
need for additional support for weeks now.

I bet Jan lit the fire under
Carlisle, he
thought. She
doesn’t want me overworked any more than I do.

But it raised uneasy questions
in his mind, this idea of a formal application and recruitment
process being undertaken by a faceless bureaucracy in his absence.
Sure, they’d probably send him their final selection of candidates
for him to choose from. No doubt they’d let him conduct his
own job
trials and mentoring. But how did they know what qualities he was
looking for in a colleague? COVEX was not a law enforcement entity.
It was a colonial oversight bureaucracy. Seat warmers and
two-faced, vanilla-variety people pleasers. They’d promise you a
terraformed new world, then wrap it in so much red tape you’d choke
anyway. None of them had been eye to eye with a real villain
(unless they looked in the mirror). Scrubs and suck-baits. Who were
they to pick his team?

So he began weighing up
potential
candidates himself, using more of an instinctive outline of an
ideal recruit to measure their characters against, rather than any
concrete criteria. All instinct was rooted in experience. To spot
the attributes necessary for a good lawman, it took another
lawman.

He resolved to be always on the
lookout from now on, whether consciously or not, until he’d found
the right people he needed to make up a security force he was
comfortable with. To hell with COVEX. This was Alien Safari redux.
And they had to do it better and smarter than last time. Recruits could be
from anywhere—any discipline, background, sex, etc.—but they had to
impress him before he ever broached the topic of their recruitment. Some would
no doubt turn him down; he wasn
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