Freedons | andi ng
by anne ntcaffrey

Synopsi s:

Kristin Bjornsen lived a normal life, right up until the day the Catten
ships floated into view above Denver. Now, as human slaves are herded into the
maw of anassive vessel, Kristin realizes that her normal life is over, and her

fight for freedomis just beginning.
prequal to Freedons choice

Chapter One

Kristin Bjornsen wondered if summer on the planet Barevi could possibly
be the only season. There had been renmarkably little variation in tenperature
in the nine nonths since she'd arrived there.

She' d been four nmonths in what appeared to be the single, sprawing city
of the planet during her enslavement and now had racked up five nonths of
conparative freedom- albeit a parlous hand-to-nouth survival - in this
jungle, after her escape fromthe city in the flitter she'd stolen

Her sl eevel ess one-piece tunic was nade of an indestructible material
but it wouldn't suit cold weather. The scooped neckline was indecently |ow and
the skirt ended mi dway down her long thighs. It was closely nodelled, in fact,
after the mniskirted sheath she'd been wearing to class that spring norning
when the Catteni ships had descended on Denver, one of fifty cities across the
worl d that had been used as object |essons by the conquerors.

One nonment she was on her way to the coll ege canpus; the next, she was
one of thousands of astonished and terrified Denverites being driven by
force-whips up the ranp of a spaceship that nmade the Queen Elizabeth | ook |ike
a tub toy. Once past the black maw of the ship, Kris, with all the others,
swiftly succunbed to the odourl ess gas.

When she and her fellow prisoners had awakened, they were in the slave
conpounds of Barevi, waiting to be sold.

Kris aimed the avocado-sized pit of the gorupear she had just eaten at
the central stalk of a nearby thicket of purple-branched thorn-bushes. The
bush instantly rained tiny darts in all directions.

Kris |laughed. She had bet it would take |less than five mnutes for the
young bush to re-armitself. And it had. The larger ones took |onger to
position new m ssiles. She'd had reason to find out.

Absently she reached above her head for another gorupear. Nothing from
good old Terra rivalled themfor taste. She bit appreciatively into the firm
reddi sh flesh of the fruit and its succul ent juices dribbled down her chin
onto her tanned breasts. Tugging at the strap of her slip-tight tunic, she
brushed the juice away. The outfit was great for tanning, but when w nter
conmes? And shoul d she concentrate on gathering nuts and dryi ng gorupears on
the rocks by the river for the cold season? She winkled her nose at the
hal f-eaten pear. They were nmighty tasty but a steady diet of themleft her
hungering for other basic dietary requirenments. By watching the creatures of
the jungle, she'd been able to guess what might be edible for her

Remenbering her survival course gave her the clue to superficial testing
on her skin. She'd had two violent reactions to stuff that the ground ani mals
seened to devour in quantity, but the avians had gui ded her to other
conestibles. Her temin the food preparation unit of her "nmaster' had given
her other comodities to | ook for - though few of those grewwld in this
jungle. Still, there were little yellowscaled fish fromthe river that had
provi ded her with both protein and exercise.

A low pitched buzz attracted her attention. She got to her feet,
bal anced carefully on the high linb of the tree.

Parting the branches, she peered up at the cloudl ess sky.

Two of the unpteen nmoons that circled Barevi were visible in the west.
Bel ow t hem dots that gave off sparkles of reflected sunlight were swoopi ng
and di vi ng.

The boys have cal |l ed anot her hunt, she nused to herself and, stil



smling, |eant against the tree trunk to take advantage of her grandstand
seat. The jungle had quite a fewreally big, really savage creatures which she
had managed to avoid, making like a jungle heroine and taking to the trees and
vines. By dint of hard work and sweat, she had used the useful tools fromthe
kit on the ffitter to tie vines to trees that led to and from her favourite

f ood- browsi ng spots and to the river. Her escape routes were all aerial

Bef ore she had taken absence without |eave fromher situation', Kris had
done her homework on nore than what was edible on Barevi. She had picked up a
good bit of the lingua Barevi, a polyglot |anguage, nmade up fromthe words of
six or seven of the | anguages spoken by the slaves and used by the "masters
to convey orders to their m nions.

She had gl eaned sone information about those who had invaded Earth, the
Catteni. They were not, for one thing, indigenous to this world but canme from
a much heavi er planet nearer galactic centre. They were one of the
nmer cenary-expl orer races enployed by a vast federation

They had only recently col onized Barevi, using it as a clearing house
for spoils acquired by I ooting unsuspecting non-federation planets, and a
rest-and-rel axation centre for their great ships' crews.

After years of the free-fall of space and lighter-gravity planets,
Catteni found it difficult to return to their heavy, depressing hone world.
During her brief enslavenent, Kris had heard the Catteni boast of dying
everywhere in the gal axy except Catten. The way they "played', Kris thought to
hersel f, was rough enough to ensure that they died young as well as far from
Catten.

Huge predators roaned the unspoil ed plains and jungles of Barevi, and
the Catteni considered it great sport to stand up to a rhinolike nonster with
only a single spear.

That is, Kris renmenbered with a grimsmle, when they weren't braw ing
anong t hensel ves over inmagined slurs and insults. Two slaves, friends of hers,
had been crushed under the massive bodies of Catteni during a free-for-all

Since she had come to the valley, she had wi tnessed half a dozen
encounters between the rhinos and the Catteni

Accustomed to a nuch heavier gravity than Barevi, the Catteni were able
to execute incredible nmanoeuvres as they softened their prey for the kill. The
poor creatures had | ess chance than Spanish bulls and, in all the hunts Kris
had seen, only one man had been injured and that had been a slight graze.

As the flitters neared, she realized that they were not acting like a
hunting party. For one thing, one dot was considerably ahead of the others.
And by God, she saw the light flashes of the trailing ffitters' forward guns
firing at the "l eader' Hunted and hunters were at the foot of her valley now.
Suddenl y bl ack smoke erupted fromthe rear of the pursued ffitter. It nosed
upwards. It hovered reluctantly, then dived, slantingly, to strike the tunble
of boulders along the river's edge, not far from her hiding place.

Kris gasped as she saw a figure, half-I|eaping, halfstaggering out of the
badly smashed flitter. She could scarcely believe that even a Catteni could
survive such a crash. Wdeyed, she watched as he struggled to his feet, then
reel ed fromboul der to boul der, to get away fromthe snoul dering w eck.

Wth a stunningly brilliant flare, the craft expl oded.

Fragments whistled into the underbrush as far up the slope as her
retreat, and the idiotic thorn-bushes she had recently triggered sprayed out
their poison-tipped little darts.

The snmoke of the burnihg ffitter obscured her view now and Kris | ost
sight of the man. The other ffitters had reached the weck and were hovering
over it, like so many angry King Kongi sh bees, swooping, diving, trying to
penetrate the snoke.

An afternoon breeze swirled the black clouds about and Kris caught
glinpses of the man, lurching still farther fromthe crash site. She saw him
stunmble and fall, after which he nmade no nove to rise. Above, the bees buzzed
angrily, circling the snoke and probably wondering if their prey had gone up
in the expl osion.



Catteni didn't hunt each other as a rule, she told herself, surprised to
find that she was hal fway down from her perch. They fight like Irishnmen, sure,
but to chase a man so far fromthe city? Wat coul d he have done?

The crash had been too far away for Kris to distinguish the hunted man's
features or build. He might just be an escaped slave, like herself. If not
Terran, he might be fromone of the hal f-dozen other subjugated races that
lived on Barevi. Soneone who had had the guts to steal a ffitter didn't
deserve to die under Catteni force-whips.

Kris made her way down the sl ope, careful to avoid the nunerous thorn
t hi ckets that domi nated these woods.

She had once anused herself with the whinmsy that the thorn were the
gorupear's protectors, for the two plants invariably grew cl ose together

At the top of the sheer precipice above the falls of the river, she
grabbed the vine she had attached there for speedy descent. Once on the river
bank she stuck to the dry flat rocks until she came to the stepping-stones
that allowed her to cross the river below the wi de pool nmade by the little
falls. Down a gully, across another thorn-bush-filled clearing, and then she
was directly above the spot where she had | ast seen the man.

Keepi ng cl ose to the brown rocks so nearly the shade of her own tanned
skin, she crossed the remaini ng di stance.

She all but tripped over himas the wi nd puffed bl ack snoke down anong
t he rocks.

"Catteni!" she cried, furious as she bent to exam ne the unconsci ous man
and recogni zed the grey and yellow uniformdespite its tattered and bl ack
sneared condition

Wth a disdainful foot under his shoulder, she tried to turn himover.
And couldn't. The man night as well have been a boul der. She knelt and yanked
his head around by the thick slate-grey hair which, in a Catteni, did not
i ndi cate age: they all had the same col our hair.

Maybe he was dead?

No such luck. He was breathing. A bruise mark on his temple showed one
reason for his unconscious state.

For a Catteni, he was al nost good-I|ooking. Mst of themtended to have
brutish, coarse features but this one had a straight, alnbst patrician nose -
even if there was a lot nore of it than an el ephant would want to claim- and
a wide well-shaped nouth. The Catteni to whom she had been sold had had thick
bl ubbery lips, and she'd known that Catteni were devel oping a sexual appetite
for Terran womnen.

A sizzling crack jerked her head around in the direction of the weck.
The dammed fool s were shooting at the burning craft now Kris | ooked down at
t he unconsci ous man, wondering what on earth he had done to provoke such
vi ndi ctive thoroughness. They sure wanted hi m good and dead.

The barrage pul verized what was left of the ffitter, leaving the fire no
fuel. The wind, laden with coarse dust, blew an acrid stench fromthe
wr eckage. The man stirred and vainly tried to raise hinself, only to sink back
to the ground with a groan. Kris saw the ffitters circling to land on the
pl at eau bel ow t he wreck.

"Going to case the scene of the crime, huh?" It was conpletely
illogical, Kris told herself, to help a Catteni sinply because there were
others of his race out to get him Rut...She backtracked his route, just in
case he had left any marks for themto follow She went as far as she could on
the bare rock. Were dirt began, ash had settled in a thick |ayer,
obliterating any tracks he m ght have made.

After all, the Catteni might stunble on her if they did a thorough
search, thinking their victimhad escaped the crash

He had got to his feet when she returned to him dazed, heavy arnms
hangi ng by his sides as he tried to get his eyes to focus. She attenpted to
guide himbut it was like trying to direct a mountain to nove.

"Come on, Mahonet," she urged softly. "Just walk like a nice little boy
to the river and I'll duck you in. Cold water should bring you round.



A sharp distant gabble of voices made her start nervously. God, those
Catteni had got up that rock-face in a hurry. She'd forgotten they could take
prodi gi ous | eaps on this light-gravity planet.

"They're conming. Follow nme," she said in |lingua Barevi.

He groaned again, shaking his head to clear his senses. He turned
towards her, his great yellow eyes still dazed with shock. She woul d never get
used to such butter-col oured pupils with black irises.

"This way! Quickly!" She urgently tugged at him If he didn't shake his
tree-stunmp | egs, she was going to | eave him Good Sanmaritans on Barevi had
better not get caught by Catteni.

She pulled at his armand he seened to make a deci sion.

He lurched forward, one great hand graspi ng her shoulder in a vice-like
grip. They reached the river bank, still ahead of the searchers. But Kris
groaned as she realized that the barely consci ous man woul d never be able to
navi gat e the steppi ng-stones.

The shouts behind themindicated that the others were fanning out to
search the rocks. Urgently she grabbed several fingers of his big hand,
| eading himto the base of the falls.

"If you can't float, it's just too dammed bad," she said grimy

She dropped his hand, stepped back and | eaping forward again, shoul dered
himinto the water.

She dived in, right beside him and when he continued to sink, she
grabbed and caught him by the thick hair.

Fortunately, the water made even a solid Catteni nmanageabl e.

Exerting all her strength and skill as a swi nmmer, she got his head above
water and held it up with a chinl ock

By sheer good luck, they had surfaced in the space between the arc of
the falls and the cliff, the curtain of water shielding themfromview As the
Catteni began to struggle in her grasp, the five hunters | eapt spectacularly
into viewin the clearing by the pool. Her "Mihonet' was instantly alert and,
i nstead of struggling, began to tread water beside her

The Catteni were arguing with each other now and each seened to be
i ssuing conflicting orders to the others.

Mahomet rel eased hinself from her chinhold, his yell ow eyes never
| eaving the party on the bank. They watched, hands making as little novenent
as possible although the falls would conceal any ripples their notions nade.

One Catteni, after a heated debate, crossed the wide pool in a fantastic
- to Kris - standing | eap. He and another began to nove downstream carefully
exam ni ng both banks and casual | y surmounting up-ended barge-sized boul ders
with no effort. The other three went chargi ng back the way they had cone,
still arguing.

Mer an endless interval, during which the icy water chilled Kris to the
bone, the refugee touched her shoul der and nodded towards the shore. But when
she realized that he was going to head back the way they had cone, she shook
her head enphatically, pointing to the other side.

"Safe! That way," she shouted at himover the noise of the falls.

He frowned. "I've a flitter to hide in." She jabbed her finger in the
direction of her hidden vehicle.

Stunned as she suddenly realized what she had just said, she stared at
him "Cnh, God!" He raised an eyebrow in surprise, and she hoped for one |ong
nonent that he had not understood what she had said.

But he had, and now his yell ow eyes gl eaned at her in the gloomwth a
different sort of interest.

He's like a great lion, Kris thought and al nost choked on fear

"You have aided a Catteni," he said in a deep runbling voice in the
lingua Barevi. "You shall not suffer for that!" Kris wasn't so sure when she
tried to clinb out of the river and found herself nunb with cold, and
strengt hl ess.

He, on the other hand, strode easily out of the water He | ooked down at
her ineffectual struggles, frowning irritably. Then, with no apparent effort,



he curled the long fingers of one hand around her upper armand sinply
wi t hdrew her fromthe water, supporting her until she got her bal ance.

Shivering, she | ooked up at him God, he was big: the tallest Catten
she had yet seen. She had inherited the height of her Swedish father and stood
five-foot ten in her bare feet. She had topped nost of the Catteni she had
encountered by several inches, but his eyes tilted downwards to regard her
And his shoul ders were as broad as the scoop of a JCB

"Where is this flitter?" he demanded curtly.

She pointed, furious that she obeyed himso instantly and that she
couldn't control the chattering of her teeth or the trenbling of her body. He
reached for her hand, relaxing his grip a little at her involuntary gasp of
pai n.

Repl ace "grubby paws' with "high-gravity paws', she told herself in an
effort to keep up her spirits as she stepped out in front of him

"I"ll have to lead the way through the thorns,"” she said. "O maybe
thorns don't bother Catteni hides?" she added pertly.

To her surprise, he grinned at her

"It is perhaps fortunate for you that they do.

As she turned, she realized that she had never seen a Catteni snile
before. She noticed, too, that he was following carefully in her footsteps. It
was good to know that he was no nore anxious to disturb the thorn-bushes wth
their vicious little barbs than she was.

They were halfway to the hidden flitter when both heard, off to the
right in the valley, the staccato volley of |oud Catteni voices.

Mahomet paused, dropping to a hal f-crouch, instinctively angling his
body so that he did not touch the cl ose-growi ng vegetation. He listened, and
al t hough the words were too distorted for Kris to catch, he evidently
under stood them A hunourless smile touched his Iips and his eyes gleanmed with
a light that frightened Kris.

"They have seen novenent here. Hurry!" he said in a | ow voice.

Kris broke into a jog trot; the twisting path nade a faster pace unwi se.
When they broke into the dell just before the extensive thicket, she paused.

"Where? Are you |l ost?" he asked.

"Through those bushes. Watch. And when | say nove, nove!" He frowned
sceptically as she picked up a handful of small stones. Wth a practised ease
and careful gauge, she threwin a broad cast to left and right, watching and
counting the thorn sprays to be sure she had triggered every bush. To be on
the safe side, she scooped up one nore handful of pebbles and threwthat in a
wi der arc.

No further thorns showered.

"Mowve!" His reaction tinme was so nuch faster than hers that he was
hal | way across the clearing before she got to the V. She dashed in front of
him "W have five mnutes to cross before they re-arm" An expression that
was al nost respectful crossed his face. Inpatiently, she tugged at himand
t hen began to weave her way anong the bushes, follow ng her well nenorized
private route through this obstacle. Wen she made the last turn and he saw
the flitter, its nose cushioned in the heavy cluster of thorn-thicket |inbs,
he gave what Kris assumed was a Catteni chuckle.

She waved open the flitter door and regally gestured for himto enter
He wal ked straight to the instrunent panel, grunting as he activated the main
Swi t ch.

"Half a tank of fuel," he nuttered and cursorily checked the other
readi ngs. He gl anced up at the transparent top, canouflaged by the
intertwining leafy linbs, at the bed she had nade herself on the deck, at the
utensils she had fashioned fromspare parts in the | ockers.

"So it was you who stole the conmander's personal car,
intently at her Kris jerked her chin up.

"At least | landed it in one piece," she said.

At that he gave one bark of |aughter

"Dropping it in a thicket like this?"

he said, | ooking



"On purpose!"

"You' re one of the new species?"

"I"'ma Terran," she said with haughty pride, her stance marred by a
convul si ve shiver.

"Thi n-ski nned species," he remarked. He | ooked at her chest, noticed the
slight heave from her recent exertions that nmade her breasts strain against
the all too inadequate covering and slowy started to stroke her shoulder wth
one finger. H s touch was unexpectedly feather-light and nore. "Soft to the
touch,"” he said absently. "I haven't tried a Terran yet "And you're not going
to start on this one," she said, junping as far away from himas she could in
the confines of the cabin.

H s expression altered from benusenment to annoyance.

"I will if i so choose."

"I saved your life!"

"Which is why | intend to reward you suitably "By raping nme?" She felt
for and found a heavy netal tool. Not that such a conparative "toot hpick'
woul d do a Catteni nuch damage but she was determined to try.

A Catteni was not her idea of a candidate for the role of |over.

"Rapi ng you?" Hi s surprise was |udicrous.

"Did you think Terran wonmen would faint with joy to he had by the |ikes
of you?" she said, speaking in a | ow nmenacing voice and resetting her grip on
the tool.

"None have conplained - -" He broke off, ducking with incredible
refl exes to a crouch as they both heard harsh cursing.

In the next instant, he had one | arge hand over her nmouth and was
pi nning her body to his like a fly to sticky paper. The netal tool dangled
usel essly in her hand. Neither of themhad closed the flitter door and the
vrrh vrrh as the thorn-bushes rel eased their darts was plaluly audible. There
were | oud excl amations of disgust and further cursings. Screw ng her eyes
around, she could just see the Catteni's face and his left eye dancing with
mal i ci ous anusenent.

An authoritative voice uttered a rough conmand, and even Kris understood
that it would probably translate "get the hell out of here.

Not hi ng came this way." Mhomet shifted her slightly, |ooking down at
her face as he dropped his hand from her nmouth, a gesture that was in part a
chal l enge for her to scream She glared back at him He knew perfectly well
that she stood to lose nore if she did cry out.

They stayed like that until wildlife noises were again to be heard
outside the flitter. Then he stood her back on her feet and gl anced about him
agai n.

"This car has been gone five nmonths. Wiy have you stayed so | ong al one?
Are there others of you near by?" He peered out of the one portion of the
wr apar ound wi ndow that had a view of nore than branches.

"Just me." She still had the netal tool in her hand and was wondering if
she could hit himhard enough to knock hi m unconsci ous.

"Why were other Catteni so bent on catching you?"

"Ch," and he shrugged negligently, "a tactical error. | was forced to
kill their patrol |eader. He had insulted a brother emassi," and now she
caught the syllables of the strange word. "As | was without allies, |
wi thdrew." "He who fights and runs away, lives to fight another day?"

"The next day," he corrected her absently.

"The next day!"

"Certainly. It is the Catteni Law that a quarrel may not be conti nued
past the same hour of the followi ng day. | have only to Iie hidden," and he
grinned at her, "until tonmorrow at sun zenith and then | can return.”

"They won't be waiting for you?" He shook his head violently. "Against
the Law. OGtherwi se, we Catteni would quickly exterm nate each other."

"You honestly mean to tell me that, if they can't find you before noon
tomorrow, they have to give up?" He nodded.

"Even when you killed their patrol |eader?" He | ooked surprised.



"It was a fair fight."

"I didn't know you Catteni fought fair."

"We do,' and he bridled at her accusation, then his face cleared of
irritation and he grinned. "Ch, you think it wasn't fair of us to take over
your planet?" j "Precisely." He straddled the pilot's chair and rested his
heavily nmuscl ed forearnms on the back of it, highly amused by her indignation

"Your planet had no defences. It was pathetically easy to subjugate.”
"You do that a lot, then?"

"A highly profitable business, | assure you...How have you fed
yoursel f?" he asked and she heard the nost incredible sound coning fromhim
and realized that Catteni stomachs could runble with hunger just |ike humans'.
Qddly enough that nade himseem | ess nenaci ng.

"There's a lot edible in this forest and | fish fromthe river."

"You do?"
"I come from an ingenious species," she said. "I've had no troubl e at
all keeping nyself well |ed.

He inclined his head respectfully. "Have you any supplies in here?"

Deci ding that she did not care to come wthin grabbing distance, she nodded to
t he basket on the control panel behind him "Gorupears and the roots of a
white plant that | have found quite edible." As he turned, she caught him
wrinkling his nose and heard himsigh. "No diet for a Catteni, |'m sure,
accustoned as you are to the best viands in the galaxy but the sinple fare
will stop your stomach roaring. The noise of it could give our position away."
He did not, as she had observed sonme Catteni do, cramthe entire pear in his
mout h. He al so picked up one of the roots which had a sweetish taste, not

unli ke a carrot, and switched fromone hand to the other, taking polite

mout hful s. Finishing the first pear, he turned to her and raised his eyebrows
in a polite query.

"Thank you, no. | had just eaten when | saw the dogfight."

"Dogfight?" "A Terran tem derived fromthe aerial conbat of fighter
pl anes." "Fighter planes?"

"We had achi eved space flight, too," she added, wondering as pride nmade
her speak out, if any of the SAC units had been | aunched when the Catteni had
i nvaded Terran space.

"Ah, yes, so you had. Primtive defences but manned by brave fighters."
Her heart sank. So often lately, the answers she di scovered were not the ones
she wanted to hear. One of the slaves in the conmpound fromthe Chicago area
had said that surface to air missiles had been fired at the Catteni vessels.
Terran national |eaders had been slow to take a defensive position, not
knowi ng who or what had penetrated so far into the atnosphere. They had
dallied too long to nake any difference. Bill had been wearing his Wil knan and
had heard the broadcasts up till the time he had been whipped into the Catten
ship. By tal king anmongst thensel ves, the captives had learnt that not all big
cities had been attacked and | ooted: just sufficient so that the entire world
recogni zed the superiority of the invaders. Not nuch consol ation for those who
had been abducted but enough to restore sone pride.

"We disarnmed nost of themi, Mahonet went on in a matter-of-fact voice,
"and grounded the air ships. Cumsy but showi ng sone signs of devel opnents to
cone. "

"Thanks." He raised his eyebrows queringly.

"For what ?"

"Such praise for the prinmtive savages!" Then he threw back his head and
i ndulged in a | oud guffaw.

"Ssssh, they'll hear you. You bray |like an ass!"

"And you talk like a Catteni female!"

"Do | take that as a conplinent?"

"You may," and he inclined his head in her direction, his yellow eyes
twi nkling in a hunorous response she had never seen in other Catteni

"You're not at all like the others.

"Wi ch ot hers?"



"ALL the other Catteni |'ve net, and observed."

"OF course |'mnot. |I'mEmassi, he said with a quiet pride, splaying his
great hand across his chest in what she could interpret as a proud gesture.

"What ever that is."

"A high rank," he said. Wth a disnissive flick of fingers sticky with
gorupear juice in the general direction of the city she had escaped from he
consigned the local Catteni to an inferior status. "I order. They obey," he
added, nmking certain she understood the distinction

"And those trying to kill you? They obeyed?"

"Their patrol |eader's dying words," he said, with a negligent shrug and
a grin, "to nake ne pay for his death." Then he frowned, |ooking down at the
floor as if reconsidering their inport. "Never mnd. By noon tonmorrow all will
revert. Now," and as he began to rise fromthe chair, intent plain on his
face, Kris no |onger hesitated.

Wth a karate-style | eap, she flung herself at him both hands on the
metal tool, and brought it down with all the strength in her body on the side
of his head. Wth a groan he coll apsed to the floor

Had she killed hin? Horrified at taking a life, even that of an arrogant
Catteni, she knelt beside him noting that red bl ood flowed fromthe creased
skull, and felt his throat. If he had bl ood, he had veins: and since he was
shaped |i ke nost humanoi ds, he ought to have a pulse in the neck to carry
bl ood to the brain she had just tried to smash. He had! It wasn't even faint
but a firmthrob agai nst her seeking fingers. Wich quickly becane sticky with
t he bl ood that pul sed from his head wound.

Oh, this would never do, she told herself. The little nasty stingers
woul d srell bl ood and cone searching for the source. The flitter would be
unliveable. First she bound up the wound with the absorbent material she had
found in the | ockers. Then she carefully cleaned up the rest of the bl ood on
his face and rubbed the exposed greyish skin with gorupear juice. That had
neutralized the snmell for stingers on other occasions: a handy survival tip
she had serendi pitously discovered on her own.

One of his massive | egs had caught on the chair as he fell. It |ooked
unconfortabl e that way, and the fabric of his trousers was caught against his
genitals, outlining the size of themin a way that made her acutely
enbarrassed for him And affected her in the oddest way. Well, she told
hersel f, she had no reason, really, to offend the dignity of another |iving
being if she objected to indignities herself.

Kris had a strong sense of fair play. She m ght have conked himto
protect her virtue, but that done, she felt obliged to make him as confortable
as possible. How |l ong woul d the bl ow keep hi m unconsci ous?

And, once he regained his senses, what would he do to her? Wll, she
t hought, she could always cite the Catteni rule about reprisals! Quite likely
that rule did not apply to slaves or non-Catteni. She | ooked through the
| ockers to find sonething to tie himup with. There was a |l ength of sturdy
rope but no chains and that was the only sort of restraint that night prove
ef fective against Catteni strength.

She sat down on the pilot's chair and rethought her circunstances.

It had been a tiring day. And nearly at its end. Well, what if she
returned hi mwhence he had cone? Wth darkness falling, there'd be a fair
amount of tralfic back into the city so this purloined flitter m ght not be
recogni zed: not after five nmonths. How long did Catteni keep up "wanted'
noti ces? Twenty-four hours?

Perhaps for Catteni emassis but not for escaped slaves that is, if
anyone had even noticed her disappearance. She switched on the controls,
reassured that he had said the tank was half full. She couldn't renenber how
t he gauge had stood when she absconded but he little aircraft was supposed to
be econonical, which was why there were so nmany in use.

She knew the coordinates of the city, a good two-hour flight from here,
but surely there'd be enough fuel for her to get back. No matter. She had to
dunp Mahonet .



She'd get himto the outskirts where a |linp body woul dn't be that
uncommon. Well, maybe not the outskirts where the slaves and hangers-on |ived
in sem -squal or, but there were all those assenbly areas where Catteni held
drills and public neetings. She'd been to one or two with the cook who found
such di splays hel pful in maintaining discipline. One view of a niscreant
| ashed to death with the force-whi ps was enough for her. Enough to revive her
desire to get as far away from such a discipline as possible.

Powered up, she reversed the flitter out of its concealing thicket. She
really had been lucky in that |anding which had by no nmeans been as planned as
she inferred to Mahonet. She hadn't been watching the altinmeter the night of
her escape or realized that the plains surrounding the city had altered to a
hilly terrain. She'd felt the scrape of sonething on the belly of the flitter,
pani cked and the nose had di pped. She'd been in the mddle of the thicket, and
pl astered with thorns fromthe angry bushes, before she could correct the
error.

It had worked out. Kris had a great and abiding belief that things would
work out - if you lived | ong enough to let them

She headed the flitter southeast, but not before marking again the
coordi nates of her retreat. She'd have to cone back in daylight or she'd mss
the thicket.

The branches sprang back up again as soon as the flitter rel eased them

The lights of the city guided her nore surely than the directiona
equi pment. Only the altering position of the needle on one dial-face inforned
her that it was a conpass. She supposed there was an auto-pil ot but she hadn't
figured which switch for that. She knew as nmuch as she did about flying
because she'd had to acconpany the cook to the markets for fresh produce every
day and had figured out the basics fromwatching him Then, when she'd seen
the conmander's flitter, she couldn't resist the tenptation it presented. So
she hadn't. Like Gscar Wl de, she could resist anything except tenptation

Mich good her English Literature was doing her now it was all the
extra-curricular stuff, like orienteering, that course in survival skills
whi ch her nother had | aughed about, and her karate course that were
i nval uabl e. Li ke downi ng heavy-pl anet deni zens. She gl anced down at Mahonet
but he hadn't so nuch as tw tched a nuscle.

The bl eedi ng had apparently stopped.

The city | ooked rather nice lit up, she thought, with floodlights on
some of the nmore unusual architectural styles: not that the huge | ooning
Catteni Headquarters buil ding snmack dab in the centre of the hub |ayout of
Barevi City would win any prizes. There seened to be a lot of lights on in the
city or maybe it was because she was seeing it on an overview, rather than
being in the mddle of it. There wasn't enough lighting in the outskirts as
she approached them for her to find a good | anding spot. Well, she'd go on
until she found one of the assenbly areas. They were ringed by the stunpy
tree-forms that had been planted to supply some shade for onl ookers of Catten
cerenoni es.

Plenty of space for her to land the flitter. Strangely enough she didn't
see many flitters conming into the city fromher direction

Wl |, she had come fromopen jungle |ands. But there seened to be a
great number of the larger arny type spreading out fromthe Catteni HQ

Sonet hi ng was goi ng on, she realized when she opened the door of the
flitter. There was a lot of noise and it had a nmenacing sound to it. O course
such distant murrmurs often sounded nore threatening than they were. She'd just
hurry and be out of here in next to no tinme and on her way back to her
hi deaway.

She got the rope she'd seen in the |l ocker and tied it around Mahonet's
feet. Then she | ooped that about a stunpy tree trunk. She'd wi nch his body
out. She got his feet and nobst of his legs but his butt stuck at the lip of
t he door fratne. She was so busy tugging and pulling his posterior over the
obstacl e that she didn't notice how nuch closer all that sound was. And
lights. Even the dark assenbly area was brighter. Peering down the access



| anes that led to the area, she could see |lights? Torches? And the runble was
definitely intimdating. What was going on in Barevi City?

The sound nade her redouble her efforts to haul Mahonet out of the
flitter. The trunk of the man nust weigh half a ton, for she could not budge
it. The noise was very definitely heading in this direction and so was the
aerial traffic. She stepped over his inert body and tried to lift his torso
and shove himout the door. He'd only drop a foot and with his hard head, he
was unlikely to hurt hinmself. Gunting, straining, propping her feet against
the colum of the pilot's chair, she tried every which way to nove Mahonet.

Noi se and light were erupting into the far side of the assenbly area.
She' d better get him back in and | eave!

She ski pped over his body, undid the rope fromhis feet and was starting
to angle his legs back inside the flitter when she heard the heavy runbl e of
big aircraft and felt the conpression of air over her

She was panting with her exertions and had no time to cover her nose and
nmouth as the first sweet, and all too familiar, reek filled the air about her
She col | apsed over her victims feet, wondering why she had been foolish
enough to risk her freedomfor a Catteni overl ord!

Chapter Two

The indescri babl e stench of many frightened bodies in close confinenment
and the unni stakabl e ssssslash of a force-whip foll owed by a scream roused
Kris to her recurrent nightmare. She was | odged between two warm and sweating
bodi es, her cheek against a cold hard surface, her knees up under her chin, in
an awkward and unconfortabl e position. She wondered that she'd remai ned
unconsci ous for so | ong.

Maybe she just didn't want to recognize that she was in a Catten
hol di ng cel | .

Whi ch was holding far too many right now It was dark, though not as
dark as the hold of the transport vessel had been. She didn't know if that was
a bl essing or not.

She noved carefully, because she seened to ache all over, and she could
feel bruises and scrapes on her uncovered | egs, arns and face.

The cold of the wall felt good agai nst a sore cheek

But there was novenent now her eyes were open and adjusted to the
sem -gloom It was a | owceilinged chanber of crowd contai nment size: she
could barely make out the perimeter. The place seethed w th bodies, but then
she saw that there were two openi ngs and bodi es were being pushed out into a
bri ghter space beyond.

Catteni whips sssslashed out again, and those around her got quickly to
their feet, followi ng the exanple of those in the outer ranks. Rank was right,
she thought, breathing shallowy so as not to taste the disgusting air she had
to inhale.

She got to her feet by supporting herself against the wall. The person
on her right groaned in pain. Kris found herself trying to help the woman, for
it was a female, one of the Deski, so slight and spindly |inbed that she was
afraid even her hel pi ng hand woul d break a bone.

They nmust be a | ot tougher than they | ook, she thought, or they'd never
survive the usual callous treatnment accorded all species by the Catteni

The whip | ash sang dangerously close to her and she ducked. One of the
di sadvant ages of being tall, but she'd got the Deski to her feet and supported
her swayi ng body. Having the refl exes of a good Samaritan was al so a
di sadvant age, she thought. You can't hel p everyone. So hel p the ones you can
She put both hands on the Deski's stick-thin shoulders to keep the creature
upri ght as they noved away fromthe wall in the general direction the Catten
wanted themto nove - the doors.

So she - and Mahonet - had been caught up in the Catteni crowd control
Wl |, he was probably out of it, since they could scarcely think he was one of
the nmob that they had quelled with their gas sprays. Her timng was, as usual
faultless: she was right back where she'd started. Wll, not quite, but near



enough to nake no never nind.

Still, if she'd escaped once, she could do it again. She had to cheer
hersel f up.

They had noved cl ose enough to the door now to see that the next room
was full of spraying water. One of those mass showers the Catteni used to
cl eanse captives.

There were occasional short pauses, as the Catteni guard at the door
stripped clothing off. She gritted her teeth.

The procedure had overtones she didn't |ike, but she'd been through this
sort of line in the slave pens and had cone out the other side alive - and
breathing fresh air.

Anyt hi ng was better than the stench behind her.

Di srobi ng her was sinple. The Catteni sinply ran the cutter down the
front of her tunic, pulled at the back and shoved her forward, naked, into the
hot spray. It felt good, battering her from bel ow, above and all sides It
snelt slightly better than the roomshe'd just left but the disinfectant was
undoubtedly a wi se and sensible addition

She wal ked as quickly as she could, her eyes front and unfocused so she
woul dn't see anything. The water was hot enough to cause a m sting, so there
wasn't that much to see but bodies, green, grey, and other shades of pale,
nmovi ng through it. Then they were in the drying roomand assailed by jets of
air alnmost too hot on skin roughened by the disinfectant, but she was dry by
the tine she had traversed that chamber. A slight pause at the exit and she
was handed a bundl e and perenptorily gestured to nmove quickly forward. She
found enough space in this dressing roomand cl anbered into the coverall. How
her size had been estimated, she didn't know, but the garment fitted.

The lunps that constituted Catteni-style footwear folded around her feet
and took the shape of themin the first few nonents. Handy enough if masses of
di fferent sized and shaped feet had to be covered.

There was one of the thin thermal bl ankets, which she roiled up and tied
over her left shoulder by the strings attached to the ends.

When she was cl ad she joined the |line going through the next entrance,
where she was given a cup and a package about a handspan square and about
ei ght centinmetres thick. As others did, she tucked the package behind the
bl anket. She was pushed along to where hairy brindl e Rugarians were ladling a
steaming liquid into cups and then she was allowed out, thank God, into
fresher air and a huge force-field netted assenbly area.

Catteni marched al ong a catwal k above it, sending their whips in random
directions to remnd the prisoners that they were there and watched. Having
noticed that the perineter walls were occupied by the early-corners, she
wor ked her way deeper into the centre - the other area generally safe from
force-whip lengths - and started to sip the soup. It was hot and it was
[iquid, both which her belly appreciated, but it was the tastel ess sort of
fflling food that was definitely nass-produced prisoner issue. She noticed
t hat some peopl e had opened their packages, which contained the sort of ration
bars that had been handed out in the slave quarters. The way the rations were
bei ng wol fed down, it was fairly obvious sonme fol ks hadn't eaten regularly.

And if the Catteni gave themrations in advance, she rather suspected
she'd better hang on to hers. They did nothing out of charity: always
expedi ency.

Metal lic clangi ngs echoed over the silent throng as the doors through
whi ch people had filed were shut. She wondered what was going to happen next,
but getting clean and being fed was sonmehow encouragi ng. Tal ki ng was never
encouraged in such gatherings and, while Kris had noted that there were
representatives of all the conmmn species she'd seen in Barevi Gty and that
she was currently in a group of Terrans, no-one had spoken to her. And
everyone was avoi di ng eye contact.

A second series of netallic clangings and once again the force-whips
sl ashed out over the assenbled. This time they were driven towards eight
apertures which, she saw when she reached the one nearest her, gave access to



a ranp. She'd seen such a ranp once before and she started to trenble with
appr ehensi on. Where were they being driven this tine?

Alowterrified nurnur arose fromthose already going up the ranmp, and
occasional cries of distress, but no-one could have backed out: the rampway
was narrow and barred. Catteni appeared with the short force-sticks that
ensured the prisoners would keep noving. The sticks hurt nore than the
force-whi ps, but both could be |ethal

As she was pushed towards the ranp by the press of bodies behind her
her hei ght gave her the clearance to see over heads and into a dark place.

Cl oser, she could also snell the conbined acrid odours of metal and fuel and
realized they were being packed into a transport of sone kind that was

adj acent to the processing area. She had to give the credit to the Catten

m nd-set that they sure knew how to get the unwilling to do what they wanted
themto do and go where they wanted themto go. No Disney world thisl!

She was halted by a Catteni force-stick barring her way. She sucked in
her guts so it wouldn't touch her. A hatch slid shut in front of her. The ranp
whi ch had been ainmed at a |l ower |evel now purred softly and nmoved level with
t he wal kway she stood on. A second hatch slid open, the force-stick was lifted
and she ducked into the ship.

She, and those energing fromthe seven other entrances, nmoved quickly
across the lowceilinged conpartment to the far wall. As she sat down to claim
her space, she had a chance to |look at the others piling in. A gasp of
ast oni shment escaped her as she saw the unnistakable figure of Mahonet ducking
t hrough the | ow door. She had very little tine to be surprised, even less to
get confortable and tuck her food package inside her coverall for safer
keepi ng. Suddenly she was having troubl e keepi ng her eyes open and a strange
| assitude spread to her arns and | egs. Looking around her, she realized that
others were obviously feeling the sane way. So the soup had been dosed. Wy
did she not feel surprised? Some of the others sort of folded as they entered
and had to be pushed out of the way of the rest of this consignment.

Sone crawm ed a few feet to stretch out in a clear space.

Here we go again, was her |ast conscious thought.

Kris woke, feeling as if every nmuscle in her body had been w enched out
of alignment and every bit of soft tissue bruised. She had a headache, a very
dry nouth, and her stomach was so enpty she was nauseous. Once again she felt
t he press of warm bodi es agai nst her

But the air around her was fresh, free of stench, and her |ungs wel coned
it. Her eyes felt glued together and she had to fight with her eyel ashes to
part her lids. What she saw made her cl ose them qui ckly and speak sternly to
herself to recover fromthe shock. She was Iying in a field of bodies: bodies
front, left, right and centre.

And she certainly wasn't anywhere on Barevi. Not with that |avenderish
sky.

There was an argunent going on sonewhere to her right, at least, |oud
mal e voi ces and sone odd snorts and grunts. There was also a | ot of |ow
nmoani ng and groaning in the background. She wasn't the only one com ng round
after that dammed soup. Forcing herself to nove, she nanaged to rai se herself
on one el bow, ignoring the twi nges of abused flesh and stiff mnuscles. Blinking
to clear her eyes of grit, she carefully turned her head towards the sounds of
di spute. A group of nmales was evidently contesting the possession of a |line of
crates.

Several were standing atop of them and sunlight flashed on knife bl ades.
The ones on the ground were mainly aliens: the goblinesque, squatty Turs,
never very pleasant to deal with and given nore to grunts than words, sone
hai ry Rugari ans and the green-skinned Morphins.

Wl |, knives certainly hadn't been issued before this voyage. Wy were
they available at the destination? The early bird gets arned and can then
defend against the late risers. That wasn't a likely supposition. Even for a
Catteni procedure. Unless there weren't any Catteni around here.

She pushed herself to a sitting position, noting that others were



consci ous but evidently very unsure of how to proceed now. There were no
Catteni anywhere in sight.

Not even Mahonet, though he'd have to be here, too, she thought, since
he'd al so been aboard the transport.

"You only got two hands,"” the shouted words drifted to her and were
repeated in lingua Barevi. Unm stakabl e gestures enphasi zed the next word.
"You' ve got three knives now. Go on. Get out of here.

Take off. Beat it.

Go away!" That |ast was said in English.

Ameri cans! She grinned with a fanous pride in her conpatriot.

She watched until the knot of aliens finally noved off, up the hill and
out of sight. That led her to another discovery. Not only was the sky the
wrong colour, the trees lining this field were of unfaniliar shape.

They didn't have | eaves, not that she could see, but sort of bottle
brush tufts of a not-quite green shade.

The desiccated condition of her nmouth and throat could no | onger be
deni ed, especially when her survey of the area included half a dozen people
kneel i ng down at what nust be a stream for they were dipping their cups in
and then drinking. That was when she becane conscious that the fingers of her
I eft hand were sore fromthe death grip she had on her cup, still bearing
traces of the drugged soup

She'd rinse it real good before she did any drinking. And she woul dn't
drink too much at first go, she told herself, remenbering her survival course
again. Not one of those drinking seened to be suffering any ill effects as she
wat ched. And wat chi ng them dri nk became unbear abl e.

She had to noisten her nouth and throat and guts.

She struggled to her feet, still holding the cup and | urching agai nst
the person lying sideways to her. She saved herself fromfalling on her face
by propping her free hand on a cocked, bony hip.

"Sorry," she said automatically but the body didn't so nuch as twtch

It also felt cold and rigid through the coverall material

Startled, she peered up at the gaunt, odd-cheeked face - a Deski at the
open mouth and staring eyes, dead: another casualty to Catteni nass
producti ons.

"You poor devil," she murmured, shaking spasnodically. She got up in the
next try, as nuch to get away fromthe corpse as to get to the water. That was
her first priority.

She started in a direct line to the stream then she noticed what sone
peopl e were doing in and around the water and veered uphill. As she neared the
stream she saw that it bordered this field, com ng frombeyond the oddly
formed tall vegetation and cascading al nbost in steps down past the field and
beyond the trees on the | ower edge. The sound of the water rippling spurred
her stunbling steps into a firmer stride.

Only the severest self-control kept her from dropping to her belly and
burying her face in the clear stream The water was divinely clear, running
over a rocky bottom Such a stony bed would filter out nost inpurities.

Besi des, the Catteni had put themclose to water, so they'd probably tested
it. No-one further down the stream had yet showed ill effects, although the
way in which they were contam nating the stream di sgusted her. Still, the

wat er before her was clear. She dropped to her haunches and rinsed the cup
doing a bit of polluting herself as a filmof residue fromthe cup was carried
away. She only allowed herself to scoop out enough to cover the bottom of the
cup.

She sipped once to noisten dry |lips. Sipped again and rinsed the coo
sweet water around in her mouth, letting the parched tissues absorb the
noi sture. Her throat demanded its share.

She swal l owed slowy, attenpting to trickle the water down drop by drop
They landed coldly in the pit of her stomach and her systeminsisted on nore
of the sane. By then her taste buds had revived enough to appreciate the taste
of the water, better by far than any designer water she had ever drunk either



at home in Philadel phia or in |ICol orado. Good, sinon-pure, mountain spring
wat er .

A loud altercation started anmong t he peopl e downstream of her.

Wl |, maybe not an unpl easant argument, for there seemed to be cupfuls
of water thrown about.

A few peopl e noved away, out of the range, content to watch as they
drank fromtheir cups. She watched and sipped. She was not about to get
enbroiled in any group, not until she had figured out a few details like:
Where were they? What were they doing here? Were there any Catteni in discreet
guard over thenP \What, besides knives, was in those crates and who had taken
control of then? She intended to get at |east one knife. Preferably two - one
to hide in her boot. That once-derided survival course had included
i nstructions on how to sharpen, use and throw a knife. And the guys on the top
of the crates were hunans.

Thirst eased somewhat, her stomach started grow ing

She reached in her coverall and took out the package, carefully opening
it. That was why they'd been given food ahead of tine, then

To eat at this destination.

Water laid on. As she'd also no idea how | ong she'd been without eating,
or drinking, she broke off a third of the bar and carefully nibbled at that,
interspersing it with nmore judicious sips of water

By the time she'd finished her portion she felt considerably better

She rose and | ooked around her with a keener interest.

More bodi es were nmovi ng anong those laid out |ike disaster victins, row
after row. The field nust be a couple of acres at least and it was covered.
Here and there were enpty places where people had roused. There were nore
enpty spaces - she counted - than the number of upright people she could see.
How many had been chased off by the guys on the crates?

She di pped her cup for one nore draught of cold, pure Adanis ale and
si pped as she hiked slowy around the bodies towards the crates.

Wien she coul d see both sides of the line of crates, she realized that
there were quite a few people |ounging on the far side: nostly Terrans and
some of them female. That was reassuring.

"What cha guardin' there, fellas?" she asked when she got close enough
giving a friendly wave with her free hand.

Kris was accustoned to reactions to her tall l|anky self.

It never hurt to be blonde and noderately attractive. Until the nen got
past the usual trite remarks and i nnuendoes, she kept her snmile intact and
kept sipping her water a few safety lengths fromthe nearest one.

"Anybody sussed out where we are or what they've done with us?" She
directed that query to the nmen on top of the crates. She could see now that
nost of the containers had been broken open to discover the contents. She saw
other itens besides knife blades, of which there seemed to be a great many.

"Kni ves, hatchets,"” the man said. He was a heavy-set man in his md- to
late thirties and had the unm stakable air of the mlitary in his stance. He
had two knives tucked in his belt, and one in each boot judging by the way his
trousers bulged out at his ankles. His thermal blanket was stuffed with other
items, for it bulged across his chest.

"Some medical kits with basic bandages and that orange stuff the Cats
poured on anything that bleeds."

"You in charge, then?" He nade a gesture with one hand and a second
Terran junped down, a knife on his open palm the handl e towards her. He was
as well equipped with extras as the first speaker

"Can | show you how to use it, beautiful?" the guy asked, |eering at
her.

"You nmean - like this," she said, taking the knife fromhis hand,
hefting it a nonent to get its balance before ffickirg it into the nearest
crate, which it penetrated enough to be held firm

"Whoa!" The man junped back, hands up in front to fend her off.

Above her she caught sight of a blade in the mlitary man's hand.



"Didn't nmean no offence, sister."

"No offence taken," she said airily and retrieved the bl ade, checking
the point to be sure it hadn't been nicked.

"Cood steel."

"It's not steel,” the mlitary nman said, hunkering down so he was on a
level with her. He held out a weaponl ess hand.

"Nice to see a woman who knows the value of a knife. Chuck Mtford."
"Arny?" she asked.

"Marine," he replied firmy and correctingly, as marines generally did
after such a question

"Kris Bjornsen. Were'd you get taken?"

"Recent|ly?" He spoke with considerable bitterness. "Or do you nmean on
good ol' Terra?"

"Both,' she said and went back to sipping what water hadn't spilled out
of her cup when she'd shown off her knife skill.

"Some dammed fools started a riot at one of the discipline assenblies,’
he said in a grow and in the southernish drawl that had becone mlitary
standard anmong American forces. The other man | ooked as if he was about to
erupt. "OK, OK, sonme of the poor dunb heads they were whipping to death were
Terrans, too, but dammed stupid to attack Catteni even if there were a helluva
ot more of us than them" He made a throaty noi se of disgust.

"We've taken enough fromthem Sarge," the other man said, his
resentnment boiling over.

Mtford acted |ike a sergeant, too, Kris thought and decided he'd be a
good ally.

"And | ook where it got us," he barked back. "Arnie here's never been
agai nst a superior force. Thinks being brave is all there is to overcomn ng
dictators." He ignored Arnie then. "I was on leave frommny unit in Lubbock
Texas, when we got pearl-harbored. Haven't found a trace of ny famly." He
shut his nouth tight then

"Denver," Kris said. She turned to Arnie. "You?"

"DC." She hadn't encountered anyone fromthe Phil adel phia area so naybe
the rest of her famly was still safely at hone.

If that was a safe place to be with Catteni overl ords.

"Could | have some of those nedical supplies, if they're going beggi ng?"
"Sure," and Mtford wal ked along the top of the crates while she foll owed on
the ground. Arnie stayed a discreet step behind her

"I figured someone had better take charge of supplies like these," and
he pointed down to yet another crate of knives. At the next one he stooped and
cane up with a hatchet which he handed to her. "Here.

M ght as well have one of these, too. There isn't nore ration bars so
make the ones you got do until we can figure out what's edible on this effing
pl ant."

"I'"d planned to," she replied, tucking the hatchet in the belt at her
back. She'd hack a piece off the thernmal blanket to make sheaths for knives
and hatchet. Mtford handed her a conpact kit, already supplied with a broad
shoul der strap.

"Hasn't got nuch nedicine. Cats don't use it, seems |ike. Tough
not hers! "

"Hey, Sarge," yelled a man, running full tilt towards them and pointing
back over his shoulder. "There's a Catteni! He's waking up. Let's kill the
bastard before he does." Roaring out an order for others to join him Mtford
junped down, a knife already in his hand.

"Wait a minute," Kris said, holding up her hands. "If a Catteni's here
with us, he's as nuch a prisoner as we are.

"Who cares? He's a Cat and Cats should die," Arnie said, noving around
her Kris started after them running to catch up with Mtford who was the
| eader.

"Sarge, | saw one Catteni in the same hold as | was.

And he's a good guy."



"There're no good Cats!" Mtford said in a snarl, chopping at the air
with one flat, finger-braced hand.

"There are," she said just as fiercely. "And if it's the one |I think
don't kill him"

"You' re asking too much, girl

"Not right away, at |least. Use the sense God gave you, Mtford," she
said. "If it's the Catteni | think it is, he'll know a |ot we have to find out
about this place. Unless there were sonme gui de books in those crates.” Mtford
halted so abruptly that the three nen right behind hi mbounced off his back
Narrowi ng his eyes, he glared at her

"And how woul d you know t hat about him girl?"

"Because | wat ched hi mbeing hunted by other Catt eni

They bl asted hi mout of the sky and then bl ew up the crashed pl ane and
searched all around until they were dammed sure he'd been blown up init."

"Then how come he's alive and here?" Arnie wanted to know.

"Because | thought he was an escaped slave |like me and hid hi munder the
falls until the hunters left. Only then we got captured together," Kris said,
whi ch was true enough. "Wen | came to in the prison, | assumed he'd been
rel eased. Cattenis can't hold grudges nore than twenty-four hours, you know. "
Mtford gave a curt nod of acknow edgenent. "They nust have hated himreal bad
to dunmp himin with us. Besides which, you'd only be doing the Cats' dirty
work for them"™ Mtford scow ed at her and she realized that she' d been clever
to bring that up. "Hell's bells, nman, they'd expect us to waste him wouldn't
they? So let's find out - first - what he knows. Then you can kill him" She
said that cheerfully, hoping to God and little green apples that Mahonmet woul d
be able to show hinsel f useful enough so that they wouldn't kill him She
found it odd in herself to think that way about the Catteni but he wasn't |ike
the others "W sure could use some gen about this place,' Mtford agreed
reluctantly, glancing around. He gave a convul sive twitch. "Place is too neat
for an unsettled world and I'd rather know what we got to contend with now
before we stunble into big kinthee with only knives and hatchets." He strode
on then to the man who' d di scovered the Catteni. He pointed in the proper
direction and then followed them It was Mahonet all right, and she bent down
besi de him turning the heavy head to expose where t she'd belted himw th the
tool. A scar was there but it was well heal ed.

"Cho!" she said.

"Cho, what?" Mtford asked as the other nmen ranged thensel ves around
Mahomet. Their expressions were unfriendly and nost of them had knives in
t hei r hands.

She pointed to the scar. "lI clobbered himthere. And it's heal ed. W
were a long tine getting here."
"Kill himnow before he wakes," Arnie said in a snarl, |eaning over,

kni f e- hand rai sed.

"NO" Mtford' s word snapped Arnie erect. "The girl's got sonething in
keeping himalive and able to talk. Don't tell nme he speaks English?" There
was a little nore respect for her in Mtford' s eyes now and Kris realized that
he' d been thinking she'd been Mahonet's toy.

"Enough lingua Barevi for us to understand him" She splashed the little
water that was left in her cup over the Catteni's face and he reacted by
lifting a hand to his face and nmoving stiffly fromside to side. Wen his foot
connected with sonmeone's |leg, she could see himtense. He drew his | eg back
and in one quick lithe novenrent was on his feet, arnms held slightly out from
his sides, alert and ready to defend hinmsel f despite the knife-carrying odds
agai nst him

"Easy there," Kris said, stepping in front of him

"Remenber nme?" He shot a quick glance at her but his eyes went right
back to Mtford. Though the sergeant wasn't hol ding a knife, Mhonmet had
i medi ately taken himas the | eader

Kris gave himfull marks for quick appraisals.

"Yes. You stole the commander's ffitter," he said in |ingua Barevi.



"You di d?" Arnie exclained. "You bitch !" And he shoved his face right
up at her. His breath was vile but she held her ground and glared down at him
once again glad of the extra inches that had nmade her adol escence a trial. "I

got force-whi pped because of you!" He jerked his coverall off his

shoul der so she could see the weals, still purple, on his skin. "So did fifty
others at the discipline assenbly they call ed because of you!

She's as bad as he is. No wonder she wasn't for killing him" Arnie
gl anced at the other hard faces, willing themto join him

"Stuff it, Arnie," Mtford said, holding his right armup in a karate
chop position. "W can deal with her later, too, but let's first find out what
this nmother knows." Kris's mouth was dry all over again and she was scared
cold. But she couldn't have let themjust kill Mhonmet out of hand. She owed
him if only because she'd put himin jeopardy before the twenty-four hour
nor at ori um had passed. She was sure that was why he was stuck here with the
rest of them She'd inadvertently told the truth.

Cattenis had hated hi menough to make sure he came to a dead end.

"Hey, Sarge," someone yelled across the field, and they | ooked over
their shoulders. In the interval quite a few people had roused and were now
hom ng in on the crates.

Rei nf orcenents were needed

"C rnmon, you," Mtford said to Mahonet and jerked his head to indicate
the Catteni should move with them "And you," he added coldly to Kris.

Kris briefly considered a bel ated apology to Arnie and decided not to
make the effort. Arnie didn't seemthe forgiving type and she m ght even make
matters worse

Mahomet had not noved, and when two of the nen swiped at himwith their
kni ves, he ignored them and gestured for Kris to precede him

Quickly she fell in behind Mtford, hearing the surprise exclanations
fromthe nen.

"See how well he knows her,’
Voi ce.

"She conked him didn't she?"

"Yeah, but before or after, Mirph?" "Before, Mirph," she answered for
hersel f, making her voice as strident as she could. That wasn't too difficult
| consi deri ng how scared she was. The situation had turned very ugly. "And that
goes for anyone with the sane dirty ideas." Looking strai ght ahead, she strode
as confidently as she could back to the crates.

Once there, Mtford signed two of the nmen to take her and Mahonet behi nd
the crates until he was finished with the new arrivals. He junped up to his
vant age poi nt and, arnms cocked on his belt, began his spiel. "I'mhere to see
that these supplies get doled out properly.

So one at a tinme." He repeated the advice in |ingua Barevi, speaking
with a fluency that Kris hadn't expected.

Arnie was helping Mtford on the crates, but some of those who had been
| oungi ng on the ground behind the barricade got curious and wandered up to
Kris and Mahonet.

"What's with the Cat?"

"Mtford' s going to question him" said the |ankier of the twd, a good
head taller than Kris and nearly as tall as Mhonet.

"OK, Murph, give Arnie a hand with the supplies now," Mtford said,
junpi ng down. "Now, Cat, tell me why we should keep you alive."

"What is needed to know?" Mahonet asked in Barevi, his voice even, his
manner di pl omati c.

Kris let relief flood through her. Thank God he had sense enough - for a
Catteni - to know how dangerous his situation was.

"Where we are. Wo lives here. Any bad ani mals.

What can we eat that won't kill us." Mtford tapped the bl anket where
his ration bars were stashed. "These won't last long." Mahonmet let out a dry
rasp, tried to clear his throat to formwords. Kris knew he'd be as dry as
anyone el se but she didn't dare ask for the favour of water for him

one of themsaid in a sal aci ous tone of



She nustn't be seen to favour, nuch |less help, him

"Here, give ne that cup, Bass," Mtford said, snapping his fingers at
one of the onl ookers who had a cup in his hand.

"Huh? G ve a Cat a drink?"

"If that helps himtell us what we need to know. Gve it. You' ve been
guzzling water for the past hour."

"I like that!" But Bass handed over the cup. "I want it back." Mhonet
held up his own cup and with a nod of his head towards Bass accepted the water
Mtford doled out. He took a small sip, rinsing his mouth, and then a | onger
one.

"1 remenber sone details. This planet surveyed. | did not read all
"What did you read then?" Mtford demanded.
"Longer day, mld climate, .. -- He frowned, trying to find the words,

"speci es not other found. Three types deathly." He paused for another sip and
then circled the cup to indicate the field. "Better go fromhere soon

Open field dangerous.”

"Then why was we put down here?" Arnie demanded from his vantage on the
crates. "So we could all get killed?"

"No,' Mahonet shook his head, a rueful grin on his lips. "To live, to
fight what is here. This how Catteni settle planets - the not easy ones." He
finished the water then, knocking it back in his throat, tapping the cup on
his teeth to be sure he had received the I ast drops.

Then he stood there, his eyes going slowy fromone face to another and
com ng back to Mtford's.

"How d you get sent off with all of us?" the sergeant asked

Mahomet gave hima long | ook, a slight frowm on his face. "Say agai n?"
He surprised them by asking in accented English.

"You are here, too, Kris said, rephrasing the question

"Why?" He didn't look in her direction and shrugged. "I kill. | escape.
| am- - - took. Day not over." He shrugged agai n.

"You killed another Catteni?" Mtford asked and when Mahonet nodded,
"And t hey deported you for that?"

"Day not over."

"That rule you were tal king about?" Mtford asked Kris and she nodded.

"Way'd you kill a Catteni ?" Mahomet gave a little snort, and the expression on
his face suggested that they were not going to believe him
"He insulted Emassi and he kill four strong slaves no reason.”

"Slaves? Like we were?" Mtford turned his thunb against his chest.

Mahonet nodded.

"Quy's too clever," Arnie said in a growing tone. "C ever enough to lie
his way out of being killed."

"I don't happen to think he's lying,' Mtford said slowmy. "I heard
somet hing the day of that riot.

Sone Cats'd been hunting another Cat captain who'd killed their patro
| eader. "

"Patrol |eader," Mahonet repeated, recognizing the words and noddi ng his

head. "I kill. Not wise "H s |lips twitched and then he added, "Cat." Suddenly
everyone was aware of a weird noise
"Down. All down, sffll!" Mahomet said as he dropped flat to the ground

The urgency mhis voice and his tone of conmand was conpel | ing.

"You heard him" Mtford said and gestured furiously at those on the
crate. "Get down, you fools. Lie still." The noise got |ouder and | ouder
pi erci ng eardruns.

Sone of those in the process of getting up |lay back down, covering their
ears. The two Deski who had been issued their knives npaned and cowered
agai nst the crates.

A shadow out of the west preceded the shape that overfiew the field
whil e the weird sound becanme an ungodly whistling shriek.

What ever it was was big and it swooped suddenly. Some unfortunate |et
out a terrified screamwhich trailed off as the flying nonster departed with



its prey. Kris saw brief struggles of ouffiung arnms and | egs and then all
nmoverent ceased. The weird noise cut off as abruptly.

"What the...was that?" Arnie cried.

"Deat hly," Mahonet said. Then he pointed to the tree shapes at the upper
edge of the field. "Watcher?" he both asked and suggested to Mtford. "Alert
by cal | ?"

"Many of themthings around?" Mtford asked.

"Don't know. One is not enough?" Mahonet asked in a droll tone.

"Yeah, one's enough. Murph, you got a loud voice, you and Taglione, get
up there and play sentry. Anyone see who it got?" he called up to those at the
far end of the crates who woul d have had a better view

"Didn't see. Looked |ike one of us."

"Wul d be. W got nore neat on our bones than the Deskis," and Mtford
| ooked over to the spindly creatures who were still cowering and npani ng
agai nst the crates.

"Do you Deskis know what those are?" He asked one of themin Iingua
Barevi. They both shook their heads but |owered their hands fromtheir ears.

"Sound hurt Deski ears," Mahomet said, rising to his feet and dusting
hi nsel f off. "They hear faster. Send them watch."

"Cood idea, Cat,' and Mtford issued the orders. The Deskis both tried
to slink away until Mtford called Mirph and Taglione to escort them

Mahomet said one brief spate of sounds at them and they instantly

obeyed.

"You speak Deski?" Mtford asked the Catteni.

"Deski, Morphinis, Turski, Rugash," Mhonet said.

"Ang-| eesh not nmany verds," he added in English.

"Unnershtan better talk ssslow "

"Well, now we're cooking," Mtford said. He | ooked around at his allies,
noddi ng especially at the recalcitrant and dissatisfied Arnie. "I don't think
| got the message across to sone of the aliens here." Mahomet nodded. "Easy to
say not unnershtan - - doan like order."™ Mtford barked out a |augh.

"Dammed wel| told, Cat.

I think we keep you alive a while |onger."

"Thank you." And Mahonet briefly inclined his upper body towards
Mtford.

"Name? Rank?" the sergeant asked the Catteni, ignoring the nmutters of
di sapproval at that decision. Wien the nutter grew |l ouder, he turned fiercely
around. "Look, you sorry |lot asked me to take command. Don't buck ne when |
make a command deci sion. Someone's got to. | say this nmother is worth nore to
us alive - until he proves otherw se. Already saved somebody's neck fromthe
flying thing. You don't like it, go it on your own.

Get ne?" The hunman protest subsided and Kris felt her knees

wobbling with relief. She was al so dry-nouthed again from stress.

"So," Mtford turned back expectantly to Mahonet.

"Name. Rank."

"Zainal, Emassi," he said, but Kris knew that wasn't the Catteni word
for captain.

"Mtford, Sergeant. | outrank you, he added in such a bland-faced lie

that Kris coughed to hide her guffaw.

"I"mgoing for some nore water," she told Mtford and wal ked of f w t hout
wai ting for any perm ssion.

"Wat er good," Mahonet Zainal remarked in an even tone.

"Al'l right, but 1've sone nore questions for you, Emassi Zainal."
"Zainal, now." Kris grinned as she heard the correction, but Zainal kept right
on wal king to the stream

"You shouldn't've et himgo off like that," Arnie said in a whine of
prot est.

"Li ke what? He's only going for a drink. Were else can he go?

Now, let's get back on the job. Be glad | didn't ask you to go get water
for him" He ignored Arnie's curses and continued. "Here conme sonme nore



customers. Let's get this done before those flying things strafe us again.”
"I dunno why you'd believe anything that Cat says -" Arnie said to
Mtford. "And you let that bitch amay with "Stow it, Arnie." Kris took two

sl ow cupfuls of water before she started back to the crates. Zainal - an
i nteresting name, she thought - was ahead of her, but at a tangent, aimng for
Mtford, who was | ooking out over the field of bodies still |ying notionless.

He'd handled a very difficult situation deftly and got her off the hook at the
same time. She saw himl ook out over the body-strewn field. He paused briefly
to exam ne those nearest. Shanel essly she cocked her ears to hear what he said
to Mtford, his rumbling bass carrying easily.

"There are dead.

"Do Catteni expect casualties?"

"Kaz-u-all-tees?"

"Dead ones."

"Long trip here," and Zainal's hand went to the scar on his head.

"Some too weak. They feel nothing."

"I guess they didn't."

"Unwi se to stay here near dead," Zainal added. "Not only flying danger."

"Just how much do you know about this place?" Mtford asked, slightly
suspi ci ous.

Zai nal gave a long sigh. Kris could see the regret in his expression: at
| east he permitted his expressions to show - not many of the Catteni she'd
encount ered di d.

O course, that was one way to comuni cate when | anguage fail ed

"Not enough,"” he said with visible regret, "now | amhere, too." Mtford
gave a short bark of laughter. "Shoe's on the other foot, huh?"

"Say again?' Mtford waved his hand. "So we shoul d | eave the dead here
I'd better get a head count, just in case. Mst of the goblins have gone and
can't say |I'msorry about that. Those nothers were dangerous all on their
own-i-o

If the Deskis got good hearing, |I'mfor including them

What el se are they good for?" Kris noticed that Zainal had listened very
intently to Mtford's words. He nodded once as if he had caught the gist.

"Deski good for much. You name Turs goblins? Ah!

Good for hardest works. Hate all but Turs."”

"That's the truth,” Mtford agreed sourly. "The Rugs at least try to get
al ong," and he gestured to the Rugarians who had clustered together, drinking
wat er and chewi ng away at their rations bars. "Don't mind the Mrphis but they
sure stink.

"Stink?" Mtford held his nose. "W got a nixed bag left. And kids." He
pointed to the hal f-dozen youngsters huddl ed together behind the crates. Too
i ntent on what was happening to Zainal, Kris only noticed them now. "A rough
detail to get organized and noving. And where do we go? D you know t hat ?"

"Safer in hills," and Zainal pointed to what could be considered the
north. The sun of this systemhad not yet reached its zenith.

"Is it? That flying thing came fromthere.

"Places in rock to stay best. Creatures in -
tapped the ground. "Come in dark

Very bad." He shook his head fromside to side to enphasize that
caution. "Don't see."

"Stuff comes out of the earth at night?"

"True." He made the notions of a sinuous track upward with one hand and
t hen pinched his fingers closed to indicate biting. "Day | ong enough to go.

Fi nd rock place."

"D you know if there are caves - safe rock places on this planet?"

"Rock right kind," Zainal said, kicking at one that |ooked |ike
linmestone to Kris. "WII| nake me renenber nore." He shook his head as if to
free up nore information

"I'"d rather nove into some sort of a defensible position anyhow,'
Mtford said and junped to the top of the crate.

He reached down and



"Listen up, you hairy lot," Mtford bellowed in a parade ground voice
that rmade the Deskis clanp hands to their ears and cower to the ground. "This
pl ace won't be safe at night. We've got to nmove to the hills, find caves to
shelter in."

"You're taking his word for this?" Arnie demanded, running up to Mtford
and tugging at his trouser |eg.

"You gonna listen to a Cat?"

"I"ll listen to anyone who tal ks sense and as the Cat's the only one
knows anythi ng about this planet, I'mnot about to ignore any local info | can
get, Arnie. No-one'll force you to do anything now you don't wanna. Hear ne?"
He rai sed his voice again. "First, you lot," and he pointed a thick finger at
Bass and sone of the others who'd been |ounging behind the crates, "take a
body count. Team up and cart any that are breathing and | nean any back here
and we'll try to rouse em | wouldn't even |l eave ny nother-in-law to what
wal ks at night. Now nove it. You, too, Kris and take the Cat with you."

"If we had a canteen or sonething to carry water in," Kris started.

Zai nal tapped one of the enpty crates. They were fashi oned out of sone
sort of plastic and were capaci ous enough. He tipped it over and shook out
some packi ng debris.

"I carry,"” he said and nodding at Kris to follow started down to the
stream

"Good idea," Mtford said and got the two nearest Deskis to start
enptyi ng another half-full crate. "Useful."

"Sarge, what do we do with cups and bl ankets? Leave "emon the stiffs?"
Bass cal | ed.

"Strip "em" Mtford yelled back. "They won't need "em W might."
Remar kabl y, al nost everyone, Deskis as well, fell to and by the tinme Zaina
had brought back the filled crate - without so much as puffing fromthe trek
uphill - the count was conplete and only the dead remai ned behind in the
field.

By the time the sun had reached its zenith, everyone living had been
revived and informed of the current situation. There was one nore flying
attack, but Deski ears had heard the three creatures approaching |ong before
they were seen, and everyone was able to play dead. The creatures, stil
whi stfing their unbearabl e noi se, caught nothing on that run.

By tearing strips fromspare bl ankets, crude carrying straps were
contrived to make crates easier to transport, for Mtford intended to | eave
not hi ng behind that might later cone in handy. He even ordered the dead to be
stripped of footwear and coveralls. He got sonme resistance to that decision
but in the end the unpl easant task was done and garnents stored.

When the colums were ready to nmove off, Kris had acquired considerable
respect for Mtford. She was equally glad she'd nade the effort to spare
Zainal, for he had nore than talk to use to placate dissenters. The added
benefit of his show of strength was that few would try to take himon even if,
like Arnie, they hated his guts for being a Catteni. Some of the nore-recently
revived were weak, so Mtford assigned each a buddy and announced that he
i ntended to take skin off anyone who m ght happen to "l ose' his or her buddy
as they noved out.

"How many bought it?" Mtford asked Bass who had kept a tally.

"Eighty-nine didn't make it," the | anky man said.

"Mostly Deski and sone ol der hunmans and two ki ds.

That'd make about a ten percent loss if you figure a hundred bodies in
each of the eight rows. Live head count's five hundred ei ghty-two: haven't
sorted "emout by race yet.

"Forget race,"” Mtford said with a snort. "We're all in this together

"Yeah, all the Turs fecked off and a I ot of the Morphis but that's al
right by nme," Bass said with a sideways gl ance at Zai nal

Mtford wal ked to the top of the field and, fists on his hips, roared
for attention.

"Listen up. W're noving out. You lot,"'

and he pointed to a bunch of



humans, "formup in a colum, four abreast.

W got nine water carriers: distribute yourselves along the |ine of
march. You with buddies, sing out if you got trouble but try to keep up. Don't
be shy asking for help if you need it. Bass, you be rear guard. Take Cumber,
Dowdal I, Esker, Mvi, Tesco and you three." He held up three fingers at the
nearest group of Rugarians and gestured themover to Bass. "We're all in this
toget her, renmenber! OK, now nobve it out." He notioned for Zainal to join him
and trotted out to where people had begun to formup the col um.

"Mowve it!"

Chapter Three

Kris was buddied with a frail-looking redheaded girl with the delicate
conpl exi on that often acconpanied red hair.

Patti Sue had been one of the last to rouse. She did a | ot of coughing
but she didn't feel feverish, so Kris decided she nust have had sone kind of
allergic reaction to the drug they'd been given in their soup. Patti Sue spent
nost of the time apol ogi zing for being a burden. Such slf-effacenent bothered
the hell out of Kris who was naturally self-reliant and positive: she tried
not to be curt with Patti Sue. The only other information the girl gave was
that she'd been taken in Detroit. Every time Kris tried to open a conversation
or asked a question, Patti Sue would have a coughing fit. The fifth tinme that
happened Kris got the hint Patti Sue had been giving.

She wondered if Patti'd survive until they made it to shelter

She inserted herself and Patti in colum right behind one of the water
containers, carried between two Rugari ans.

There were Rugarians all around Patti and herself and, at first, Patti
kept so close to Kris she al nost stepped on Kris's feet a couple of tinmes.
Rugari ans were sturdy, was Kris's reckoning, so if she did need help with
Patti, she'd have it at hand. She'd al so seen how sonme of the human mal es had
| ooked at the redhead. Hope springs eternal, she thought w th anmusenent, but
she was reasonably sure Patti would have repelled any offers of male
assi st ance.

She felt the pull uphill in the muscles of her calves and thighs, but
when they reached the tree shapes she saw that the next bit of march woul d be
downhi |l I, along another field. The panorama bothered her but it wasn't unti

she was hal fway down the sl ope that she realized exactly why. This new field
was exactly the same size as the one they'd been dropped in. Tree shapes

mar ched al ong the borders, and in adjacent fields of the sane size. It was too
even. Everything was laid out so neatly, far too neatly for a supposedly
unoccupi ed pl anet.

Only Zainal had not said the planet was unoccupi ed, had he? He'd
definitely said it had indi genous dangers and he coul dn't renenber what types,
only that there were "deathly' creatures. At the bottomof this field was
anot her stream Brooks created on denmand? And another field on the other side,
identical to all the others in this area. On the entire planet? \Were were the
browsers? The runinants for whomthese fields were nade? Were they sone of the
"deathly' creatures?

She | ooked ahead and saw distant foothills. God, they were a | ong way
away. She | ooked over her shoul der and saw the four-w de crocodile stretching
out behind her. Safety in nunbers? It said nmuch for Mtford' s | eadership
ability that he had managed such cohesion from such a diverse group. Well,
some of the obedience had originally been inculcated by Catteni force-whips. A
| ot of people wouldn't have had tinme to recover fromtheir enslavenent and
start thinking for thenselves. Mtford was obviously counting on that.

What ever saved as many soul s as possible, she thought to herself During that

| ong march she found herself resenting Patti Sue's frailty. She'd've preferred
being up front with Mtford and Zainal, able to see where she was goi ng:
scouti ng ahead even. She liked being first, not tamely foll owi ng others. But
she'd accepted the responsibility of buddying with Patti Sue and she'd see it
t hr ough.



By the time the sun had reached a hal fway point down the sky, she was
supporting nore of Patti Sue on the way up the hills. Downhill was easier
except that Patti tended to stunble, always apol ogizing for the trouble she
was making for Kris, and telling Kris how good she was to put up with her
Kris had to clench her teeth to keep fromtelling Patti Sue to shut up and
just do her best.

Every hour they got five mnutes to rest and get watered, or whatever,
al t hough how M tford knew when an hour was up was beyond her.

Maybe his military training gave hima built-in watch or sonething.

What ever, she wel conmed the brief respite.

The Catteni sure had a good footwear design in those shapel ess
fol d-abouts. Body heat had noul ded hers so faithfully to her |ong narrow feet
that, although her feet were tired, she hadn't raised a single blister or rub
Her | eg nuscles were conpl ai ni ng about abuse but, after an unknown period of
ti me doi ng sweet fanny adanms, what el se could she expect? The spring had gone
out of everyone's step, especially the water carriers although Mtford had
seen to it that those were rotated every rest period.

Then the word was passed back that they'd take an hour's break to eat.
And if anyone had eaten up all their bars, tough titty. They weren't breaking
out any spares today.

Kris had had another third before the trek so she nunched out on the
last third and had hal f another one. She got Patti Sue to eat all of a bar by
feeding it to her bit by bit. The girl's fatigue was not put on

Her cheeks were gaunt and her breath was shallow Kris thought she heard
rales in her lungs but it may have been sinply exertion after |ong idl eness.
There wasn't nuch nore travel in Patti

When the call went back to start again, they were on the edge of a
fairly dense plantation. And "plantation' was the appropriate word because the
vegetation - trees, whatever - had been set out in rows.

There were several different specimens, judging by what went for |eaves
on this world; different sizes, too, and a soft nulch underfoot that was a
wel cone relief fromthe harder surfaces of the fields, despite their grassoid
ground cover. Wile she could approve of forestation, it was real queer to
find it on a planet that wasn't supposed to be inhabited. Although Zaina
hadn't exactly said it was uninhabited, had he? she rem nded hersel f yet
agai n.

Kris got Patti Sue to her feet. The girl was so tired she didn't even
have the strength to apol ogi ze. Kris draped one lax thin arm about her wai st,
holding it to her with her right hand while she tucked her left under the girl
as support. Kris gave a half-hip lurch and carried Patti forward, step by
st ep.

At the next rest stop Kris herself was panting and sweaty. She'd draped
Patti's bl anket, cup and rati on package across her own to free the girl of any
bur den.

Now she rearranged her accoutrements and when the order to nove came she
hoi sted Patti pickaback as the easier way to deal with the problem Kris had
good strong shoul ders and a strong back, and it was nuch easier, msone ways,
to carry the girl than try to keep her on her own feet.

She was nmoving along at a better clip - they had fallen back fromthe
water carriers sone tinme before. She felt sonmeone touch her shoul der and
| ooked a human straight in his blue eyes. He had straight blond hair.

"Hey, there, ma'am |'Il take her. You shouldn't have to pack her

"Why not? She ain't ny brother but she ain't heavy," 60 Kris replied,
nmovi ng right along but she smiled gratitude for the offer

"Naw, " the guy said, reaching out to take Patti. "You take ny gear and
["1'l lug her." Patti felt his hands on her and whi npered fearfully, clinging
with what strength she had left in her arms to Kris. Kris noved out of the
col um.

"Tell you what, you carry ny gear and that'll make it easier. But I
don't think Patti Sue wants any guy around her. You know what | mean." The guy



| ooked shocked for a nonent, resenting the inplication that he m ght have an
ulterior notive to his offer

"She won't tell me nore than her nanme and where she came from" Kris
said, "and you must have heard how popular us Terran females were with the
Cats."

"Ch, gawd. Didn't think of that." He flushed with enbarrassnment. "Jay
G eene," he identified hinself.

"Denver."

"I"'mKris Bjomsen and Denver's where | was al so caught." She had eased
Patti down to the ground.

Patti clung to her legs, still whinpering and nunbling unintelligible
pleas. "It's OK, honey, it's OK 1'll carry you

You' re ny buddy, aren't you?" She divested herself of the blanket rolls
and her ration bars but kept the cups and Patti's food.

"Hi, Patti Sue," the man said, |eaning down to her. "I'mJay G eene, and
I"mjust going to lift you to Kris's back

Save her a bit. Is that OK?"

"Just do it, Jay," Kris said and was nearly strangled by Patti who
al nost sprang fromJay's hands to Kris's back

"Ww " Greene said softly. "Hard lines." Kris shifted the girl to a nore
confortabl e position, feeling bones grind in the slender body.

"Let's get back in line. W'll be the tail that wags the dog pretty
soon. "

"Don't fret, ma'am | won't |eave your sight."

"Not while you have ny rations, you won't." The |l ast part of that heroic
march was uphill, scranmbling on a rock-strewn surface where G eene often had
to grab Kris to keep her bal anced. She was concentrating so hard on not
falling that Kris didn't really see where they were going until they got
there. A wide ridge with - when she had a nonent to ook - a fantastic view of
t he patchwork of fields and hedging that seened to stretch out for mles and
mles into the twilight. The colum al so stretched in front of her, and there
weren't that many behind, they'd dropped back so far. Al along the way
marchers were sitting down where they stood, too tired to nove rmuch further or
worry about the hardness of this night's accomodati on

"I don't think nuch of this as a canpsite," G eene said, |ooking about
him He pushed a spot clear of rocks and pebbles and pointed it out to Kris.
"This is as good as any." This time Patti was too exhausted to even whi nper
when Greene very gently lifted her off Kris's back. She gave a | oud sigh of
relief. Scuffed a second patch clear for herself and sat down with a "whoof'
of relief. Geene handed her the bl ankets and the food as he swept a place
cl ean.

"Gme the cups and I'lIl get us all sonme water," he said and she handed
them over, realizing that she was done.

She hadn't the energy to get her own water!

When he came back they managed to prop Patti Sue to a sitting position
while Kris fed her again and used some of the water to wash her face and then
her own.

"Hey, we got a Pronetheus in this ragtaggle gwp, G eene said, pointing
towards the front of the colum.

Kris cried out in surprise and relief. Sonehow the torches bobbing al ong
the ridge in their direction reassured her as nothing el se could have. Tears
cane to her eyes and she bit her lip and averted her face from G eene.

She didn't want to spoil the inpression that she was a survivor type.

It was a long tine, and darkness had fallen, before the torch bearers
made it to the rear where she was. Patti was asl eep, her head pill owed on
Kris's thighs. A few people seenmed to have enough energy to talk, or conplain:
the Deskis were enmitting their odd susurrahs fromthe tight little circle they
had created. The Rugarians had curled up in hairy balls, blankets haul ed over
their faces. Kris was too tired to sleep, her back muscles aching fromthe
day's strain and her neck taut. She rotated her shoul ders and waggl ed her



shoul der bl ades trying to ease things.

Then she felt G eene's hands begin a nmassage for which she was intensely
grateful.

She was drowsi ng when |ight roused her to attention

Mtford, Zainal, Taglione and two others she didn't know were checki ng
on the col um.

"You OK, Bjornsen?" Mtford asked, one hand lightly resting on her
shoul der.

"She carried her buddy here half the afternoon," G eene spoke up

"Shut up,"” Kris said in protest. "She doesn't weigh much."

"And she's your buddy," Mtford said, nodding. "Know this is a |ousy
canpsite..." Beyond him Zainal was talking to the Deski that had been
awakened by the torch. It was a male, his eyes wide with an anxi ety which
abat ed when Zai nal had fini shed speaking. "Best we can do. Zainal and a couple
others are going to scout forward to see if there're any caves near enough. He
thinks we'll be safe enough on the open ridge tonight. You' re Jay G eene?"

"That's ne."

"Can you hang awake a whil e?"

"Sure can." Geene got to his feet, stiffly, but made it upright.

"OK, you keep an eye open here. You'll wake Bass you know hi n?

Good, at second noon set,"” and now Mtford pointed to the noons just
ri sing, one much larger and ahead of its smaller conpanion. "This planet has
five.

Useful for lack of any other markers." He turned his head towards the
| anky figure of Bass who was coming into the torchiight, the rest of the rear
guard cl ustered behind him

"You hear that? Greene here will relieve you. Cunmber, Bass'll get you up
and you'll be on until the fourth noon goes down, then you wake Movi. Don't
cheat and ni x up your noon sets, now hear ne!"

"W hear and obey,' Bass said, according Mtford a fancy eastern sal aam

"I leave you the torch,” Mtford said and handed the one he held to Jay
Greene. "It won't last all night long "cos the nights here are long, but it
shoul d hel p."

"CGotcha." Mtford started to retrace his steps to the front. Zaina
favoured Kris with a long | ook and then pivoted to foll ow the sergeant and the
ot hers.

Kris wapped herself up well in the blanket, moving Patti until she got
as confortable as she could - after digging up a couple of rocks. The Catten
also did a good line in warm bl ankets. She finally got rested enough to fal
asl eep.

As Mtford, Zainal, Taglione and the others tiredly retraced their steps
to the front of the colum, the sergeant reflected on the wi sdom of keeping
the Cat alive. For starters, he liked the guy's style when he had to brave it
out among fol ks who had no cause to like his species. O course, Mtford knew
t hat the psychol ogi cal nmonent to waste Zainal had passed back in the field,
when the Cat got to his feet. He was one big nother and no-one, not even
Mtford, would have taken himon single-handed. Guys like Arnie, who'd had too
long a taste of Catteni whips, mght just organize a |lynch party at sone
auspi ci ous nonment. But there were ways of avoiding murder if you knew who
victimand nurderer were. Mtford had defused a couple of simlar situations.
Then, too, the big guy kept com ng out with damed useful gen: like the five
nmoons. WAs he deliberately parcelling out these gens or was he putting on an
el aborate act? Years in the Marines had taught Mtford how to spot liars and
mal i ngerers. Zainal was neither but he knew exactly what sort Arnie was.

For nmost of Mtford' s life, in particular since he'd enlisted as an
ent husi astic, lying sixteen year old, the sun had ruled Mtford' s days: from
boot canp to his one tour in "Nam through his two jaunts to Kuwait, unti
he' d been nabbed, by aliens, in a hammock on his dad' s verandah

Idly his thoughts ranged to wondering if his old unit had seen any



action against the Catteni on Earth but reports fromthe old world were few
and far between.

Al the nore reason for naking the one they were stuck on now better
And if keeping the Cat they had alive was one way of doing it, Chuck Mtford
woul d see he |ived.

He wondered exactly how that tall blonde Bjornsen had net the Cat.

She hadn't been lying, but she hadn't told all the facts. Watever!

She' d been clever in handling the situation and keeping the Cat alive.

She had cl ass, that one. And she was good people, the way she'd | ugged
t hat poor scared kid all day |ong.

Tagl i one stunbl ed again and this time didn't throw off the Cat's hand
when it went out to steady him Mybe they could integrate him though Mtford
doubted it.

Too much feeling against Catteni right now He'd have to figure out sone
way of using the Cat without keeping himabout all the tine.

That was easy, he'd send Zainal out on reconnai ssance: they'd need to
know the terrain wherever they finally canme to roost. Send Bjornsen with him
and keep two potential problens out of his hair.

He' d have enough. Not that he hadn't made a good start but oh, Lord, how
did he get in this situation in the first place? Mtford, he told hinself,
don't you know the first rule of survival? Don't vol unteer

"You were telling nme you work for the Eosi? The Catteni are not the
overl ords?" he asked Zainal in Barevi.

"No, Eosi. Enmssi take orders. Eosi order the gy) That chain of conmand
didn't seemto sit well with the Cat either, Mtford thought, reading the way
the guy set his jaw as resistance, if not downright rebellion

"Emassi is not the word | heard for captain,” Mtford went on in a bl and
Voi ce.

He caught the gleamof Zainal's eyes in the nmoonlight as the big Cat
gl anced down at him

""Emassi" one word for a captain,” and Zainal's lips curled up

"Speci al captain. You have heard "tudo" nore.

And "drassi"."

"Yeah, tudo for ground and drassi for space?

Ri ght?" So, as Mtford had thought, this Catteni was a couple of cuts
above the usual individual the sergeant had net. "So which was it set us down
here? Tudo, drassi or emassi?"

"Drassi by order of Eosi," and that didn't sit well with the Catten
ei ther.

"You killed a tudo, then -"

"As | have told you," Zainal said quietly but with an edge to his words.

"Just checking." Zainal chuckled. "Know that Emassi have no reason to
lie." The first nmoon was now well above the hills and shining hard into their
faces, lighting the rocky track so that they didn't inadvertently step on
sl eepi ng bodies. For a big guy, Zainal was agile. "Course, he was used to a
heavier gravity but that didn't keep sonme Cats from bei ng damed cl unsy,
squashi ng bystanders in their braws.

"We'|| be left alone nowto get on with the job of settling in?"

"That is the way"How soon before anyone checks in?" Zainal paused,
wal king in silence, then held up two fingers. "Depends. Drop nore prisoners if
we live. Then check in half a year, year. See how we do."

"You're part of "we"?" Mtford wasn't sure if he liked that suggestion
of solidarity. The Cat hadn't been in the same boat as the hunans:
figuratively that is. O maybe he was.

Zai nal snorted. "I drop. | stay. | amnot against you.

| amwth you."

"Fine by ne," Mtford said, waited a beat, "but you won't find everyone
exactly wel com ng." Zainal chuckled. "Enassi are al so not wel cone everywhere.
Il will survive." Somehow Mtford didn't doubt that a nonent. And he intended
to keep this Catteni alive. Mtford could think of several ways, easily, that



this Zainal night be of use to him especially if he was al so di scontented
with these Eosi overlords who ordered everything. "Then if we can keep alive,
t hey unl oad nore rebel s?"

"Rebel s?"
"Yeah, rebels,” Mtford said, "people like us who protest Catteni rule.
Zai nal grinned. "Good word, rebels. | like it."

"You woul dn't be a bit of a rebel yourself, perhaps?"
"Perhaps.” Mtford caught the edge on that nmild rejoinder and wonder ed.
"We nust talk about this at a later date," Zainal said. "You speak

Barevi lingua well," he added in a | ouder voice.
"I"ma survivor, Emassi. And learning the local lingo fast is essential
to survival. | got enough of five to six |anguages fromEarth to get around

the country: Barevi wasn't hard to pick up."

"No, it is not."

"A sinmple | anguage for sinmple fol k?" Now Zai nal gave a soft chuckle. But
that was the last either said because fatigue was getting the better of both
as they neared the head of the sleeping colum of rebels.

Yeah, Mtford thought again, | like that.

After checking that the sentries he had set were still awake, Mtford
gratefully spread his bl anket on the ground.

"I'f you think of anything nore fromthat report, Zainal, |emre know,'
Chuck said as he |lay down.

“IowillL"

Chapt er Four

Morni ng was not fun! Once again Kris ached in many places and knew t hat
pebbl es had nmoved under her during the night to nake tender spots where she
didn't need them Patti was still flaked out when Kris rearranged the girl so
she coul d get up. She had to go. She nmade her way down the hill to a boul der
that had al ready been used for this purpose, although someone had had the
courtesy to sprinkle dirt on what they'd done. She did the sanme. G eene was
waiting for her with full cups of water.

"Gawd, what | wouldn't give for a cuppa coffee," he said, grinning at
her over the rimof his cup

"Never said a truer word," and Kris rather liked his grin.

Wiy was it she had to be dropped on this godforsaken planet before she
met any decent fellas? She could notice a few nore details about him too. He
| ooked awfully thin, and his hands showed | ots of healed cuts and ni cks and
t he pal ms, when he gestured, were heavily call oused.

"Did you really steal the commander's flitter?" Kris groaned. "I did but
| wouldn't have if I'd known the sort of reprisals the Catteni would take.

"Don't distress yourself over that, ma'am" he said, grinning nore
broadly. "The very idea that one of us could, did, and had, gave us al
heart."

"Except the ones who had long interviews with forcewhips." She
shuddered, her back muscles withing in synpathetic reaction. The two times
she'd felt that sort of nerve-paral ysing | ash had been quite enough

"The Cats | ooked for any excuse to intim date us Terrans," G eene said.
"W were nore than they expected, in case you hadn't heard. Did they recapture
you or sonet hi ng?"

"No," Kris said, drawling the negative out to enphasize her chagrin. "M
timng was bad. |1'd snuck a trip into the city just when the cruisers started
spreading gas to quell that riot. And what was that riot about?"

"Ch, we tried to break up another one of their little discipline
sessions. One thing led to another and we ended up a mob. No sense, no reason
just rush about breaking up anything to hand!" She nodded, finishing the I|ast
of her bar and licking her fingers.

Wrd was passed down to get a nove on.

Patti Sue managed the norning on her own feet and then coll apsed agai n.
She apol ogi zed to the point that Kris was grinding her teeth not to snap at



her. It was a little difficult to avoid the apol ogi es and sel f-deprecations
when the girl's lips were a few inches fromher ear. Geene did what he coul d,
chatting about this and that because his talking silenced Patti. H s buddy was
a Rugarian who said nothing, stopping and starting when G eene did, and was
seem ngly oblivious to every other stimulus.

"What were you back on good ol' Terra?" Kris asked, to while away the
tine.

"Aha, computer technician. So, of course, they had nme digging,
shovel | i ng and sweeping on Barevi. At |east they weren't prejudiced.

Anyone big got that duty." He nade a nmuscle in his armand pulled the
coverall tight across it so she could admre the result. "Actually, it beats a
sedentary life in front of a screen. |'ve never been this fit." And he cast a
critical eye on Patti's frail body. "You' re sure he began for the third tine
si nce | unch.

"I"'msure." Patti Sue had either fallen asleep or retreated into a
comat ose state. The only thing that reassured Kris was that her skin was cool
not hot with fever. She sol diered on. However, she told herself that next tine
buddi es were assigned she was goi ng to choose.

The afternoon becanme one | ong struggle to keep upright and put one foot
in front of the other. They had to make three clinbs up rockfaces .. . Kris
did hope that Mtford had had accurate reports fromhis advance scouts,
because she sure didn't want to cone back down the [ast one. They'd had to rig
a blanket sling to get the linp Patti Sue up it. Kris ended up with scraped
shins and | ost sone fingertip skin.

The items that hadn't been in the Catteni survival crates were |egion

Decent gl oves, pitons, rope, pickaxes, backpacks, a bar of chocol ate
were anong those she dreanmed of. Needl es and thread!

Band Ai ds.

There were three falls, one broken leg. The Deskis, for all their
fragile | ooks, had al most glided up the rockface.

That could be a useful skill, she thought, anazed that she could think
of anything other than being able to continue wal ki ng.

When her courage was beginning to peter out into utter despair, the word
was passed back that their destination had been reached by the first el ements.

They' d had one? That amazed and heartened her

When she got there, she didn't knowit. One, she had stunbled and had to
| ean against the cliffside to steady herself. She'd had a terrifying, if
brief, look at the drop she'd nearly plumreted down.

Two, she was too exhausted even to care that she would now be able to
stop wal ki ng.

"I'I'l take her," a nale voice said and the burden of Patti was lifted
from her back.

Soneone put a hand on her armand |led her fromthe cliff, pushing her
head down so she wouldn't crack it on a |ow entryway. The darkness a few
nmetres inside was suddenly alleviated by - of all things fires.

They didn't snell like fires should, but the rosy glow | ooked like the
real thing. She later found out that Zainal had experimented with various
types of wood, for lack of a proper description of the material he gathered
fromthe vegetation, until he found a conbusti bl e substance.

He found ot her things, which included dried dung, to augnent what "wood'
could be gathered as they marched.

The dung smelt but it gave off heat and light which were essenti al

Soneone took her cup - she protested but before she could get violent
about the matter, the cup was returned to her, full of water "Keep noving,"
she was told and a hand gently guided her in the direction she was supposed to
go...a narrow path through outstretched | egs and boots. She went left, then
right, then left again as guided, and had her head pushed down to enter a
smal | er cave.

There was a small fire, one that didn't snell too badly, in a circle of
glinting stones in the centre. Smpoke went straight up and she tilted her head,



nearly falling over backwards since her balance was as tired as the rest of
her senses, but couldn't see the ceiling.

"Over here," and she was guided to one side of the fire where there
weren't any legs or boots. "Sit." A gentle hand pressed down on her shoul der
and, quite willing to obey, she sat.

When she felt sonmeone funbling with her blanket, she tried to push the
hands away.

"Sleep in blanket." The odd phrasing caught her attention and she
blinked to focus on the face in front of her. Zainal it was who was untying
her bl anket. No-one else was that big. That was all right then. She owed him
O did he owe her?

"Lie down," he said, an order that she was only too happy to obey.

She worked her way down to a recunbent position and felt the bl anket
bei ng tucked around her. Wat odd behaviour for a Cat..

no, she nmust not shorten the name. Catteni. Maybe "Teni' would be |ess
egregi ous than "Cat'?

That was the last thing she renenbered for a very long tine.

Mtford woke suddenly, his well-devel oped internal clock rousing him
after his customary six hours' sleep. It was as dark as the inside of a pocket
and it took hima nonent to establish where he was. He rose cautiously to one
el bow, identifying the sleeping fornms around him Taglione, Mrphy, Dowdall,
and yes, the dark nmass of the big-shoul dered Catt eni

Fit as Mtford tried to keep hinmself, apart fromthat enforced sleep on
the prison ship, he felt some twi nges fromyesterday's exertions. Wll, today
woul d be another bitch and he'd better start it, what with all he had to do.

He berated hinself once again for setting himself up in command of this
chicken-shit outflt but who the hell else in this ms-assorted herd of
humanity, and aliens, would have organi zed anything? It had made his bl ood
boil to see them qui bbling over how many knives they should get and who' d have
t he bl anket concession. Just chance that he'd known a couple of the looters
frombeing in the sane barracks with themon Barevi, so he'd been able to
inveigle their support with a hint and a bit of verbal persuasion. No need for
anyone to get greedy over the goodies. There | ooked to be nore than enough to
go round. He couldn't stand greed and he hated bullying.

Sonme m ght not believe that, but it was the truth. So he'd waded in and
got the supply situation organized to his satisfaction and doled out the
hardware in an orderly fashion. He should have known one thing would lead to
anot her. But no-one had contested his authority. O themthat had had taken
t hensel yes of f.

And hell's bells, after twenty-seven years in the Marines, he knew how
to get a notley crewto act as a unit. He'd trained up enough raw recruits
into good fighting nmen. Even wonen. Then he had a coupl e of advantages, too.
For starters, everyone here had been taking orders they couldn't buck, so he'd
just continue the practice, gradually easing themback into a nore denocratic
gover nrent when he had everything suitably organi zed and i ndependence was
feasible. R ght now, they'd better stick together and keep the useful aliens
handy. He was glad to be rid of the Turs, sullen argunentative bastards, and
t he Morphins had al ways been difficult to deal with in the barracks at Barevi.

They' d taken thensel ves of f, nost of them and that was fine by him
Humans he coul d handl e any day of the week.

So, they were in a defensible position, even if he still didn't know
what he m ght have to defend against. They had a good source of underground
water in that cave | ake his scouts had found. The Cat Mtford reproved hinself
- how he treated Zainal, the Catteni, would go a long way to establishing how
nost of the others would regard the alien. And if he wanted to make cont act
with the Catteni at a later date, he'd need soneone in his ball park to hit
the honers. Right now the only one avail able was Zainal. At any rate, Zaina
had found time to hunt as he scouted ahead with Tag and Murph and had cl ubbed
some | ocal fauna. He proved it was edible by eating a hunk of it raw.

Mtford preferred his neat cooked but, to him the gob which he had



chewed and swal | owed had tasted just like raw neat usually did. The critters
just squatted on the rocks in droves or herds, didn't nove when humans
approached - which suggested to Mtford that they hadn't seen any humans to
know to fear them- so they were dead easy to bring down.

So there was one source of protein to augment the ration bars.

Water, shelter, food. Not bad going for two days on a new world.

Mtford was optim stic, even though he rarely allowed hinsel f that
opti on.

He'd had a chance to talk to nearly a hundred or so nen and wonen
yesterday on the march and was rmuch encouraged by the fact that quite a few
had specialties that would be dammed useful. Automatically his hands went to
pockets where he usually kept pencil and pad.

Once again he cursed under his breath. A cup, a blanket, a knife and a
hat chet were not nmuch to work with. He'd had | ess when set | oose on a survival
course but he was accustoned to privations. This |lot weren't. He m ssed paper
and pencil. He was a visual nman and coninmtted facts to menory when he could
first wite them down.

CGerry Capstan had been a surveyor in the Col orado Park Service: he was
sure they could find something to wite with and he'd al ready seen slate al ong
the rocky way Helluva way to wite orders of the day, Mtford thought, but
what the hell? The old granary foreman in Lubbock still used chalk and a slate
as a notice-board for his drivers.

Mur phy had been a machini st, knew wel di ng, and he'd assured Mtford that
all he needed was a decent hot fire to reshape some of those extra knives into
a bevy of useful tools.

A woman near Murphy in the line of march perked up a bit when she heard
the two men tal ki ng.

"I"'ma potter...Sandy Areson. Yeah, | know what you're thinking," and
she grinned at the dubi ous expression on Mtford' s face, "arty-farty stuff
you'd call what | used to produce but | know how to make up pitchers, nugs,
pl ates and useful things. That is, if this planet has produced clay."

"We'| | keep that in mnd, Mtford said, know ng that sonething as sinple
as pitchers and plates could be a noral e booster

Now i n the cool predawn, Mtford began to plan the day's activities. A
good hot neal in everyone's belly would make themoptimstic, too. So hunting
was the first order of the day. A detailed search of the i mediate area and
the rest of the cave system was next. And torches were needed to |light the
corridors that had al ready been expl ored.

That herbal guy could see what he could find edible in the vegetable
line. There m ght even be berries.

There were two mners and they could | ook for ore deposits.

He'd send out patrols, keep everyone busy, and Arnie could do |atrines.
That made himsmle. And anyone who conpl ai ned about anything would join Arnie
in that duty. Wth so many peopl e, proper hygi ene was of prime necessity.

One of the few pluses was that they were all healthy: the ones who
weren't had been left on the field.

He set about waking up nmen he had tagged the day before as those with
some hunting experience back on Earth. He'd have them | ook out for any wood
that could be nade into bows, arrows and spears. And slingshots. Mtford
grinned as he pulled on his boots.

He' d been a crack shot as a kid: could stun a jackrabbit at forty yards.

And what was the nane of that paranmedic? Ah, Matt Dargle. Damm, he'd be
glad to have witing nmaterials.

Mtford shook Taglione, Mrphy and Zai nal awake and started handi ng out
the orders of the day.

It was the stink that woke her. She started coughing and couldn't stop
She wasn't the only one coughing, either

Everyone around her was. Then a whiff of cool, clean air wafted across
her face and she tried to go back to sleep again. It was much too soon to wake
up. It was still dark outside.



Qut si de of where? That question did it: she pushed herself to a sitting
position to find out where she was.

Inside a cave. The fire in the centre was down to enbers, although
someone was trying to revive it by putting lunps snell-producing |unps - on
it.

"I think I'd prefer the dark to the snell," she murmured, realizing that
folks were still sleeping around her. In fact, she recognized Patti Sue's
frail body next to her. Kris was chagri ned.

She hadn't even made sure she still had her trek buddy when she'd gone

to sleep. Zainal? Zainal. Hmm

She | ooked around but she couldn't find his body anbng those in here
wi th her. She considered going back to sleep and then realized that first
she'd better find the latrine.

"Where's the latrine?" she asked the figure feeding the fire.

"From here?" The man paused briefly. "Hmm Go left, take the third
ri ght-hand opening."

"Can | see where |'m goi ng?"

"Ch yes." Although torches had been spaced out along the walls, she
found the right cave as nmuch by a certain snmell as follow ng the directions.
She was amazed at what had been acconplished. O, how |l ong had she slept?

A t oot hbrush!

When she thought of those handy little pouches handed out by airlines if
you went Busi ness O ass she wi shed she'd had one to hand: toothbrush, conmb and
nail-file, not to nention toothpaste, breath neutralizer and face cloth, would
be very conforting right now. And sonmething to eat. She passed by "her' cave
on her return because she snmelt sonething scrunptious - well, by conparison
with what she'd lately had to eat.

She foll owed her nose, passing other side passages and peering into
caves filled with sl eeping bodies. She took a wong turning and ended up in a
cul -de-sac which snelled not at all appetizing, but nasty, ol d-nouldy, dead.

Her nose led her to the source, and the |argest of the caves. It was
a-bustle with activity; men, wonen and aliens - Kris was glad to see the
resurgence of whinsy in herself - comng and goi ng. Though what they were
going to and com ng fromshe wasn't sure until she saw a group of nen, each
triunphantly brandi shing their spoils. They'd been hunting and, although the
creatures resenbl ed oversized rats without tails, if they were what was being
grilled over the fires, she'd forget the resenbl ance.

She went over to the nearest griller and paused by the rock on which two
cooked fragments had been | aid.

"How do | get in line?" she asked the dark-skinned cook

"I wouldn't stand on no cerenpny was | you," he said with a grin.

"Don't mind what they look like: they taste good and that Cat said they
woul dn't kill us."

"He did?" and Kris tried to act casual as she reached for the . neat?
Food? It wasn't too hot to handl e and she brought it to her Iips,

i nconspi cuously licking the part nearest her to get a taste. The taste
confirmed the notion that her stomach needed this no nmatter what el se
happened. She took a good bite, inhaling air to cool the norsel, hot against
her teeth. But she chewed it well she had to; the neat was tough. It chewed
good and tasted great and fell into a grateful stomach.

"Only one a custoner," the dark man said, carefully inserting his knife
point to check the state of the portions on the spit.

"Under standable. |I've got ration bars to fill in the spaces, but this
hot " She paused not only to take another bite to follow the first one but
al so to give what she ate a proper designation

"W're calling it neat,"” he said, grinning.

"Well, whatever it's called, it hits the spot. Thanks - and she left her
voi ce on an upnote for himto supply his nane.

"Bart," he said. "You're Kris."

"How d you know t hat ?"



"Cos you carried that girl fer two days and you know the Cat."

"Ch!" Such glory was unexpected. She | ooked around then, rather
enbarrassed. She saw neither Zainal nor Mtford. "Were's the Sarge and the
Cat?" "CQut.

Hunting, | think, and seeing if there're nore caves." He winkled his
nose. "This place isn't really big enough for us all. Good idea to spread out
anyhow, iffen you asked me. Only nobody did." He spoke am ably.

"Better if we had running water' "Ch, we do, but the way down to it's no
pi cni c" Oh?"

"Underground | ake and river. Probably feeding sone of the streams we
passed.” Kris licked the thick bone that had been covered with neat.

"Crack it open. Marrow nakes good eating, too." Kris scrutinized the
bone with reluctance to take his advice.

"Marrow s got a lot of good init, Kris," Bart said sol emmly.

"Crunch down quick to break it open and then suck." Rather than appear
squeam sh, she did so and the marrow was not at all unpleasant. She nade sure
she had cl eaned both hal ves and then | ooked around her

"In the fire," Bart said. "W burn everything we can find."

"So I'd...sndt," she said with a grin.

"Yeah, do get kinda rank, don't it." Depositing the bones on the fire
and hearing themsnap as the flame caught, she also got a whiff of the "burnt
bone' snell. She licked her fingers so she'd remenber better the way the neat
had tasted. Then she untied her cup fromits place on her belt. "Were's
dri nki ng water?"

"Over there," and Bart nodded his head towards the side where she could
recogni ze the symmetry of the water crates, stored against the cave wall.

She had no sooner taken a drink when a woman, with her dark hair roughly
chopped to a short length, tapped her on the arm "You woul dn't know how to
skin and cl ean a dead aninmal, would you?"

"Yup," she said with considerably nore willingness than she actually had
for the task. But she'd skinned squirrels and rabbits on her practical for the
survival 8o qualification and now was a rmuch better time to display her
abilities.

"I"'m Sandy and | got put in charge w thout know ng doodly squat.

| used to be "and she gave a droll grin, "a potter."

"I"'mKn' "Yeah, | know," and the woman grinned at her

"You know the Cat and you carried your buddy for two days.

Di d everyone know those two facts about her? Kris wondered as she
foll owed Sandy outside the cave. She hadn't noticed that the hunters had
brought their catch outside again. Half a dozen people were busy skinning and
gutting, using | arge stones as worktops. Two nmen and two wonen appeared to be
di ssecting entrails at another and argui ng about anatony.

"Quts are guts and | don't see why we can't use these, said the wonan,
hol ding up a long stringy grey rope.

"Qught to be as tough as any cat's."

"That's what |ndians used to use to nake bow strings, wasn't it?"

"Think so. They sure didn't have nylon." Kris was not squeam sh but she
didn't want to | ose her breakfast. It had tasted so good goi ng down, but
com ng up? She'd rather not find out.

Fi ndi ng hersel f a space, she caught the beastie that Sandy tossed her
Li mp, soft but firmy packed. The hide was unexpectedly pleasant to touch
t hough the nmuted grey brown was an unearthly colour. It wasn't a furry hide,
rather a suedey covering. Turning it around on her slab to examne it closely,
she couldn't see what had killed it until she noticed that one half of the
"head' had been nashed.

Too small to have been done by a club and certainly not a blow fromthe
br oad- edged hat chets they'd been issued.

It did have four |egs, a chunky rounded body, and not nuch neck before
the blunt end that was its head. She gave a sigh and, taking a quick glance
round to see how others were tackling the job, she flipped it to its back and,



ti pping the head up, began the job of dressing it.

It had nore meat on it than either rabbit or squirrel, having heavy
haunches and wel | - devel oped shoul ders.

Her knife, while | arge enough to be a shade unwi el dy for precision
surgery, was sharp. She made a bit of a hash of stripping the hide off the
I egs but hell, you didn't |ose much bel ow the "knee'. She had just finished
when Sandy appeared w th another one, and thus she spent her norning. There
seened to be endl ess quantities of that beastie and another, al so suede
covered with menbranous wings that felt slimy/. No neat on such w ngs, but she
was told to save these, too

"Did you get sonething to eat?" Sandy asked her at one point.

"Yes, something fromone of the squatty things, | think."

"If we had a pot to stewin we could nake everything go further,"'
said with a rueful snmile. "Bob the Herb," and she grinned back at Kris's
startled expression, "well, he knew Terran herbs and he's found sone root
sorts of things that oughtn't to poison us. And some rather delicious
sharp-tasting berries. At least, the Cat thought they'd be edible. He ate "em
and didn't get the trots but Cats can eat a lot that'd give us the green apple
two-step." Kris paused, another trick coming to mnd. She sat back on her
heel s. "W got any natural hol es anywhere?

I mean, holes with floors so they wouldn't |eak?"

"\Why 2"

"Well, they'd make a self-contained stew pot. Fill one with water, then
drop in clean heated stones. That'd boil the water and whatever el se you had
init." "It woul d?"

"I haven't done it, but the theory's sound. A pot's only something you
can nove around' "Wat heathen country did you get that fron?" Kris |aughed.
"The old Irish used to do that. | saw the places in the south of Irel and,
great tourist attractions. The guide swore that was what field workers used
when they didn't want to trek all the way back to their homes."

"Well, | never," Sandy said and went off, cocking her head this way and

Sandy

t hat .

"Hey, gal, you nade it up," a cheerful voice said and Kris | ooked up
fromthe ani mal she had just eviscerated to see Jay Greene making his way to
her. He had a brace of avians in each hand. Fromthe angle of their heads,
their necks had been broken.

"Hi, Jay. Say, just how are these things being caught, or killed?"
"Snares work as well on this planet as any other," he said, |ooking pleased.
"Probably better. Fortunately for ne, these fow s are stupider'n turkeys and
will eat anything edible, especially ration bar crunbs.™

"You know about snares?"

""Senper paratus", as the boy scouts used to say," he said nodestly. "
wor ked one out and Mtford showed us how to use a slingshot. A crack shot,
too." He was properly respectful. "Haven't got any elastic but, with alittle
practice and the right ffick of the wist, you can aimpretty accurate. The
rock-squatters haven't got sense enough to be scared so they sit there and die
young! Hey, you're pretty good with that knifel"

"Yeah, | am" she said blithely. "Yours next?" She reached for his
burden whil e she honed the tip of her knife on the rock of her table.

"Yes, ma'am"” he said and, pretending extrenme caution as she sharpened,
deposited the bodies on the other side of her table.

The heat of the sun nmade her stop, nmop her sweaty forehead on her sleeve
and realize that she'd been working steadily for |long enough to get a crick in
her neck and nore bl ood than she |iked on her coverall.

Bl ood always attracted insects. At |east on Earth and Barevi it had.

She finished the rock squat she was currently cl eaning and stood up
taking the result to the next in the line of preparation

"I want a wash, a drink and sone time off," she told Sandy.

Sandy gave her directions to find the underground | ake. More torches had
been installed, so the way was lit well enough to keep Kris from stunbling



down the uneven |l evels of the path. Wen she reached the end she saw t he viny
rope with knots in it to help you shinny up

Peering over the edge, she saw that there was sand to cushi on the shock
of the junp which was roughly two netres down. The torch showed her the
i nperceptible movenent of the water flow ng past this point.

But she remenbered that stillish waters could run deep. Sandy hadn't
told her not to dunk herself in but she also hadn't said she could.

She bellied down to the edge of the water and took a quick sip: it had a
soda-ish aftertaste but it wasn't bad. She buried her face in the water then
sucking in a longer drink. That was when the desire to be rid of the sweat and
dirt of the past few days becanme irresistible.

Kris was prudent enough to see if the vine rope reached far enough into
the water so she could hang on to it for her bath. It did. She sloughed off
t he wrap-around boots and the coverall and, keeping the vine rope in one hand,
eased herself into the water. It was cold, no doubt about that, but it felt so
good. She gave herself as thorough a scrub as she could with one hand - and no
soap - in probably the fastest bath she'd ever taken. Using her blanket, she
dried herself as well as she could with the non-absorbent material and rinsed
out the bl oodied sl eeves of her coverall and the front of it where bl ood had
spattered. She was back in her clothes, despite the danpness, and putting on
t he boots when she heard voi ces nearing. She hauled herself up to the top and
started back, nuch refreshed by the respite.

She kept close to the right-hand wall as the group descendi ng passed
her .

"W gotta keep hold of that rope,” one of the men was saying, "cos the
current's fast according to the Cat."

"God, what | wouldn't give for a razor!"

"Shar pen your knife, buddy," soneone else said with a laugh. "That's
what pioneers did." Wen Kris found her way back to her sleeping place she saw
that Patti Sue was the only one there, and still asleep. She dithered to
hersel f about bringing sonme food back and making sure the girl ate, but naybe
sl eep was nore inportant. The way the hunters had been bringing in gane
there'd be some for her when she did wake up

Only how | ong woul d the gane renmain stupid enough to hang around and
die? There were a lot of people to be fed.

That was when she heard a | ot of noisy shouting and glad cries.

She nade her way to the mamin cave again and tried to figure out what al
t he shouting was about.

Everyone seemed very pleased. Bart was grinning like he'd just won a
lottery.

"What's up, Bart?"

"They found food. A nountain of it." Then he recalled hinmself to his
duties and turned the pieces cooking on his fire before they were reduced to
char.

"Where? Things we can eat?" Kris found herself regarding the
french-browned food hungrily.

"l guess so, or why roar so nuch?" he said with a shrug.

Kris took herself where she could hear what was being roared.

"Mount ai ns of food!"

"Some kinda storage cave. Like a silo."

"And ot her doors we couldn't open...yet!"

"They'd have to be saving for centuries. ""No-one near, no footprints,
just cracks in the stone, |like sonmething real big stood there." She worked her
way through the excited people towards the front of the cave, hoping to see
someone she could ask for specifics. The storage cave bit worried her. It
suggested that Zainal's information had been incorrect.

You don't store things, especially food, where there's no bodies to eat
it.

Scratch tests will give you a quick idea," an Asian was saying in a firm
voi ce. "They worked on sonme of the gane you guys caught, as well as the roots



and berries."
"Can we use the sane nethod for the Rugarians and the Deskis, Mtt?" she
heard Mtford' s voi ce ask

"Cee, | don't know, Sarge. | was paranedic for human types."

"Zainal, can you ask "enP" Mtford switched to Barevi.

"Yes. | will ask," and Kris saw a novenent anong those crowded around
Mtford as Zainal left to make his enquiries.

"OK, listen up!™ Mtford' s voice assuned parade ground volunme. "I need

some volunteers - you, you, you and you. Roll up your sleeves.

W got sanples we need to test.

Suddenly the press of bodies thinned out as many deci ded not to be
"volunteered' for any other bright ideas Mtford had in nind

"Was food all that was found?" Kris asked as she noved towards Mtford.

"I'sn't that enough?" a worman asked in an irritable voice.

"It's a help, surely, but we need so many things to set up a habitable
pl ace .

"Habi tabl e? That's a | augh," the worman said and noved away from Kris.

"Al'l that food could be a laugh, too," G eene said, appearing at her
side, "if we can't stomach it."

"Anyone got any idea why there are such stores?" Kris asked him "And
what will happen if the Three Bears find Gol dil ocks?" She gestured to indicate
they were cast as Gol dil ocks.

"Nope. Zainal hadn't any idea either. He insisted that the Catten
survey said the planet was uninhabited "Wth sentient life-forns?" "Mmm Yes,
he did make that distinction," Geene replied and then grinned. "Scared the
hel | outa even the sarge when they cane across netal doors, fer God's sake,
across the cave entrances.”

"How d they get in, then?" Kris asked.

Greene chuckl ed again. "W got guys in this outfit with sone very
interesting skills." Kris grinned back at him "Were are these sesane caves?"

"A good half-day's trek fromhere, so don't worry. And no road in or
out. How d they get crops in there without sonething that nakes big tracks is
puzzling."

"Stray nechani cal things are nore nervous-naki ng than some honest-to-god
alien creatures,"” Kris said.

"If you say so. Only the sarge has sent a detail to scout about and see
if they can figure out how and fromwhere the silos got filled.

He's calling a neeting this evening, anyway, to explain everything.

W m ght even have nore to eat then, too." Geene licked his Iips and
Kris found hersel f- doing the sane thing as the tantalizing snmells were wafted

towards themon the breeze. "I could' ve eaten a whole one by nmysel f."
"You didn't finish off your bars, did you?"
"Hell no, and watch yours, will ya? As | said, we got guys, and gals,

with taking ways as well as interesting skills."

"Ch, Lord, Patti Sue," Kris said and, ducking around Greene, started
back to where the girl still slept.

She paused | ong enough to ask Bart if she could take Patti's share to
her .

"I can count on you to give it to her and nobody el se?" Bart said,
fixing her with a stern eye.

"Yes, you can," Kris said solemly, and found herself a rock on which to
carry the hot neat.

Patti Sue was still asleep. Her food packet was gone.

Soneone had rolled the girl over to get at it. Kris fumed and then
decided that Patti Sue would just have to take sonme responsibility for
herself. She | eant over, careful not to tip the hot meat onto the dirty floor
of the cave, and shook Patti Sue's shoulder. The girl's reaction - flailing
about with hands and kicking out with her feet was so unexpected that Kris
ended up juggling the hot neat fromhand to hand, trying to keep it from
dropping to the floor.



"Hey, Patti. Easy now, gal. Don't nake ne drop your food. It's hot,' she
cried, trying to duck away fromthe girl's windm Il of Iinbs.

"Kris?" Patti's voice broke and she stopped her battering.

" Chhhh, you scared ne."

"Didn't nmean to. Sit up, will you.

This's hot! Use your sleeve Patti rolled down the overlong cuff and,
using it as a pad, took the piece fromKris, who set about I|icking her
fingers, as Patti regarded her portion suspiciously.

"Don't ask what it is "cos no-one's nanmed the thing yet but it tastes
pretty good and it is hot."

"I don't think I could eat anything - - -) Patti said and held it out to
Kris.

"No way, gal. You eat it. Think of it as the fried chicken your nother
used to make - - -"

"No'm | won't, "cos she couldn't cook worth doodly," Patti said in the
only personal comrent yet to pass her |ips.

Eyes closed, she then pulled her lips fromher teeth and took a tiny and
tentative bite. "Ch! It isn't bad, is it?" And opened her eyes, eating with
nmore relish. "Or maybe it's "cos |I'mso fam shed. "

"Patti, you didn't think to hide your bars, did you?" Kris asked gently.

Patti | ooked up at her and her face fell. "No, why should I?

No-one would..." and with one hand she felt anxiously beside her and
under her bl anket, her face falling into tragic |ines as she realized that her
packet was gone. She started noaning and nearly dropped the neat.

Kris propped her drooping hand back in the direction of her nouth.

"So eat that, and we'll share. It's not the end of the world because
they've found a storage cave with food in it."

"Cave? Food?" Patti seened to shrink in on herself with fear. "There are

Catteni living on this world, too?"
"No, not according to our live Catteni expert Patti's eyes got wi der
with her fright. "A Catteni - - "Eat!' Kris said urgently. "There was one

Catteni dropped along with us and he's not a bad guy. He won't bother you -

"Ch, oh, oh," and Patti noaned all the time she nibbled at the neat.

Kris had heard about dainty eaters but Patti took the prize.

Kris stayed with Patti Sue then, as much because the girl was so
preternaturally frightened of every footstep in the corridor outside, every
shadow that interrupted the torchlight into their cubby, as because she was
al so tired. Her hands and arm nuscles ached fromher stint at dressing neat
and she had a couple of little nicks fromkife cuts which were annoyi ng. Then
she renenbered her first-aid kit and dabbed themwi th the yellow liquid It
stung briefly but she knew that the Cat disinfectant woul d reduce any chance
of infection.

She suggested a dip to Patti Sue but when she had to tell the girl how
to get there and the primtive conditions, Patti just curled up, huggi ng her
knees to her chest, and nopaned.

"You're going to have to stop nmoaning, girl,"” Kris said, driven to it
"I don't mind, but there are others who will. We're all in the sane condition
- snmelly, scared and suspicious. So you're not alone.”

"But "Patti Sue began, her eyes w de and distressed, as she once again
began to either apol ogi ze or explain.

She shut her mouth for a long nonent. "You're right.

I am chicken livered. | always have been and | guess | always wll be.
And | won't say I'msorry. | amwhat | am" 9 Kris began to regret her
out burst. "Honey, we all are.

Scared, | nean."

"Are you still ny buddy?" And the piteousness of her tone and the

beseeching | ook in her eyes touched Kris the way the constant stream of
apol ogi es hadn't.

"You got raped, kid?" Kris asked, hunkering down beside her

A convul si ve shudder swept through Patti Sue's slender frame and she



shot Kris an angui shed | ook. "It shows, doesn't it?"
"Not like a birthmark or a scarlet letter,"” Kris said as kindly as she
could. "The give-away is how you fiinch whenever you hear a man's voice, or

see a shadow or someone totally harmess, |ike Jay Greene, who only tries to
help you. I won't say there aren't guys in this group who wouldn't like to
wel I, you know because you're a very pretty and appealing person. But right

now, hon, there isn't anyone with rmuch extra energy.

They need it all to stay alive on this crazy world. So why don't you
buck up a bit? I'Il stick by ny ol' trek buddy as nuch as |I can but | think
I'"mgoing to be getting some work assignments "or go nutty |ooking after
you...Kris added to herself, "that'll take ne away fromyou, so let's
i ntroduce you to a couple of other people..

worren who'll keep an eye on you when |'mnot here." Patti Sue had becone
nore and nore agitated as Kris explained the situation and Kris could see that
the girl visibly fought, and subdued, her imediate reaction to such news.

"Now, c'mon...and take your blanket with you. Not that we don't have
others but it's wise to keep your things together here." Wth nervous hands,
Patti managed to roll up her blanket and draped it over her shoulder as Kris
had.

Still anxious, she followed Kris out of the cave, glancing nervously
about when she heard voices issuing from other openings and al nost treadi ng on
Kris's heels, she was so nmuch her |eader's follower.

She hesitated, gasping, when they entered the main cave, as she saw so
many peopl e nmovi ng about on errands, or squatting by fires to cook, chatting
with those waiting for the hot nmeats. Ohers were making their way to the
ent rance.

Surprisingly, Kris saw that the exit | ooked out on a darkness broken by
the ffickering light of torches and a fire. She was sonewhat reassured that
Mtford felt illum nation was safe.

"We're safe here, Patti," she said, notioning to the opening.

"Qutside's all it up like Christmas. Let's go grab some fresh air and
get a good seat for the nmeeting." The main cavern reeked not only of cooking
odours but others which were not as savoury and certainly not appetizing.

"Ch..." Patti noaned, cringing.

"You m ght as well, honey, unless you plan on inmuring yourself for ever
in the stink."

"If you say so..." Patti Sue was not going to venture anywhere, even
with Kris's assurance.

"Cron, | think I know where we can sit," and Kris hoped that the

dar kness woul d be enough to conceal the evidence that part of the | edge had
been an abattoir.

She wal ked, Patti so close behind her that she hoped the girl wouldn't
[urch into her and knock them both off the | edge, to a point just above the
fire: a fair-sized one, its flames reflecting off the faces seated around it.

"Hey, we'll have a bal cony seat to the events,"” Kris said.

"Front and centre." Kris sat herself down while Patti Sue edged to
Kris's right, with no-one beyond her. Yet.

Kris tried to identify the faces in the firelight: she spotted Zaina
easily, sitting beside Mtford; Bass, Mirphy, a Rugarian and two Deskis just
beyond them and then faces she vaguely recogni zed fromthe march but coul dn't
put nanes to.

Patti Sue's fearful gasp alerted her to an approach and the girl gripped
her armw th surprisingly strong fingers.

"Easy," Kris muttered under her breath, for she recognized the newconer.
"It's only Jay Greene and he's decent. H, Jay. Don't know if you' ve net ny
buddy yet. Patti Sue, this is Jay Geene and he's a veritable Ninrod with boy
scout snares. Join us. You can be our body-guard." Kris regretted that
ffi ppancy the noment it was out of her mouth for Patti Sue tried to get inside
Kris's skin, she sat so close

Kris sternly told herself that she m ght be as nervous if she'd been



raped repeatedly, too.

After all, that immnent possibility had pronpted her to dare to stea
the ffitter and secrete herself in the forest, hadn't it?

Greene sat down a couple of good handspans fromKris. She took the
noment to turn to Patti Sue.

"You' re about choking the circulation off in ny arm

Rel ax!" she murrmured and felt the clutching fingers ease their
strangl ehol d. She could alnmost feel the effort it took Patti Sue to renove her
hands fromKris's arm "Wat's the scam Jay? You heard anyt hi ng?"

"Yeah," and the firelight glinted off his white teeth as he sniled. "I
hear that we are not alone!l" He spaced the words out so that they sounded |ike
the voice-over of a video trailer.

Patti Sue's hands returned to crush Kris's upper arm

"I knew that," Kris said and this tinme just peeled the fingers off,
putting the girl's hands back in her lap and giving thema final pat to stay
there.

"No, | nean, we're not the only flotsamthat got planted on this
pl anet," G eene said.

"Real | y? HmMm makes sense, though," Kris said in her npbst nonchal ant
tone. Wiy had she been saddled with such a nerd like Patti Sue! "There were

only - what - five, six hundred plonked down in our field. I wouldn't cal
that an efficient disposition of redundant personnel. That ship they herded us
into could handl e who knows how many nore. | know there were two levels, if

not nmore. Maybe they did a clean sweep of all the holding cells on Barevi.
That woul d make the journey here economcally feasible.
Any nore humans?"

"Well," and G eene shrugged, "lI'mnot sure anyone could tell." Patti Sue
et out little whinpers.
"Look on the bright side, will you, Patti Sue?" Kris said. "You weren't

one of themand you're safe with us.

Isn't she, Jay?"

"Saf e as houses,"” he said in a warnly reassuring tone, for which Kris
gave hima broad snile and a thunbs up with her left hand which Patti coul dn't
see. "In fact, the nore the nerrier

So long as we can exchange informati on and band together to solve the
probl ems this place poses.™

"Any other scuttlebutt?"

"Li ke what ?"

"Did that scouting party Mtford sent out find what brings in the grain
harvest ?"

"No," Greene said, shaking his head. "They did find other storage caves,
all holl owed out of solid rock. And nore valleys of fields and stuff. That's
where - - -" Kris gave hima quick flash of her hand to stop hi msaying
anyt hing that would set Patti Sue off again. " Where they coul d see other
heavy vehicl es had been parked," he finished off.

They all heard the murnur of voices and saw that people were enptying
out of the cave now and either naking their way down to the bonfire level or
findi ng spaces on the |edge.

"Do we start off with a national anthem or a prayer?" Kris quipped to

Jay.

"I doubt the good sergeant is religiously inclined," G eene remarked.

"For which | amdeeply grateful." Kris felt Patti Sue's body stiffen
with resentnent at her fiippancy. "W need a realist."

"I second that!" Chuck Mtford had now stood up and raised his hands for
qui et .

"This is Mtford speaking, in case any of you can't see me," he said in
his gravelly parade-ground voice that echoed slightly in the ravine. "W've
had several teans out on recon - reconnai ssance to those of you who don't know
arny sl ang.

"We've found storage caves with enough grains - which we humans at | east



can digest - to supply us for years. W don't know who - or what - stored the
stuff but they're unlikely to notice what we have taken, and will take, once
we get our conmissary organized. We're lucky to have some botani sts anong us,
who' ve figured out what we can and cannot eat of the local stuff- berries and
roots As you've all found out, the water tastes pretty good.

"We're al so | ooking for additional quarters so we won't be janmed in
i ke sardines "Li ke those transport ships, maybe?" a man added wi th drol
bitterness and got a | augh.

Mtford s grin was visible in the firelight as he held up his hand.
"We've al so discovered that there were other parties..

| anded here. W haven't nade contact but if anyone does, send your buddy
back here for assistance.

Don't | ead anybody here. Not even other Terrans." He paused to let that
warning sink in. "W'll be safe sticking together with fol ks we've al ready got
to know on the trek here. W'll integrate anyone who wants to but | think they
ought to be vetted first." There were nmurrmurs of agreenent there.

"No nmore aliens " a voice said.

"That's a no-go," Mtford said sternly, glaring in the direction of the
comment. "I nmake that plain right here and now. | don't know where you were on
Barevi, but | learned that some of the aliens got lust as many smarts as |
do." He jerked his thunb agai nst his chest.

"And sone have skills | don't. W get to make a fresh start on this
pl anet so let's | eave that sort of crap behind us. Huh?" He had a w de murnur
of support for that suggestion

"For those of you who don't know, it was the Deskis who found the caves

for us. | doubt we Terrans could have done it. They clinb Iike the spiders
they resenble only they're humanoid like us, and I don't want to hear them
call ed spiders any nore. Hear nme? Well, hear ne good. They were ripped away

fromtheir planet sane as we were. So we treat themthe sanme as we treat one
of us - because they are one of us.

Have | made that point clear enough?" The response he got was vociferous
fromnost, which reassured Kris. She tried to spot those who were reluctant to
grasp that announcenent.

"A Deski carried May Franmble's kid on the trek and never made a single
conplaint. - The look on Mtford's face chided those who had bitched. "So
renenber, they're in this, too, and pulling their own weight what weight there
is of them The Rugarians are part of us, too, by the sanple principle. They
accounted for nore of our catch than human hunters did." He grinned. "Crack
slingshotters!

"Anot her thing we gotta get straight Iike right now" He pointed
downwar ds to enphasi ze the i medi acy.

"Any nasty individual caught stealing someone else's ration bars or in
possession of nore than a fair share - |oses any he or she has on himor her
and does latrine duty for a nonth. Understand?" He glared around the fire and
up at the | edges. "We don't have nmuch to steal but this colony isn't going to
tolerate any pilfering. Not nohow, no way!' He sliced both hands across his
body to indicate the finality of that statement. "You all got that straight?"

"Who made you boss, Mtford?" a male voice demanded irritably.

"You did!'" Mtford jerked out his chin and glared in the direction

Kris thought the voice sounded like the same one that had protested
i ncluding aliens. She wondered if it was Arnie the weasel -faced but on second
t hought, Arnie wouldn't have the guts to speak up about anything. He was the
kind to go behind your back. And steal a sleeping girl's ration

"You want the job? Have it!" He made as if to | eave the bonfire.

There was i medi ate | oud and vehenent protest from human voi ces and,
Kris was glad to hear, a waving of arms and hands fromthe Deskis and
Rugari ans.

"I"ve had years of knowi ng how to get even nore illassorted bunches of
bods worki ng together than you possibly could, buddy-' and Mtford' s tone made
that noun a dirty epithet, "so unless you can beat ny twenty-seven years -



fifteen of themas a nmaster sergeant - close your mouth hol e. Anybody el se got
some conpl aints about how | run this chicken-shit outfit? No? Well, that shows
you' ve some sense upstairs.

| don't like the assignment any nore than you do. But | took it on and
"Il see it through until we know what's what on this planet. So |isten up
NOW.

"W've got a base canp but we need to check out the area so we don't get
any surprises. W weren't the only ones dropped, you know, and sonme mi ght I|ike
to nove into our own choi ce piece of suburban devel opnent." That provoked sone
[ aughter. "Not much, right now and his pause suggested that he had many
i mprovenents in nmind, so there were a few groans. "But we'll do well-if we're
let alone. So, two points..." and he held up his fingers, "first, we have
sentries with their eyes open round the clock, even if we weren't issued one.

Second, when you hear me or a sentry bawling RED ALERT," and he cupped
hi s hands round his nmouth and roared the phrase, the sounds reverberating even
as the people nearest himflinched back, with sheepish grins, "you cone
runni ng as fast as you can, knives ready for action.

Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty, ny friends," and his
expression becane very solem. "W |ost out back on Earth but you nmay be
dammed sure | don't intend to | ose out here. When we were dropped on that

field, we got liberated again and | intend to stay that way and alive!
So, any tinme you hear RED ALERT, whaddya do?" He cocked his head, hand
to his ear - "W cone running, Daddy," the wit fromthe shadows beyond the

fire yelled

"You better believe it! W also got to stay healthy so that neans
| atrines, and they need di ggi ng where we haven't found |ong drop hol es.

And throw in sonme sand every time you go. Keeps the snell down. W need
hunters out every norning and we need volunteers to try foods and others to
cook "em | talked to a lot of you on the way here but now | need to know
whi ch of you have specialist training, |like nmedics or chenmistry or even
survival courses. Everyone's going to work at something here to make this go.
And | don't want any bitching about takilig your turn at the dirty jobs.
You'll be rotated. Now, you individuals with special training that | haven't
had a chance to talk to, conme to this side of the fire when this neeting's
over.

You hunters, get your assignnents fromthis Rugarian - he calls hinself
Slav - and he's got the best throwing arml've seen since Lou CGehrig "Sarge,

you weren't born when Lou Gehrig pitched -" sone wit yelled.

"Nope, but | sure saw enough footage on himin his prime. So hunters
with Slav. I'll need nore scouting parties tonorrow, so if you want sone
exerci se .

and there were guffaws at that, "...see Zainal here."

"You trusting that Cat?"

"Until hell freezes over," Mtford said in a tone that brooked
absol utely no argunent. "He got dunped here just like the rest of us and I'm
not brave enough to ask hi m why.

Again a ripple of surprise but Mtford went on. "I want twenty
i ndi viduals to make another run to get nore grain | erme see a few hands before
| volunteer you." The hands were raised, far nore than twenty.

"Now, one last thing. There're nore males than fermal es. Sone of our
worren got raped by the Catteni. W' re hunans! No-one bothers a woman in this
canp. -, At the first mention of rape, Patti Sue nmpaned and tried to burrow
into Kris. She was trenbling all over as Kris put a protective and reassuring
arm about her.

"\What about a gal raping one of us?" the same wit called, and got
snarling reactions fromthe wonmen nearest him

"If that kinda rape's inevitable, relax and enjoy it buddy," a woman's
voice called out, a distinctly bitter and contenptuous edge to her words.

"I"ll personally stake out any man forcing a woman," Mtford said,
hol di ng up his big and capabl e hands. "The sane goes for any fenale



di ck-teasing." He paused a beat and then gave a wy grin, "That is, if anyone
has any energy for anything after a |ong day here."

"You see, Patti Sue," Kris murmured soothingly, patting the nervous
hands cl enchi ng and uncl enching on her arm "and he neans it.

"He can mean it, but what if "No what-ifs, Patti Sue," Kris said as
firmy as she could. But Mtford' s call for explorers would give her the
freedomto |l eave this clinging vine tonorrow and do somret hi ng nmore not ewort hy
than gutting squatters.

"You heard and he neans it." Patti continued to nmoan, despite her
earlier promise not to "Now, I'll listen to intelligent questions, preferably
ones | can answer," Mtford said. "I'll keep an open office but if |'m busy,
talk to Bass here. Zainal, you just got appointed our alien |liaison nman, only
because you speak better Barevi than | do.

Dowdal I - stand up there, and you, too, Miurphy. They're acting as
corporals. Got any conplaints? Bring "emto them | assure you they'll be
| ooked into and renedied...if humanly possible." "Sergeant Mtford?" A man

call ed, standing up so he could be seen, "any ideas why we got dunped here?"
"Zainal says Cattenis do this to settle sone pl anets.
They come back at intervals to see if anyone's still alive and
br eat hi ng. "
"00 "Then we won't get off?"
"I didn't say that," and Mtford' s voice was grim
"But they have to land to take a | ook-see, don't they?
There's no guarantee it's thenm || take off in the ship, is there?" That
comment brought a [ot of hopeful rmurrmurs and nuffled remarks.
"And one good reason to be friendly to the one Catteni we got on our
Mtford went on. "Any other questions?"
"Then who's farm ng this planet?"
"Good question and | don't know the answer."
"Does the Cat?" "Qur Catteni ally," and Mtford paused to be sure
everyone caught his use of the full name, "does not, as his know edge of this
pl anet is alnost as spotty as ours - except he'd heard that sonme of the
i ndi genous speci nens are dangerous. CQutside of this canp, you keep your eyes
and ears open. O live long enough to tell us what you saw or heard."
"Cee thanks, Sarge," and a ripple of laughter ran through the crowd.
"Everyone's in remarkably good spirits,” Kris said to G eene.
"Amazi ng how a full belly inproves your outl ook.
"Sone bastard stole Patti Sue's rations,"” she added.
"Doesn't surprise ne," Geene replied in a | ow voi ce.
"We can get her more. O should you keep them safe for her?"
"After what Mtford said about having nore than nmy fair share? Thank you
Qoops! HmMmm Well, | don't think she'll |ose "em again.
Maybe you shoul d trade buddies with Sandy."
"A thought," Kris replied, know ng even as she spoke that she'd be
consci ence stricken if she did.
"Why should | saddle her with Patti ?"

si de, "’

no.

"She's one tough lady and will watch out for the girl," Jay said. "And
someone's going to have to watch for her because she's sure one nervous kid."
Kris sighed.

Deci si ons, decisions. But she wasn't going to be tied by Patti Sue to
t he cave and not get some "exercise'. And she'd survived on her own on Barevi
so she was confident she coul d be useful as a scout or food hunter here on
wher ever they were.

She cupped her hands to her nouth before she could think tw ce.

"Hey, Sarge, does this planet have a nane?" Mtford | ooked up, trying to
see her in the darkness beyond the firelight.

"Bj ornsen? Zainal, you guys name your planets?" Zainal stepped into the
firelight. "Only nunmbers," he said in Barevi, shrugging.

"What about "Bounty"? Like in Mitiny on the " a wonman call ed.

"Al catraz?"



"Be positive - El Dorado." The exchange of nanmes and opinions stirred an
uproar which Mtford et go on for a while before he held up his hand.

"Murphy found some sort of chalk. He'll put it by the cave entrance and
t hose of you who can wite - " there were | aughs, "can put up your choice of
nane. We'll settle the matter tonorrow right here,” and he pointed to the
fire, "when we issue tonorrow s progress report.

Got me?"

"CGotcha!" was bell owed back at Mtford fromevery corner and the word
bounced about the ravine.

"OK then. Sentries, take your positions. You'll be relieved at first
nmoonri se. Dis-MSSED!" Despite the mlitary order, Mtford was grinning as he
st epped back fromthe fire and into the darkness beyond it.

"Cnon, Patti Sue," Kris said, rising to her feet. "I want to find Sandy
and see where she's sleeping. That way you'll know who to go to tonorrow. "
Patti Sue was clutching her arm again. "Tonorrow?

You' || be going? Where? You can't |eave nel"

"Honey, | can and | will,"” Kris said. "You'll be all right. You heard

Mtford. No-one's going to ness with you
"But supposing "Shut up, Patti Sue," Kris said firmy, giving the girl a

shake. "I can't babysit you every mnute of the day."

"Ch," and Patti sank back in on herself.

"Now, Mss Patti," Greene said in a soothing voice, making no nove
towards the frightened girl, "you will be safe. Sandy and | are supposed to

i nventory the supplies we've got and what's been brought in. W may have to
use the walls for our records but I got sone of the chal k Murphy found and you
can be our secretary. |Is that what you did on Earth?"

"Secretary?" Patti's voice took on a little substance.

"Yes, | was a secretary. A good one but "You've just been pronpted to
the job here," said Greene so kindly that Kris could have kissed him

"You heard Mtford - we all have skills that he can use, Patti Sue," she
said and, with one hand around the girl's waist, eased her along the ledge to
the entrance.

"We' Il just find Sandy. We'd better nove al ong now or we m ght m ss her
She' s good peopl e.

"But you're ny buddy," Patti Sue said in a quavering tone.

"Yes, | was," Kris's conscience forced her to say, "for the trek, but
that's over and we're here. Besides, Sandy's a good cook and it's a smart idea
to be on the right side of the cooks, you know. Now let's find her." They did,
grilling the last of the day's catch.

"Sentries get what's left over," she said, taking in Patti Sue's
terror-stricken face and smiling reassuringly. "Patti Sue, you just sit here,
right by me..." and she physically manhandl ed Patti Sue into the space she
wanted her in. "You go on now, Kris, so Patti Sue and | can get acquainted.”

G ve the worman her due, Kris thought, she didn't even blanch at the idea of
havi ng Patti Sue hanging on to her.

As Kris hastily departed, Geene on her heels, she heard Sandy telling
the girl that she had a daughter about Patti's age and where she had conme from
on Earth.

"You can't be saddled with that one any |onger,"
their way down to the bonfire.

Jay said as they nade

""And there's no discharge in the war"," Kris chanted out, resorting to
Ki pl i ng.

" Huh?"

"Nemm nd. Can you see Sarge or Zainal ?"

"Beyond the fire, | think - -" It was an easier clinmb down than up, so

she realized that wi der, better steps had been carved out of the cliffside at
some point during that day.

They had to wait their turn to speak to Mtford as there were no | ack of
vol unteers for the scouting and hunting parties. Maybe another day Kris could
go to the caves to see the stores with her own eyes.



"Got roomfor me on a scouting party tonorrow, Sarge?" Kris asked when
he | ooked around and saw her. Wen he spotted G eene behind her, he scow ed.

"Ch, | left Patti Sue with Sandy but |'ve got survival skills "Yeah, you did
wel |l on Barevi," Mtford said but she thought, for a nmoment, that he had ot her
pl ans for her.

"The skills're good anywhere...in the universe.

and she grinned. "Sides | had a good rest today, gutting beasties."
Mtford hesitated until he saw Zai nal watchi ng him
"Go with our ally. You're safer with him™"

"1 an®"
"You better believe it." That came out as a grow .
"Rendezvous at | ast nobonset. Sane cave? Good, Zainal'll know where to

find you." He started to turn to those waiting behind her

"Sarge, soneone stole Patti's rations while she slept." Mtford nodded
to Jay Greene. "Mark a package with her name then, Greene, and keep it in
stores. At best, she'll get used to dealing with a mal e again. Next?" And he
| ooked beyond themto others waiting patiently for his attention. Kris and Jay
noved of f.

"I don't know if that was an insult or not," Jay murrmured drolly.

"Well, I'lIl knowit's safer in your care and she'll get fed."

"Patti Sue'll always get fed," Jay said cryptically.

to her, then she stretched out and there was space |left for Sandy, at
| east, and probably sonmeone el se. Because her noise woul d keep everyone awake,
Kris | eaned over and, shaking the woman, suggested that she turn on her side.
Sl eepily the woman conplied, and then Patti sighed deeply in appreciation as
she made hersel f as confortable as possible.

Not that Kris needed any help getting to sleep. She didn't even turn
once - that she remenbered

Kris collected Patti Sue from Sandy, trying to ignore the look in the
girl's eyes which suggested that she had doubted that Kris would return for
her. Sandy asked whi ch cave they were stashed in and she'd just change her
bedroll into it.

Kris escorted Patti to the water containers for a drink, and then to the
| atrine cave and showed her how to take care of that basic problem before they
retired.

There was one worman fast asleep and snoring along the inside wall.

So Kris directed Patti Sue to lie next io6

Chapter Five

The panorama fromthe top of the cliff was breathtaking - and Kris
needed to get her breath back after the clinb Zainal had | ed his squad on
Before them stretched, in a westerly direction - as far as the eye could see -
the Iarge neat fields, punctuated by streams that glistened as sparkling
ri bbons in the norning sun. Some of the fields were occupi ed by grazers whose
formwas difficult to decipher at this distance. Of to the south there was a
huge body of water but whether it was an ocean or a | ake could not be
ascert ai ned.

This party had al so been told to hunt and Zainal had said tersely that
it was best to hunt farther fromthe canp. To this, all the experienced
hunters agreed. There was little grunbling fromthe humans about the Catteni -
or none after they'd been on their way an hour for he set thema bruising
pace, and sheer human perversity required the eight menbers of her species to
keep up with Slav, the Rugarian and the two Deskis, Zewe and Kuskus - or that
was what their nanes sounded |ike.

Mtford s claimthat the Deskis were useful was borne out when the
spindly creatures seenmed to ooze up cliffs.

They didn't have suckers on their feet but that was the inpression you
got, Kris thought. They stood firm behind the ropes they |l et down for others.
So did Zainal, who was the first humanoid to follow Sone way or other, in the
five ascents made, Kris always seenmed to get haul ed up by Zainal, who grinned



each tine he handed her safely onto the next level. She felt oddly pleased by
his continued attention ..

considering the fact that it was all her fault he was on this pl anet
anyhow.

A day on Botany, which was what Kris privately decided to call the
pl anet, was |onger than on Earth and Barevi, so they'd been going quite a |ong
time before the sun was at zenith, which was when Zainal called a neal - break
halt on the summit. The ration bars woul d have gone down nore easily with sone
water to soften them though they'd all had a good drink at the |ast stream
Kris, dangling her |legs over the edge of their vantage point, nunched away and
| ooked at the view, trying to figure out what crops were being grown, and for
whom As far as she could see, the land was cultivated or used as pasture, yet
Zai nal had repeatedly said the planet was not inhabited, so who was nurturing
it and why? Considering that the harvestings were stored in caves, could the
consumers be cave dwellers, residing deep within the planet? That would
explain why there were no cities or visible occupants.

Not that Kris was eager to nmeet trogl odytes.

The range of hills, of which this was an outcropping, |ooned behind and
around them spreading to the east.

Mtford had marched them northwards fromthe field on which they had
been dropped by the Catteni, up the ravines until the caves had been found.
But those had showed no signs of occupation, past or present, even by the
local wildlife which apparently favoured forested and vegetated areas.
Curiouser and curiouser, Kris thought.

Just then the Rugarian, Slav, uttered an odd cry and pointed, his oddly
jointed furry armdirecting everyone's attention to the northwest. Kris could
see nothing but nmore rolling fields in their neat patchwork arrangenents.

Shi el ding his eyes, Zainal peered out and jabbered

somet hing to the Rugarian who gave his head a sharp affirmative nod.

Zainal turned to the others. "Slav has seen what is different'.

not animal." He nade a cube shape with swi ft gestures.

"Any peopl e?" Kris asked, thinking that the presence of geonetrica
obj ects m ght indicate another drop point and nore castaways. Not that she
really wanted nore peopl e whose needs had to be consi dered.

The field was a fair distance away, though there were two little forests
to traverse and, in each, the guys with slingshots brought down sonme of the
alien birdy-like things and enough rock-squats to nake the hunt worthy of the
nane. Kris had coaxed one of the hunters into letting her try her hand with
the sling when he didn't need it. By the time they had reached the second
wood, she was getting closer to the target she ained at.

"Wait'll you see a covey of the critters," Cunmber suggested, "and then
if you miss what you're aimng at, you might hit sonething else.” "You're
encouragi ng," Kris replied.

"Are you?" and Cunber cocked his head at her, his eyes bright with
suggesti on.

"Well, on that score, no, buddy, not encouraging," she said bluntly but
with a smle.

She woul d have liked to stride forward, right up on top of Zainal's
heel s, but that didn't seema good idea either, so she shortened her stride
and dropped back with the Deskis, who were anbling al ong, both festooned with
neckl aces of the rocksquats which their unerring aimhad downed. They were as
good as hunters as they were as clinbers.

The cubes were indeed Catteni-issue: one was even unopened and cont ai ned
bl ankets, which Zainal parcelled out anmong the hunters to be carried back
There were dried brown puddles in an irregular pattern across the field but
little else. Kris felt a wave of regret for those who had lost their lives
here from "unknown assailants', as a news bulletin night say.

Reassenbl i ng her clutch of blankets, Kris saw the Rugarians quartering
the field while Zainal had several others spread out and searching the
bor ders.



"Think those flying things got "enP?" Cunber asked, returning to her

"Could be. But all of then? When the crates have been opened?”

"Or what comes out of the ground in the dark and sucks corpses dry,"
Cunber went on, waiting to see the effect his words had on her

"This world does its own recycling,"” she replied. "No waste, no debris,
no Coke bottles nor dead aerosol cans."

"Huh?" Cunber was plainly a literal-m nded man and her facetious remark
did not register with him

Then one of the border patrol |let out a shout and everyone, of course,
had to go and see what he'd found: a clear trace that sone | arge objects had
pushed their way through the bushy hedge.

"Looks |ike something stanpeded through there," Cunber told Kris.

She could see the Iine of retreat, or flight, through the foot-high
crops in the next patch. At that nonment one of the Rugarians shouted.

"Quiet, he says," Zainal said in his deep-voiced Barevi just |oudly
enough for the entire group to hear him

Slav was gesturing with his knife, and then Kris clearly heard hi muse
the Barevian word "hot' "Hot netal ?" she asked, meking her voice carry as far
as she coul d.

she strode towards the knot of people clustering about Sl av.

"Hot metal ?" he was asked. Soneone else pulled out their knife, nmimng a
hot bl ade.

"Yi ssss,"” and the Rugarian pointed downhill and inhal ed deeply.

"He snells hot netal ," Kris said.

Zai nal took charge, directing everyone to hide behind the hedges, and
for Slav and a hunan male to go and investigate.

"Hot metal ? The people who farmthis planet coming to see who's nmessi ng
up their fields?" Kris asked of noone in particul ar

"Bout time someone canme to have a | ooksee, if ya ask ne," Cunber said in
a pessimstic tone.

"And all we got is knives!" The returning scouts were not nuch ahead of
the "thing' that lunbered after them Only it wasn't after them it was
followng a course to the fields above. It was gliding along on an air
cushion, for it negotiated the hedges in a snooth hop and, while Kris and
everyone el se watched in fascination, it reached one of the crop-bearing
fields and inmmediately went into a different node: spraying the field.

"WIllya | ooka that!" The speaker rose to full height in his surprise.
| mredi ately those on either side of himpulled himback down behind the
screeni ng hedges. "Ah, it amgot no eyes. It's just a farm machi ne. An’
think I saw anot her one down bel ow, spraying another field." He was correct,
as everyone imnediately discovered, by the sinple expediency of taking a
careful | ook.

"C ose | ook now," Zainal said in Barevi and pointed at not only Cunber
but Kris and Slav to take the detail.

"Stay down. Stay quiet. Don't know what these machi nes can do."

"Wal, | doan mind restin' ny dawgs," was someone's response. "That Cat
can sure trot the clicks." Kris was rather pleased to be singled out as
someone whose opi nion on the machine m ght be useful. Crouching |ow, and
i ndeed Zai nal noved as close to being on all fours as she'd ever seen a nan
nmove - even in Ranbo pictures - they traversed the field where another group
of whilom settlers had been deposited. They could see the top third of the
machi ne, diligently sw tching back and forth, spraying evenly.

"That's why the fields are so dammed regul ar, Cunber nuttered beside
her. "So the machines don't have to do corners or nothin'."

"Wirk efficient,"” ris replied in a whisper

Zainal's hand figgged at them and they saw himput his finger to his
lips for silence. Kris grimced at having to be rem nded.

Machi nes who cane all on their own to do even nethodical tasks mght be
programred for other actions.

When they got closer to the farther hedge, Zainal notioned themto get



even flatter to the ground. Kris suppressed a groan as she fell to her belly
and inched along like the rest of them

They found gaps at the base of the hedges, between the thick trunks of
t he vegetation, and peered out at the nachi ne which was now on the far side of
the field. It was still balanced on its air cushions, still spraying, and the
only mechanismthat it rem nded Kris of was a Dalek fromold Dxtor Wio videos.

"Exterm nate. Exterminate." The Dal ekian cry echoed through her head and
she wondered just how apt it was.

Was the thing spraying fertilizer or insect killer? It was nearly
finished, whatever. Wen it got to the | ast corner, however, it turned and
cane towards them

Zainal signalled for themto make thensel ves as unnoti ceabl e as possible
by squi nching up against, under if possible, the thick hedge.

Kris heard the thing nearing just as she al so dammed near gutted herself
on a pointy root. Gimacing, she endured the disconfort for what seened to be
hour s.

She heard a clicking, whirring, and other such noises that were so nmuch
i ke the sounds of that old Doctor Wio series that she was also close to
| aughter. Except this wasn't a |aughing matter

Then the nmachine "junped' the hedge and they all got a blast of hot,
snelly, metallic air before it swept across the field, not touching any of the
debris but certainly, Kris felt sure, checking it over

Anot her hopscotch leap and it left, fortunately never getting into the
field where the rest of the hunters were, hopefully, making thenselves as
scarce as possible.

"That thing' s dangerous,"” Cunber told Zai nal who merely nodded.

"We get the others and | eave, he said, enphasizing the |ast word
significantly.

Sl av, who had been listening carefully to the Catteni, now raised his

hands to his lips and emitted a shrill sound that wasn't bird call or dog cal
or anyt hing.

It was answered by a simlar call from Zewe.

"Tell. Go," and Slav pointed uphill, the way they had cone.

"Good!" And so they started on the way back, joining the rest of the
hunters by the time they reached the next field.

The Deski then gave one of their warnings, quick gestures indicating
flying things and everyone froze in their tracks. A formation of five flyers
cane gliding in fromthe east, swoopi ng down over the field and then
quartering it. As nothing noved, the predators were baul ked of their reward
and, with squawks of conplaint drifting back to the breathless waiting
hunters, they proceeded on down the sl ope.

"Ww " Cunber said in a |l ow and respectful voice.

"That dammed machine called in an alarm”

"W weren't seen by it," Kris said thoughtfully, "so it must have sone
sort of sensor because it sure knew we were there. Like a Dalek."

"A what?" Cunber clearly had never watched the old SF serials.

"A robot with deadly intentions.

One of the other nmen grinned and said in a nasal falsetto, "Exterm natel!
Exterm nate !"

"Hey, Mac, keep it down!" soneone else ordered in a nervous whisper

"What is said?" Zainal quietly asked in English

"The machi ne reported our presence,"” Kris said, minng the actions of
her words. "It may be heat sensitive. Knew we were in the hedge because of
body heat." Zai nal nodded. "Take good care. W go to caves now.

Hunt. But watch always." He tapped Slav and Zewe and gave them sone
rapi d orders. "They hear best," he added to Kris.

The two Deskis moved to the sides of the group and then, on Zainal's
signal, everyone noved off again.

The return home was even rougher, with all the descents to be nade while
they were laden with the rewards of their hunting. No unusual hazards were



encountered. On the plus side, the six-legged grazers which they had spotted
inthe field bled red bl ood when ni cked. Two were slaughtered and dressed
right there in the field so that their nmeat could be portioned out anong the
hunters to carry home. The additional blankets were put to good use. And were
very hel pful later when the insects began to rise after the sun went down.

Deskis evidently had a sharp homing instinct because they |led the way
back in the serni-darkness. Kris had never been so glad to see the canpfires
of hone!

There was certainly applause for the hunters when they returned so well
| aden. No sooner had Kris divested herself of her burden than Zainal touched
her arm and gestured for her to join himin reporting to Mtford.

Cunber and Slav were there, too.

"Cunber said you identified these machines, Kris," Mtford said.

He | ooked very tired.

"Me? No, not really, only that they're some sort of robot.

"Cunber said they didn't even touch the ground."

"Air cushion propul sion?"

"Hmm Hi gh tech. And heat seekers?"

"Well, the machine nmust have called in those flying predators,” Kris
said. "And there were five of "em so |I'mextrapolating that the nachine
sensed our five bodies hidden in the hedge. But anyone's guess is as good as
m ne," she ended nodestly.

"But yours is a tad nore educated fromwatching all those Kkidvids.

["lIl buy it, Bjornsen, I'Il buy it. G wan now, and you as well, Cumnber.
W' ve got a sort of bread tonight, soda bread." He grinned.

"One of the chemists found a deposit of sodi um bi carbonate. Bread
doesn't taste half bad - if you' re hungry enough and you ignore occasi ona
grits fromthe grinding.

No sooner had Kris reached the main cave, to stand in line for her hunk
of bread, than Patti Sue di scovered her

The girl threw her arnms about Kris's neck and how ed with tears of
relief.

"Hey, now, Patti Sue, | was perfectly all right," Kris told the girl,
trying to cal mher down to nmere hysterics.

Sandy came to her rescue. "There now, Patti, | told you Kris can take
care of herself." Patti Sue was persuaded to rel ease her death hold on Kris.
As she stood back, she | ooked down at her front, now sneared with what al so
covered Kris's garnent.

"Ch ny gawd, what's that?"

"Probably blood," Kris said, for the neat she had | ugged back had
dri bbl ed down her, attracting the insects.

"Ch ny gawd!" And Patti Sue backed away fromKris as if she had turned
| eprous.

"Quess | need a bath," Kris said cheerfully and, taking her portion of
bread, ate it on the way down to the underground | ake to make herself nore
present abl e.

She wasn't the only one to want to get clean. There were quite a few
whi t e bodies splashing in the water.

Soneone had added nore ropes. Pausing only to add her w ap-around boots,
food packet and bl anket to the row of simlar belongings awaiting the return
of their owners, she grabbed a spare tether and plunged into the water.

Twi sting the rope about one wrist, she then w nkled herself out of the garnent
and rinsed it thoroughly. The water was invigoratingly cool and sonewhat

restored her energy level. She got out, drying herself on her blanket and then
wrapping it sarong fashion. She squeezed the water from her coverall and then
made her way back out of the | ake cavern. She was sure she'd sleep that night.

She did. Until Zainal roused her. It had to be the mddle of the |ong
Bot any ni ght because everyone around her was fast asleep, especially Patti Sue
who woul d have had a ii6

kni cker attack if she'd awakened to see the Catteni so cl ose by.



There was just enough light supplied by the ffickering torch in the
passageway for her to see Zainal touch his lips for silence.

Groaning involuntarily because she was stiff from yesterday's exertions,
she had trouble rising.

Zai nal put out a hel ping hand and - zip - she was on her feet.

She grinned up at himas she followed himout. He didn't rel ease her
hand and she was content to let it stay in his strong mtt. She had to
entertain the thought that she was definitely attracted to the Catteni, and
not just because he was taller than she was. He had conducted hinself wth
such dignity and tact during the past few days that surely even those who
violently hated the Catteni couldn't fault him

Certainly Mtford had made it plain to the nmotley crew that Zainal was a
| arge and useful entity in their continued survival. Once the euphoria of the
past few days settled into boring routine and | ess exciting uncertainty, she
suspected there woul d be probl ens.

"Troubl e?" she whispered in Barevi once outside the room "Don't you
ever sleep?”

"Not in danger," he murnured back and | ed her on

It was third noonset when they got outside. Kris could see faces lit by
the canpfire in the ravine; one of themwas Mtford's.

"Sorry to rouse you, Bjornsen," he said with a grin and gestured for her
to hold up her cup. She didn't realize until that nonent that she had
unconsci ously gat hered up her accoutrements; her blanket, the cup and her
ration bars. "As far as ny internal clock is concerned, this is well past
dawn. "

"And you're a creature of habit?" she grinned at him accepting the warm
liquid. It was sonme sort of herbal tea which was an inprovenent on bare, naked
hot water.

"Pull up a stone," he added and she sat on the one just to his right. "I
want you to go with Zainal, here, and Slav and the Deski Coo, and suss out
what ot her surprises this place has in store for us.

No sense in thinking we're safe in this ravine. One of the egg-heads
nmentioned that there are indications this,"” and he waved about the walls of
the ravine, "may get flooded in spring. Hi gh-water marks and scrapi ngs of
trees on the sides, higher up than we can stand, and | ain't that good at
treading water." Wth a start Kris wondered if he was quoting an old Bil
Cosby routi ne.

"I want you to take several days circle around our position here," and
he gestured.

"Go straight out as far as you can go in a day's march, making a map of
the terrain. Zainal here says he knows how to map. He's picking up English
real good. Oficer material for sure."” This last Mtford said in a | ower voice
and with a grin nmeant for Kris al one.

"Seeing as how you know him and seemto be able to charade things to
Slav and Coo, you'd be the human in the team Unless you got any rea
objections to the duty."

"I's there going to be trouble for the..

ah...aliens, Sarge?"

"Ain't there always?" Mtford said in a cynical tone. "I can trust you,
Bj ornsen, " he added in a dark | ow tone.

"You' ve proved you can hack it, too."

"Thanks, Sarge," and Kris felt a good deal taller for that unexpected
pr ai se.

"And with the Catteni along, he'll see you don't conme to harm™

"Thanks, Sarge, she said, this time wyly. Build "emup to knock
down, but she grinned to show she had ii8

no ill feelings. It was enough that the sergeant wasn't as m sogynistic
as sone career soldiers she'd heard about.

"I want you to draw additional rations from Greene for all of you.

Seens |ike the Deski can't stomach the red nmeat and they need sonethin’

em



in their diet, though what it is | haven't been able to figure out." He
si ghed.

"That's another reason |I'm sending one along with you And you're to
eat!" He shot one thick index finger at her so suddenly that she rocked back
"We've got enough to supply patrols away from canp. That stuff nay be |ess
tasty than field rations, even, but it's got all the nutritional crap you need
to march on. Cet another issue of blankets and an extra coverall. Cot it?"

"CGot it, Sarge," she said, her hand half way to her brow to sal ute when
she realized that m ght not be appropriate even if it was an instinctive
reaction to his manner

"Good," and he grinned in the firelight, having caught that abortive
gesture. "Zainal, get the rations and supplies and nove out at your |eisure.”

"Leisure' in arny parlance nmeant right smart. So, in next to no tine,
they were making their way in dawn's early light up the ravine and into
undi scovered country.

Zainal led at a spanking pace that didn't seemto alter, whatever the
terrain they had to traverse. But, like Mtford, he did call a halt when ful
daylight lit the skies.

The first thing Zainal did was tie a knot in a thin strip of blanket, of
whi ch he had quite a few tucked inside a thigh pocket. Atally rope? Wll,
they had no witing materials and Zainal, strong as he was, couldn't exactly
carry a sheet of rock with himto chalk up the mles.

O shoul d she say "klicks' since she was on a military operation?

"What are you counting, Zainal?" she asked.

"Steps, so | know distance,” he said in Barevi.

"Ch..." and that steady pace now made sense. "What's the Catteni word
for mles, or kilometres? How do you measure di stance?"
"My...step . - he said tentatively in English

"Stride is the better tem" she said.

"Stride is one Catteni pleg."

"Pleg for the leg," she said, using her own brand of aide-rninoire.
"Make a stride for me, please?"

"Hnunm ' and he conpli ed.

Stretching her owmn long legs to their limt, she could |ust about nake
the sane length. "Hmm Over a netre then. Hmnn. Well, | could al nost spel
you on a |l evel surface so you could have a break."

"Hmm ' he said again, blinking rapidly as he sifted the meani ng of her
wor ds.

So she "charaded' what she'd said and then he understood with a grin.

"One pleg is alnpst dead on a netre. One pleg, one nmetre,"” she said.

Slav and the Deski were watching, too, their expressions keen enough to
show they were interested in the denonstrations. So she pointed to the
Rugari an, gestured for himto take a stride. His was the sane | ength as hers,
but the Deski's was much | onger since he had spider-1like, long |eg-bones.

Al though Kris tried to get Slav to tell her what a pleg was in his | anguage,
and attenpted to extract the sane information fromthe Deski, she had no
success.

Bot h kept saying stolidly "pleg, pleg A plague on it, she thought but
snm |l ed and patted each in turn before she sat down again to get the good of
the rest period. She wasn't sure if they didn't care to have a | anguage | esson
or if they had sone obscure reason for sticking so perversely to the Barevi
words. Both Rugarian and Deski had rather flat, inflectionless voices, but
then what she knew of Catteni was flat and inflectionless, too.

The lingua Barevi had had nore rhythin and tone to it than the | anguages
i n which Zainal had spoken to both Slav and Coo.

As they hiked on, they reached another plateau where a second break was
cal l ed: another knot in the tally string.

When Zainal told her how nmany pleg each knot represented, she realized
they were travelling at slightly better than four mles an hour... that is, if
Zai nal was stopping every hour. So, in the next onward push, she counted the



m nutes while he counted his paces. She thought she m ght have lost a few
m nut es because she got sidetracked watching the Deski check the vegetation on
the plateau what there was of it because there were no fields or hedges or
much of anything. But just when she felt they had been marching the hour
Zainal called a halt.

"Cee, man, you got a clock in your head?" she asked as he nade a third
knot .

He rai sed a querying eyebrow at her. It made his face seem nore
hurmani sh, | ess Cattenish

"Lordee, how do Catteni tell tine?" she nmuttered to herself, trying to
renenber if he'd had sonme sort of digital device on his wist, |like good space
farers should, when she'd first encountered him

"Time," he picked up on that word and tapped his skull

"Ti me kept here. CGood tine.

"Now, don't tell me your home world has | ong days and nights |ike
Bot any?" The two of them spent the rest period explaining and understandi ng
t hat concept.

"Full turn of planet is not as long as here," he said in the best
Engli sh sentence he had so far nmade

"Boy, you sure learn fast."

"I's "boy" a good thing to say of nme?" Again that quizzical expression

"Well, yes," Kris replied, grinning, delighted with his sense of hunour:
somet hi ng she hadn't thought Catteni possessed. "But you are a man, | ama
worman. Boy is a young man. I'musing it in the context of a slang expression

so it doesn't nean the sane thing as the word should.” He grinned in such
aolite way that she wasn't sure if he understood her explanation at all before
he gestured themto take up their journey again.

The day grew warm on the pl ateau, which had no shade at all on its sandy
and gritty surface, only the wiry plants with their odd-shaped | eaves t hat
didn't look like anything on any Earth. Coo kept tasting plants and even
di fferent col oured patches of soil as they went, usually spitting the sanples
out, so that Kris wasn't sure what verdict was being rendered. She was
becom ng so thirsty that her tongue felt swollen so on what was the ni dday
rest stop she didn't have the desire to banter with Zainal. The others took
out "lunch', gnawi ng of f good hunks fromtheir bars, but she didn't think she
had enough saliva in her mouth to chew much | ess swall ow.

"You bite, you chew, be better," Zainal said kindly and rolled his
nmout hf ul about to show that he wasn't swallow ng either.

She tried a small piece and di scovered that something in the bar hel ped
generate some noisture. She didn't eat as much as the other three but felt
better for what she did put in her stomach They travelled on then, the plateau
gradual |y sloping down to a lusher sort of terrain. And a stream She had to
sumon up all her self-restraint not to prostrate herself in the stream but
carefully to re-educate her nouth and throat to wetness.

"God, what 1'd give for a canteen.

"What is this "god" so nmany call on?" Zainal asked.

"Anot her "boy"?" Coming as the question did in Zainal's rich guttura
voice, it sent Kris into a fit of the giggles. She'd often been told that she
had an infectious |augh - and had proved it fromtine to tinme by setting a
whol e cl assroom off - but it pleased her no end that the effect extended to
anot her species. The Catteni's chuckl e sounded very human. Sl av cocked his
head at her and frowned while Coo nerely | ooked at her in consternation, as if
t he Deski thought Kris was having a fit or convul sion

"I won't answer that question now, Zainal," she said when she had
reduced giggle to grin. ""God" was never a boy! | will explain another tinmne
when we have several years at our disposal." Zainal frowned, not having
understood all she said.

Whi ch was about par for the course, she thought. And just as well.

Havi ng drunk sufficient water to revive herself, Kris now pulled out the
rest of her lunch-time bar and finished it. She was ready to go then but



Zainal did not urge themaway fromthis pleasant spot, as much because there
were new varieties of plants along the stream bank which Coo was sanpling with
great eagerness. He canme back with sonethi ng which he showed to Kris, the
first time he had done that.

"Looks like a kind of watercress to nme, she said, testing one of the
stens and a leaf. "Can you eat it?" she asked, gesturing to her mouth with the
sanpl e.

The Deski nodded, popped a stalk into his mouth and chewed with every
i ndi cation of pleasure. Kris nibbled carefully and, feeling her |ips and guns
go slightly nunmb, buried her face in the water and gargl ed vigorously. She
felt Zainal's hands on her shoul ders supporting her. She rinsed and gargl ed,
being careful not to swallow, and rinsed and rinsed until the sensation was
washed away.

"Thanks, Zainal," she said and then saw how concerned all three of her
conpanions were. "Ch, I'mfine. | didn't swallow any of it. Al yours, Coo,
all yours." The Deski nodded vigorously and made a show of clutching the rest
of the sanple plant to his chest.

"No nore try," Zainal told her sternly.

"You bet!" His concern altered to a glare of frustration. "Mre "boy"
wor ds?"

"Well," and Kris rocked one hand back and forth to indicate neither one
nor another. Lord, but she'd never appreciated how conplex English is. O did
she nmean idiomatic Anerican?

They went on then, until Kris wondered how nmuch | onger she could ignore
the swelling of her feet which the wap-around boots were not conpensating
for. And she'd thought she was fit! Ha! She had dropped behind the two aliens
- two of her conpanions, she amended qui ckly and found hersel f watching the
rippling of the hairs on the Rugarian's legs. His feet did | ook funny in the
wr ap-around Catteni footwear and he didn't seemto have "mnuscl es' where humans
di d: but depressions cane and went with each stride sort of laterally instead
of up and down the way calf nuscles did. And in front of him Coo seenmed only

to have | eg bones, no nuscul ar novernent at all, only the tendons - or what
passed for tendons on a Deski - on either side of the one |eg bone, lifting
and lowering it, like the shaft of a crane. She tried to i magi ne the anatony

of her conpani ons, sans skin, and failed utterly. Biology had not been one of
her stronger subjects. Ch, the gaps in her education

Wll, there's nothing |like on-the-job training, she thought, or whateve?
it was they were now doi ng.

Sone place and tinme later, she was able to stop noving her | egs and was
sat down on a rock. There was a small fire enclosed in a circle of rocks and
around a cairn of rocks. Odd formation, she thought berusedly. Then, as the
buzz of fatigue allowed it, Kris could hear the babbling of a brook near by.
Water! She half rose and then was pushed back onto the rock and presented wth
a big |eaf.

"Drink!" She grasped the leaf, feeling the thickness of it, and found a
"l'ip" fromwhich to drink. The water was ever so cold and tasted anbrosi al
Real Adam s al el

"More?" asked Zainal, |oom ng over her.
She struggled to rise. "I can get ny own water - Chhh, no," and her
voi ce cane out just this side of a wail. Zainal's big hand pushed her back

onto the stone just as she realized how weak she was.

She sipped this tinme and was able to take in nmore of her surroundi ngs.
Soneone was chi ppi ng rocks?

She | ooked around and saw Sl av and Coo hamering a hole out of the slab
of rock not far fromthe fire. They were on an outcropping that edged yet
another of the fields, a metre above ground | evel

Large-l eaved plants formed a bit of a canopy over the portion of the
cliff, affording them some shade. Beyond this snall canpsite she saw t he spray
froma little cataract that spilled off the rock and down into a pool, then on
down across the field. A crop field, she noticed.



Looki ng back, she realized with a start of amazenent, they were making a
rock cauldron. On the far side of the canpfire were the |inp carcasses of
rock-squatters and sone other smallish beasties she hadn't seen before -
si x-1 egged - which, she thought idly, would nake skinning themtedious. Then
Zai nal knelt to performthat task. Rather deliberately, she thought, he
gathered up the entrails and threw themoff, onto the field bel ow

"Zainal ," said Slav and pointed to the now sizeable hole they had
chi pped into the rock

"Water," Zainal said, and Slav and Coo, reaching up to pluck nore big
| eaves fromthe trees shading them nmnade several trips each

When the hole had been filled to within a handspan of the top, Zaina
threw in the dissected joints of the animals and Coo added some roots, simlar
to the ones already in use at the cave. Then Zainal, deftly using a forked
stick, started transferring hot rocks into the inprovised stew pot.

Kris was delighted and cl apped her hands that someone was maki ng use of
her suggestion. She reached about her and gathered up nmore stones which she
piled in the centre of the fire. They'd probably need a lot to get the stew
cooked enough

Ful | dark and first noonrise had occurred before they were able to eat,
using twigs like chopsticks to get the pieces frompot to leaf. Alittle salt
woul d have nade it even nore pal atable but hot food in the stonmach was enough
of an inprovement in itself over dry, hard rations no matter how nutritious.

When they had eaten as much as they could, Coo covered the "pot' with a
flat rock, w ping his hands as any human would for the finish of a good job.

"Slav, first noonset," Zainal said. "Then Kris, to second noonset.
third, Coo, final

No- one argued but Kris was glad to have a | ong enough sleep to restore
her energy. She visited the waterfall, drank and then, unfastening the boots,
presented her swollen, tired feet to the cascade. She had to set her teeth
agai nst the pain but soon enough the abused flesh was too cold to send any
ot her messages to her brain. She stood the cold as | ong as she coul d before
she hobbl ed her way back to the fire. She thought her feet flesh had been
reduced but she couldn't be sure, they were so nunb. Coo and Sl av had been off
on a necessary absence, too, but they all arrived back to settle down for the
ni ght .

She unroll ed her blankets, spread them and settled herself on the rocky
surface, her freezing feet towards the fire. A good pile of dead material had
been piled near at hand to feed the fire through the night. What prinmeval
hol d- over nade her feel better for having a fire?

It also didn't matter that there was no way to cushion her hips and
shoul ders on the hard rock: she was too tired to care. Briefly her mnd dwelt
on the distance they woul d have travelled that day but she hadn't really
noti ced how many tally knots were on Zainal's string.

Wl |, a good night's sleep nmended many aches.
Sl av woke her and the first thing she noticed was that the first nmoon
was still visible in the sky. But it gave enough light for her to see that

Slav was agitated - all the fur on his head was standing up.

He had al so roused Zainal. He pointed down to the field and gestured for
themto come. Whatever it was did not require either stealth or quiet.

Slav just pointed and | ooked at themfor their reaction

Kris wanted to throw up. Zainal sinply watched the - . things: things
with long tentacles and withing hairs, and seemi ngly no body unl ess the body
was still underground: the things were crawling over the intestines that he

had di scarded onto the field. There wasn't that nuch left of the entrails, for
what ever was feeding on them absorbed the matter quickly and, before many
m nut es had passed, there was only the grassy covering left, no trace of the
refuse. Maybe she had | ust imagi ned the squirny, wiggling roundnesses t hat
had f east ed.

Zai nal was nodding his head as if this was what he had expected.

Kris swall owed. Was that what had happened to those who had bled on the



other field? And the bodi es that had been |l eft on the one she had awakened on?
"Neat," she said softly. "An internal garbage collection

Sure keeps the nei ghbourhood cl ean. And those are not "boy" words." In
the noonlight his teeth showed whitely "You knew?" she asked him
"A thinking."

"Thought, you nean

"Thi nk, thought?"

"Ri ght."

"Sl eep now. Show s over." Now where had Zainal picked up that one? Kris
wondered as she returned to the warnth of her bl ankets.

She si ghed, maybe she should stay awake and give Slav lust that nuch
nmore uninterrupted rest. But she was asleep again so quickly and without a
single dream - until Slav roused her, to a noonl ess sky.

She stood her watch, wal king the perinmeters of their rocky outcropping.
Was that why Zainal had picked this canp? O was it because they could nmake a
stew pot in rock? Not that she didn't put it past this planet to have
rockdwel l ers of horrific abilities, too.

There was no sign of any further activity on the ground, however. And
she was a little tenpted to throw another piece of garbage down there to see
what happened: the sort of conpul sion one has to be sure that what one saw was
just as horrible the second tine as the first.

Ni ght tine and silence were great aids to inagination and she had to
keep her mind firmy on the positive things: she was alive, her stomach was
full, she was as safe as anyone else in the canp, even if this planet had too
many anomal i es and mysteries to give anyone peace of mnd. So, to keep from
t hi nking of the wong things, she reviewed all the canmping trips she'd ever
made t he stone pot was a good notion to see if she could remenber any ot her
"do-ables'. A knife, a hatchet, a cup and a bl anket were not much to survive
on, with, by. Not that they hadn't been doing pretty well with just that basic
equi prent. But there were so many things they |lacked. A pail to carry water
in, a frying pan to cook food in, a fork or two would be right handy. Wy,
when she needed it the nost, did she not have her Swiss Arny knife?

Boy, that itemwould be worth its weight in platinum

O course, there were spare bl ades back at the main caves. Wasn't there
someone at the canp who thought he coul d mani pul ate bl ades into other useful
tool s? Her stomach began to runble. Dam this planet!

Even neal times were skewed. She slowy ate half a ration bar

Nowhere near as tasty as that stew

Despite such a positive bout of thinking, she was gl ad enough to rouse
Zainal to take over sentinel duty The next norning Zainal had al ready heated
up the remai nder of last night's stew for breakfast and a hearty one it was -
to fill night-enpty stomachs. They cleaned up the | eftovers, sopping up the
last of the juices with another ration bar. Kris was stuffed but she'd work it
of f soon enough

She asked Zainal how far they had travell ed the day before and he showed
her the tally string. She whistled appreciatively: they'd made forty Kklicks,
no nmean feat when you considered the ups and downs they'd had to negoti ate.
Her feet, which she had bathed again in cold water, certainly knew they'd
wal ked that far. Maybe she shoul dn't have asked.

It made her feel tired to think she'd trekked that far

Zai nal kicked out the fire and used the stew pot rocks to nmake a cairn
before he signalled themall to nove out.

"Where are we heading for today?"

"Circle," he said, gesturing a wide arc, and ending with his finger
pointing to the cairn. "Find what is find."

"What we can di scover, find, see, know " Kris had never thought of
hersel f as a pedagogue but she had this intense itch to correct Zainal and
i mprove his | anguage skills.

Thank goodness he was anenabl e to | earn-as-you-go.

They jumped down off the outcroppng and nmade their way across the field.



Zai nal moderated his pace fromyesterday's stride but not by rmuch. Maybe his
feet hurt, too? How nuch wal king did a space trooper get to do?

Coo found sone green globes in one of the hedges, which he gobbl ed
juicily, humming happily to himself but Slav curled his upper lip in distaste
- a process which fascinated Kris, as Slav really did curl his lip up and into
a fold above his uneven set of teeth. She wondered agai n how Rugari ans kept
fromseriously biting the insides of their lips with such dental equipnent.

Everyone kept their eyes open, surveying behind them and above them
especially when they were out in the open. A rear-view mrror would have been
right handy, Kris thought. Dead things got sucked into the ground at night but
clearly the avian critters patrolled by day for their sustenance on things
t hat noved.

"3" The fields were endless on this gently rolling terrain.

Streans were laid on at such intervals that Kris's earlier wish for a
canteen was redundant. There were no roads, no bridgs, no fly-overs, nothing
nore serious than rather abrupt little hillocks of stone that seenmed to rise
straight up out of the ground. She'd seen sonething simlar sonewhere on Earth
but it took her sone tinme to dredge up Ethiopia fromher nmenory. Mst of the
hill ocks were bare but a few seened to have caught enough soil to support
bushes, and one or two were crowned with the al nost-trees that baby bushes
became if they had a chance to |live | ong enough

Then they canme to a whole series of fields that had recently been
harvested. No track to tell themwhat direction the harvesters had cone from
or gone to.

Al t hough the direction would take themout of the circular |oop Zaina
had proposed they nake, they foll owed the harvesting signs.

They heard it before they sawit and only had time to take cover before
t he nmechani cal gadget floated over the intervening hedge in the very next
field.

"Do we stand or run?" Kris whispered hoarsely to Zainal. He shrugged but
he was stuck as far into the hedge as he could get, and stock still. She
imtated him w ncing as branches dug into the softer parts of her

They could snell hot netal, conbined with odder snells that nust have
been fuel - only that begged the question in Kris's mnd, Wi manufactured the
fuel, not to nmention the nachiny? They waited in this position until she got a
knotting cranp in one side and grimaced, trying w thout noving rmuch, to
relieve the spasm

When was that nechanical going to nmove on? O, and the thought pierced
her with a good deal of fright, was it waiting for reinforcements? Did the
machi ney on this planet [earn? Very carefully craning her neck up, she could
see through the funny-shaped foliage of the hedge material that the Dal ek
hadn't noved a snmidgeon: it lust hovered there, on the other side of the
hedge.

She poked Zai nal who was al so watching for nmovenent, and when he
carefully turned his head to her, she raised her eyebrows in query.

Just then Coo cane alert - not that the Deski hadn't been tense with the
waiting. He turned his glance down the field and very carefully pointed out a
direction. Something was coming for then? The fliers always seened to cone out
of the sun at them What would be coming up the hill? And should they |eave?
If they could, with the nechanical nonster an arms length away. And if they
did nake a run for it, where would they go? There wasn't even a hillock cl ose
enough that they could scranble up

Kris didn't like this at all.

She liked it even | ess when Coo | et out a whinper and pointed with nore
agitation down the hill.

The things noved so fast that Kris barely saw the glint of themin the
sun when they were upon them - and -shooting their little darts.

She felt the prick and she | ost consciousness fromone nonent to the
next .

She just avoided tripping over a sleeping beastie of sone



Chapter Six

A hand rocking her shoul der roused her fromthe stupor caused by the
drugged dart.

"Kris, wake up." Zainal's voice.

"Lemme sl eep." She ached and she was so-0-0-0 tired.

"No, we go now or not.

That brought recent events back and she shot up so fast she nearly
cracked her head on Zainal's as he knelt beside her

It was dark all around, but she coul d nake out both Slav and Coo, and
then the odd stanpi ng and heavy breathing, as well as aninmal snells, gave her
anot her clue. They'd been dunped in a barn?

Classified as animals by the nechani cal ? She didn't know whet her she was
amused or indignant.

"Water ?" And Zainal handed her a full cup which she sipped to revive her
parched nouth and throat.

"Thanks." She got up as she finished and, when she woul d have handed hi m
back the cup, he pointed to the enpty | oop on her belt.

"Ch! Yes. Thanks again." Then she felt for the inportant parcel of
rati on bars and her blankets. Al in place and accounted for. She breathed a
sigh of relief. "So how do we get out of here?" she asked, sensorially aware
of the size, as well as the darkness, of the building.

"This way," and Zai nal cupped one big hand under her right el bow and
turned her in the right direction

"Care kind: one of the creatures that made a liquid | ooing sound.

She blinked furiously to accustom her eyes to the gl oom and took a
coupl e of quick and careful steps to catch up with Zainal, Coo and Sl av.

"The main door, of course," she nurnured when she realized that that was
their destination. A very large set of doors. And how they were to open them
when there was no apparent handle or lock or knob - She heard a little snick
a click and a pleased mutter from Zainal and heard the runble of a door noving
on a track as he replaced his boot knife.

"Come, " Zainal said, and she and the others wasted no time in slipping
out. Zainal carefully closed the door behind himand it snicked once nore when
shut .

They were by no nmeans clear yet, for their tenporary prison seened to be
only one of many such buildings set in along line, visible as a greater
dar kness agai nst the | esser one of the sky. For she could see stars above but
none of the noons.

"Hold," and Zainal took her hand in his and then she felt Coo's dry
fingers closing around her |eft hand.

Slav, with better night vision, was their |eader

They rmust have conpleted a full circuit of the i mense yard before they
hal t ed agai n.

"Place to hide?" Zainal asked Sl av. The Rugarian shook his head.

Coo said softly. "Up?" and pointed in the direction of the stack of
crates that had been hal fway round their exploratory circuit.

"Maybe we can see nore when a noon cones up," Kris suggested

Zai nal nodded and they nmade their way back to the tall crates.

Once again, Zainal's height and heft made the difference as he boosted
each of his teamup onto the first level of the container stack. It took the
three of themto haul himto their level. The process was repeated unti
Zai nal deci ded they were high enough up not to be imediately visible fromthe
ground.

Visible to what? was Kris's question but she didn't voice it.

They had at |east reached enough space for all of themto lie down,
whi ch seemed the best idea although Zainal just sat, propped against the
crate, obviously intending to stand the watch.

"Wake me to spell y,) Kris told Zainal and nmade to |lie down on the hard
surface. How odd, she thought, that a sinple convenience |like a mattress was a



di stant neno,y.

Then she felt hands pulling at her and, quelling her imediate
resi stance because the only hands that were that strong were Zainal's, she
al | owed herself to be pulled around, her head resting on his thigh

Not quite as hard as the crate, and warm so she nade herself
confortabl e.

He shifted her briefly and gave her a sort of a pat before he crossed
his arms. She was obscurely glad that there were only Slav and Coo to w tness
this cosiness. Well, hell, she didn't care. She rubbed her head into his |eg,
wi shing the nmuscles were not quite so firnmy packed.

There was rather a lot of Zainal that was conmendabl e.

Sl ow down, girl, she warned herself. Wy, then, do | frel nore
confortable with himthan with anyone el se, even Jay G eene?

The sun suddenly blazing right in her eyes woke her nore speedily than
any alarm She was facing into it unlike Coo and Slav who had carefully put
their feet in that direction

Zai nal's head had dropped to his crossed arms and he was breat hi ng
heavily enough for it to be called snoring.

She was about to wake hi mwhen sudden activity bel ow startled her

Machi nes were whirring, grinding, revving and there were all kinds of
noi ses, except those of intelligible speech of any kind. She eased away from
Zai nal - had he noved at all since he had volunteered hinmself as her pillow? -
and crept to the edge and | ooked down: shuddered and then took a grip on
hersel f. They had clinbed considerably higher than she'd realized |ast night:
there was only one nore tier of crates above them

And the crates |ooked fairly well used, scraped along the sides and
dented in places: the usual result of carel ess packi ng and unpacking. Only
what packed and unpacked t hen? Wiere did they get enptied? Wth what were they
now filled?

One bui I di ng now gushed forth snoke, and another a stench that was
unm st akable. Kris had only encountered it once before when she passed a
nmeat - packi ng conpany on a detour through a grotty area of Denver.

The abattoir?

And it was opposite buildings that resenbled the barn they'd been in
that night. To confirm her hideous surm se, the double doors of one of the
barns now opened and its inhabitants, conprised of the six-Iegged grazers and
some other smaller and different types, were being herded to the abattoir by a
curious mechani cal which had | ong extendable "arnms' and which spat electrica
sparks at |aggard beasts.

Al'l unconscious of their immnent dem se, the beasts jogged into the
buil ding. Kris steeled herself but heard nothing and saw only the ani nal s
entering the building. The doors slid closed and noi ses she didn't want to
descri be issued forth, nmaking her clanp her hands to her ears.

"They gather neat, too," Zainal said right beside her

Instinctively and desperately wanting sone confort for the harrow ng
sound so near by, she burrowed against him He was warm alive and nearly
human. To her surprise, he enbraced her, soothing her with his hands and thus
restoring her courage. It struck her as very odd that a Catteni could be
conforting.

It was when the doors of the next barn opened and its occupants were
driven out that matters changed abruptly.

For there were recogni zabl e hunmans staggering out into the light,
shielding their eyes fromthe bright sun that poured, al nost obscenely, down
t he passage between the buildings. They, too, were being herded by a
| ong-armed, spark spitting machine. They were not, as the beasts had been
anmenabl e to such herding.

Even as Zainal reacted, rousing Slav and Coo, some humans were trying to
evade the machi ne's extensions, which was obviously unaccustoned to any sort
of protest.

In fact, all the hunans seened to be trying to escape, as if they had



figured out the fate which awaited them

"TH S WAY! HERE! " Zainal yelled, waving furiously and gl anci ng towards
Kris to shout directions.

One human spotted them pointing upwards and calling to the others.

Al t hough Kris couldn't inmagine how they could nmanage to hel p others escape
when they didn't even know how to thensel ves, that was not as inportant as
getting humans out of the clutches of the nechanicals.

The four scranbled down the big crates they had so | aboriously clinbed
the night before. At |least, down was easier than up. But it was up they'd need
to do again.

The humans pelted down the alleyway to be net by Zainal who had halted
his three conpanions on top of the ground tier with an inperious hand. He gave
Kris the unm stakable order to stay where she was. But, as she saw himlink
hi s hands, she realized what he was going to do: throw the people up on to the
first crate. Kris, Coo and Slav then pushed themto the next |evel, urging
themto get higher up, out of any possible range of the mechanical's
extendi bles. So they formed a human "lift' system for the escapees: humans,
Deski s and Rugarians, three green Mdrrphins and two Turs, the goblins who were
so short that Zainal was slinging them up

In the panic of the effort to get everybody off the ground and started
up the crates, Kris got bruised, cut, and had her right wist wenched so
badly that she had to rely on her |left hand. Then there was Zainal to get up
to safety because the nechanos were now aware that something was distinctly
out of order. Kris wondered if they had counted bodi es com ng out of the barn
and had now di scovered the appropriate nunber were not being processed. A
shame to put their production figures out.

But they'd rescued nore than twenty from sl aughter

Zainal had to junp to reach the hel ping hands that woul d take him off
the ground. A funny little clicking machine was now quartering the passageway.

"Cinb!" Zainal said to those on his level. "Seek heat.

W go to cold." They clinmbed and clinbed until they reached the top with
the others and then they all stopped in awe. As far as they could see there
were crates stacked to the same height. Acres of themto the horizon

"Now this is one nother of a stockpile,” a human nmuttered with an
under st andably hysterical edge to his voice.

"And we dammed near joined it, someone el se said.

"More down there?" Zainal asked and Kris noted him breathing heavily for
the first time since they'd started this reconnai ssance.

"Hell, all we saw was that one stinking barn after those flying turrets
darted us. Are we going to hang about to see?" Cearly that was not his
pr ef erence.

"Hey, you're a Cat!" the first speaker said accusingly.

"Cat or not, he just saved our lives. Thanks, pal," the second nan said
to Zainal, holding out his hand.

He was filthy and the slight breeze on the top of this incredible'-
stockpile wafted a stench off himthat nearly gagged Kris.

Most of the escapees now sank to their butts to rest after their
scranbling retreat.

"Zainal is ny name. These three and | explore. You are?"

"Speaks good English for a Cat," the first man said "Kris Bjornsen, Slav
and Coo are us," Zainal continued the introductions. Then he paused for the
others to identify themnsel ves.

Their stories were simlar to the experiences of Kris's group except
that they hadn't had the benefit of a Sergeant Chuck Mtford to marshal them
out of danger. The field they had been dunped on had been attacked by the
fliers in spite of Deskis' attenpts to warn of incom ng danger

Everyone had scattered in twos and threes and small groups, only to be
rounded up when they were spotted the second norning by a harvester unit.
They' d been in the barn for several days but had survived on their food
parcel s which were now al nost gone. Several of their number had been tranpl ed



to death in the barn when the aninals had, for sone reason, panicked the
second night of their incarceration

"That's why we all snell like this," said Lenny Doyle, a mediumbuilt,
dark-haired man with a pl easant, open face and a nice snle. Dick Aarens had
been the first speaker and still regarded Zainal with frowni ng suspicion. He
was taller than Kris, but he had a dreadful slouch and a nmean slant to his
mouth as well as deep scow |ines.

"Zai nal got dunped down here along with the rest of us,"” Kris said with
an indifferent shrug to relieve the sudden tension anong the newconers, "and
don't know why he's here, but he is and he was ready to risk his neck to get
you out, so cool it, Mac." Dick Aarens reluctantly subsided but Kris caught
hi m more than once glaring at either her or Zainal

"So, do we go back and see if anyone else's stuck in those barns?" Lenny
asked Zai nal

"Why should he risk his neck for nmore humans?" a stocky man of apparent
Italian origin demanded in a surly voice.

Zai nal had his head down in what Kris was beginning to know as his
t hi nki ng pose. He | ooked up at the sun and then did a slow circle, squinting
against the glare of the sun. He said a few brief words to Sl av who nodded.

"Slav | eads to canp," Zainal said. "The machines | earn "Yeah, but do
they have sonmething that clinbs crates |ike a spider?" Aarens demanded.

"You have food?" Zainal asked.

"What's it to ya?" Aarens wanted to know.

"Ch, cool it, Aarens," Lenny said. "The machines didn't search us. W
got cups, knives and bars."

"No water," and agai n Zai nal glanced sunward.

"I take the point," Lenny said. "Look, I'll volunteer to go back to the
edge and see what's up with the mechanicals - -" He grinned at Kris for his
description of their captors. "They mnust've..

processed. .. anot her group yesterday. W heard screaning a coupla tines."
He shook hinself convulsively. "So we figured we m ght have to make a break
for it."

"There're a | ot of barns down there,"’

"W go back," Zainal said. "See."

"Now, wait a mnute - - Aarens said, holding up one hand in protest.

To the idea as well as the spokesnman, Kris thought, marking Aarens as
t roubl esone.

"Then go with Slav," Zainal said, shrugging his indifference.

"There is much to see and know." This time his gesture neant |earning as
much as possi bl e about the machi nes and their operation

"Can you open barn doors from outside?" Kris asked.

Zai nal nodded. "Easy," and now he grinned. "Animals do not unlock doors.
Humans, and Cats, do." Lenny |aughed out Ioud at that and nudged the hostile
Aarens. "Sense of humour, too. Shall | go back for a | ook-see? | had a | ong
drink just before we got ejected from our happy hone.

Zai nal nodded and Lenny trotted back the way he had cone.

"Hey, bro, |I'mcomng, too, and a second man fol | owed.

"The Doyl e brothers stick together. |I'mJoe Lattore,"” the stocky Italian
said with a grin, nodding at both Kris and Zainal. "So what do we do if there
are a |lot of other humans, and aliens, stuck in with the cattle?"

"W get themout," Zainal said and, hunkering down, unrolled one of his
spare bl ankets and, taking out his knife, began to rend it into strips. To
make ropes, Kris immediately realized "Yeah, a rope would be real handy,"
Lattore said and took a bl anket as Zai nal handed them around.

It wasn't easy to do, given the sort of indestructible fabric it was.
Kris had to stop: her wist ached and was next to usel ess.

Hauling folks to the top of the crates would be a | ot easier. That is,
if the nmechanicals hadn't figured out where the escapees had gone whi ch was
possible. By the time they had acquired several |engths of sturdy rope, the
Doyl es returned. They had seen no nore except snoke fromthe processing plant.

Aarens sai d, shaking his head.



"Yeah, nmachi nes operate on | ogic and our escape since they classified us

as "meat animals" - would be inconsistent,” Kris said, as she worked. " Sonehow
| don't think their programm ng would extend to coping with inconsistencies.
We canme up as heat sources where heat sources shouldn't be - in there messing

up their crop fields. That was easy for them So they dunped us in with the
other animals they were collecting.”

"I don't think I like that," Joe said, shuddering. "Bad enough to be
m st aken as food. How cone they don't recognize peopl e?" "Does sort of beg the
guestion, doesn't it?" Lenny said.

"I dunno how they figure it all out. We were there four, five days
wi t hout anyone taking a blind bit of notice of us, or even opening the main
door. When they did, we couldn't get out for those six-|egged things being
crammed in. And suddenly there was only standi ng space.

Then - whanmmy!

we' re schedul ed for the chop. They nust have started.

wel |, processing...yesterday if what we heard were human cries - . -
Lenny gave anot her shiver.

Kris watched Zai nal thinking over this infornmation.

She wondered how in heaven's name the Catteni scouts hadn't noticed such
installations on their exploratory pass of this planet.

Surely they would have spotted such a vast nunber of crates? Unl ess, and
she thought of the evidence, the scrapes and bad handling, these were new, and
the last | ot had been coll ected? By what? For whon?

"We see if there are...nore people," Zainal said, having reached a
deci sion. "You hel p?" He | ooked around at the recently rescued.

Ten decided to remain and hel p, including the two Doyl e brothers and,
oddly enough in Kris's estimation, Aarens. The others were |l ed off by Slav,
who once again assured Zainal that he could find the cave canpsite. He kept
pointing to the north and east. The two Deskis went with him to keep a
listen-out for the flyers and any roving nmechanicals that would need to be
avoi ded at all costs. If nothing else, this recon had taught Kris, and the
others, the sorts of hazards that had to be avoi ded: sleeping on bare ground,
avoi di ng the harvesters, and freezing when flyers were spotted.

Sinple, honely, rules, Kris told herself facetiously. She was gl ad she'd
had a good drink of water before they'd set out. Still, naybe they coul d sneak
back down to the vacant barns.

Whi ch is what they did when Zainal and his stal wans reached the yard.
The fact that no-one had been searched, nmuch |ess stripped, was discussed.

"They didn't search the six-legged critters,” Lenny said.

"Why woul d they search us?"

"But we're...we're humans," Aarens said and Lenny's brother, Ninety,
snort ed.

"Did you introduce yoursel f? Well, then, how woul d the nachi ne know
we're different?"

"You mean, they thought we were aninmal s?" Aarens was outraged.

"Not very flattering, is it?" Lenny said drolly.

"Just anot her warm body, bro," his brother, N nety, quipped back with a
grin. "Any warmbody'Il do. If it registers."

"That is how the machi nes know," Zainal said. "Heat."

"Il buy that," Lenny said.

"And novenent.

"There are no people .. on this planet," Zainal added.

"Yeah," Lenny said thoughtfully. "Think you' re right.

| thought robots were supposed to protect humans." He gl anced slyly at

"Not if they're not programed to."

"So who, or what, programred "en?" Lenny wanted to know. Kris could only
shrug her ignorance.

Havi ng made their way across the crates and to the nearest barn, they
had clinbed onto the roof and now | ooked down through one of the ventilator



slats into the barn. It was enpty. Enpty and snelling of sonme kind of a
di si nfectant which had its own unm stakabl e stink

"What a pong," Lenny said, winkling his nose.

"Coul d there be such a thing as a totally nechani zed farm pl anet?" Kris
sai d, wondering out l|oud. Then she turned to Zainal, who was |lying on the roof

besi de her, still |ooking round the enpty space bel ow. "How many continents
are there on this world, Zainal?"
" Four.

Two | arge, one not so large, one snmall."

"Whi ch are we on?" Zainal shrugged.

"How cone he knows so much?" Ninety asked, jerking his thunb at Zaina
and addressing Kris "He once saw a report on the place. He lust didn't | ook
hard enough to renmenber everything we're dying to know," she said, grimacing.
"What he has recalled has already saved us a couple of tinmes.

"Who's us?" Kris told them and Lenny grinned at his brother when she
descri bed Chuck Mtford.

"They never quit, those old soldiers, do they?"

"Mtford' s not old," she said defensively, "and we were very | ucky
i ndeed he was there, because we stayed free." Lenny gave her an odd | ook. "Can
you be sure of that?" "No surer than | am of anything else on this planet."
Zainal rose. "W look at all." As soon as a quick peek proved that there was
not hi ng noving in the yard bel ow them and the snoke was no | onger coni ng out
of the abattoir building, they checked the other barns: twenty in all, half of
whi ch reeked of the disinfectant. Three of the other ten they exan ned held
not hi ng but animals. They would call down the vent, tentatively at first, but
then with nmore vigour until they were sure there was no-one there to answer.
The grazers kept naking their stupid | ooooing sound in response to al
guesti ons.

"Al'l the sane," said Lenny in disgust. "Never did |like cows.

"These aren't cows, Aarens said. "Nothing |like cows.

"So? They're | oo-cows instead of nmpo-cows," Kris said, a comment which
brought chortles fromLenny and N nety.

"They're still not cows," Lenny said. "Cows give mlKk.

Those things don't have any equi pnent beyond two extra | egs." The next
barn produced astoni shed and glad cries and a junpi ng about of obvious people
shapes in anmong the | oo-cow forns.

"Keep it down, will you?" Aarens called urgently, glancing nervously
around.

Lenny Doyl e crept to the edge of the barn, |ooking up and down the quiet
avenue and gestured an "OK' "Wat do we tell "en?" Aarens asked, not | ooking
at Zai nal

"W come at night. They keep quiet now," Zainal said, ignoring being
i gnor ed.

"Night's a |l ong way away," Aarens said.

"W watch."

"We could I et down those ropes we nade and haul "em up?" Aarens
suggest ed.

"It's much easier to open the door at night and let themout," Kris said
firmy, knowi ng that she wasn't up to hoisting who knew how many heavy bodi es.
"Li ke we did."

"Ni ght best," Zainal said, nodding.

"Why? Machines don't care if it's night or day. Machines don't need to
" Aarens was persistent.

Zai nal muttered somet hing under his breath. "Do not run at night.
Can't-' "Why not?" Aarens was getting belligerent, deliberately, Kris
t hought, trying to find fault wth Zainal

"I think the machi nes are sol ar-powered," Kris said, grasping at an
expl anation that fitted. "Sun power?" she asked Zainal who nodded, smling
that she had grasped the correct expl anation

"Yeah," and N nety's eyes w dened. "Yeah, they got those funny panels.

sl eep.



At | east the harvester did. Makes sense. There hasn't been any rain yet."
Zai nal grinned. "Rain very bad here. In places. W see who is where," and he
gestured towards the other barns waiting to be searched.

Four nore confining humans were found and the nessage of inmm nent
rel ease was repeated, caution urged and the prisoners were told to get as nuch
rest as they could because the escape route was a rough one.

There was sone protest but Kris, speaking for Zainal - as that seened
di plomatic - assured themthere were reasons for the del ay.

They returned then to the roof of one of the enpty barns. Prying open
one ventilator slot, Lenny Doyle, as the slimrest of the nmen, craw ed through
He was going to check to be sure there were no interior sensors. They let him
down far enough so that he could peer around, swi nging on the end of the rope.

"Looks clean to me. Sensor eyes can't be all that different,” he said in
a | oud whisper to those waiting on the roof. "Lemre down. | need a bath as bad
as | need a pee. Begging your pardon, Kris." She chuckl ed and wat ched as he
was | owered to the floor. She went down next and heard themri ppi ng away
enough of the slot to permt the heavy frane of Zainal to pass. The thin
bl anket rope was rough on the hands and she slipped a couple of tines because
her wist wasn't functioning, but all of themmade it safely to the floor

There were a dozen or nore watering troughs to service the animals the
barn usually held, so a few on one side were designated as baths.

Piles of sone sort of dried fodder had been placed in wall mangers and
Kris | ooked forward to sleeping a tad nore confortably on a hay bed unti
noonri se.

Zainal, with Aarens and the Doyles, did a circuit of the enpty buil ding,
checking for any other sort of sensor that might tell the nechanicals one of
t he barns was i nhabited again.

Wil e nost of the nen decided to bathe, Kris was nore interested in
piling up enough fodder to make a decent sl eeping surface. She hadn't |iked
the leer on Aarens' face when he | ooked at her. He struck her as the sort of
devi ous personality who' d peep if given the chance.

She wasn't going to give himone.

At that, he sought her out, his longish hair still dripping.

She couldn't really hold that against himbut she disliked the
proprietary way he made as if to join her on her pile of hay.

"You find your own, buddy," she said, as discouragingly as she coul d.

"Hey, lady, just thought you'd |like some quality conpany. Can't say |

approve of a nice girl like you having to be paired with a Cat.
O is it voluntary?"
"I volunteered for the patrol, if that's what you nean and her tone

inplied that had better be "Are there nore |ike you back at this canp of
your s?"

"Aarens, get lost. I'mtired and | want to sleep by - - nyself," she
sai d, enphasi zing her wish for solitude.
"at!

"The fresh stuff is over there, Aarens,"” Lenny said, pointing to the
manger, his expression pleasant but there was no doubt that he wouldn't nove
until Aarens had.

When she was | eft alone she ay down on her pile, so confortable that
she fell asleep despite the nuted voi ces ofthemnen.

Mtford surveyed the canp, well pleased with the inprovenents of the
| ast two days. They had plenty of game and sone of the wonmen had thought of
sun-drying the leftovers into a sort of jerky.

"Waste not, want not," was the thene for the day.

Scouting parties kept coming in with little treasures throughout the
| ong day. There was even fine sand that could be used for a tiner.

"Li ke you use to time your boil ed egg.

"No gl ass."

"Well, there're these nut husks. Cut a teeny tiny hole in one, let the
sands run through. Turn it over. Couldn't be sinpler." "You | ose a couple



seconds turning the damed thing over -

"Conpl ai nts, conplaints.”

"Hey, what about a sundial. There's that flat place at the top of the
rock just below the sentry post.

"Yeah, and how do we tinme it?"

"Hell, you're the nechanical engineer. You figure it out.

One one-hundred, two one-hundred, three one-hundred is still a second
even here." A commotion mi dafternoon brought fifteen angry wonen and one
bl oody-nosed Arnie to Mtford' s office.

Noticing that all the wonen had wet hair, it didn't take himnore than a
mnute to figure out that Arnie had been peeping again.

"He didn't stay warned off, Mtford," an irate Sandy Areson said
pi nching the man again. "He's a dirty pervert, is what he is. And with him
doing latrine duty only makes it easier for himto know when we're going to
bat he.

Chain himto a rock or by God, I'lIl sharpen ny knife and Mtford had
begun to chuckle as he'd had a sudden inspiration. "I think we can provide
restraints for our little Arnold Shernman. And provide an object |esson at the
same time. Jack Lemass, front and centre," the sergeant added in a bell ow.

"Yo!" and a man who had been carving various types of woods available in
t he nearby copse | oped over

"You rang?" Mst people were in good spirits, Mtford deci ded, and
provi ng i ngenious in what they could contrive. They didn't have nails but Jack
Lemass, who'd been out ear!y in the morning on a hunting party, was sure they
could fashion chairs and tables and other useful itens fromthe larger trees.

"Yeah, d'you think you could construct ne a pair of stocks?"

" St ocks?" Jack poked his head forward on his neck in surprise.

"Stocks?" Sandy exclai med and then burst out | aughing.

"Hey, that'd be great and we could belt himwith rotten eggs - if we
could find any rotten eggs. She gave the cowering Arnie another swat but she,
and the other women, began to grin in happy anticipation of his future
di sconfort. "Make "em as unconfortable as possible, will ya, Jack?" Jack went
through a little routine of pretending to nmeasure the quivering Arnie so that
he moaned in apprehension

"OK, ladies, as you were, Mtford said. "Sorry you' ve been pestered."
"Thanks, Sarge," Sandy said and took his hint, shooing the wonen out of the
"office'. "W've got work to do, too, ladies "Better yet, Jack,' Mtford said,
"take himwith you to cut the wood and nake himhelp you build it. To fit him
because | think he'll be in the stocks a lot. Wn't you, Arnie?"

"I was only |looking," Arnie whined in self-defence. "I wasn't doing nore
than that."

"That's enough. Shut your face and be dammed glad | don't get Jack to
put a stake and whip you at it."

"You woul dn't whip ne?" Hi s voice cracked in terror and his whol e body
trenbled. "You' re human, you re Anerican. You can't," and Arnie ended on a
note of pure panic "Be grateful then, because the next step for soneone |ike
you, Arnie," Mtford said, raising his voice | oud enough for everyone working
the area to hear, "is being staked out on a field for the scavengers. And
don't think it can't happen. It can!' Jack's eyebrows were raised alnost to
hi s non-existent hairline and he whistled softly.

"OK, Arnie, we go wal kies now "5'

A d-fashi oned stocks wouldn't really hurt a man, or a woman, Mtford
t hought as he picked up another slate to record their construction as a
deterrent. But it would prove his adm nistration had teeth and wasn't afraid
to bite. So far, people were far nore interested in how they could turn their
skills to inmproving their living quarters.

And that was what settling was all about. Living off the | and you were
on and getting the best you could.

Late that evening, long after the second serving of the evening neal,
two nore patrols reported in: one had found rock salt which could only inprove



the taste of food, and the other, geology and m ning types, had | ocated
deposits of iron and copper and had brought back sanples. Mirph had bent his
ear about all they could do with iron and copper. So Mtford said that he'd
organi ze a squad to help Murph mne and refine. Murph went off, nuttering
happily to hinsel f.

"Every day in every way, we are getting better and better,” Mtford
muttered to hinself, able to see one nore step in their adaptation. Another
few nont hs and no-one woul d recogni ze thensel ves as the dispirited dregs
they'd been | ess than a week ago.

When night canme Kris was roused with the others who had rested.

Zai nal showed the Doyl es and Aarens how he had mani pul ated the Iock with
hi s knife bl ade.

"The ol' credit card trick, huh?" Lenny remarked, then added when he saw
the confusion on Zainal's face, "I'lIl explain later."

"More boy?" Zainal asked Kris, his teeth white in the dark as he
gri nned.

"More what?" Lenny asked

"I"lIl explain later,” Kris replied, chuckling. She wondered what Aarens
woul d say if he knew she'd prefer the Catteni to his conmpany any day of the
week.

O any night, come to think of it. Down girl, she told her self but
havi ng said that, the notion came back often enough to tease her

They slipped out of the barn, Zainal closing the door carefully unti
they heard the | ock snick. Then they went to the first of the inhabited barns
and Zai nal opened it, too.

"Ch, my CGod, | thought you'd gone and left us," cried the nan, his voice
sounding loud in the quiet night. He was only one of many crowded close to the
door.

"Sssssh," said the relief teamas a chorus.

"Dam mechani cal s m ght hear ya," Aarens said.

"Follow me and fer Gawssake, be quiet." Wile Kris was asleep, the
rescue had been organized.

Two nmen woul d | ead each rescued group down the road to the crates and
start themup the ropes hanging in readiness. Zainal and Kris took the | ast
group since Zainal was the only one who knew the exact trick to open the
doors.

In the group she and Zai nal rel eased there were two wonen, one of them
heavily pregnant and awkward in novenent, and the other one ol der and |inping
badl y.

The pregnant woman was al so slightly hysterical with the relief of being
rescued.

"I't's bad enough ny Jack got killed on Barevi, but | thought 1'd at
| east have my baby to cherish,” she said weepingly. Not that Kris blaned her
but this was neither the tinme nor place for true confessions. "Then that awf ul
di scipline neeting and | wasn't doing a thing but standing where | was told to
stand and then | get gassed. | prayed that, sonehow, God was with us still and
we' d be rescued.

And we are, and | sinmply can't believe it. Ch, you're so good to risk
your lives to save ours.” Kris couldn't seemto stemher flow of talk. At
| east Patti Sue would shut up when told to.

"How re we going to get her up the crates?" she asked Zainal in a tense
whi sper as they started the people down the road.

"I carry. Not heavy. Big."

"Just don't let her see you're Catteni
light hid the tell-tale grey of his skin tone.

The pregnant woman, Anna Bollinger, presented less of a difficulty
getting up on the crates than some of the others. Funble-footed and fingered,
some of them and four, besides Anna, had to be haul ed up because their
shoul der nuscl es gave out on the third "lift' Eventually, all thirty-five were
on the top and noving off north by east as Slav had. Not noving very quickly

Kris said, glad that the poor



either, as if the release and clinmb had about taken all the physical energy
they had left in them

Sonetimes, Kris thought as she trudged al ong besi de Zainal, you can do
the right thing for the wong reason

Her hands were stinging, her wist ached despite the strip of blanket
she had w apped about it as a brace, her shins were scraped and raw, her toes
hurt and she was sure her arm and shoul der nuscl es woul d never recover. She
woul d have | oved to have had a trough to wallow in.

By the time the first noon came up, they had not yet nmade it to the end
of the crates. Again she wondered what was in them if it wasn't hal ves of
| oo-cows, and for whomthe machi nes gat hered the supplies.

They had to call a break then, to rest the less able of their numnber.
Anna, in particular, and Janet, the ol der woman, were totally unequal to a
steady march. Wen it was di scovered that nost of them had eaten the | ast of
their ration bars in preparation for escape, Zainal imediately gestured for
the patrol to share out the extras they had brought al ong. Chew ng the dry
bars without water to soften them nade eating a chore. One of the Turs gobbl ed
his down as if he hadn't eaten in days "He didn't know the Cats had packed us
rations," Lenny said. "Ninety and | have been sharing with him"

"That was dammed good of you," Kris said, "considering you woul dn't have
known where your next meals were com ng from

"Ch, | figured sonething would turn up,"” and Lenny grinned inpishly at
her .

"Why, may | ask, is your brother N nety?"

"Aw, now, we're lrish, you see "I had noticed

Anot her grin. "And we've this saying in Ireland - that the crack, the
fun, is ninety "And we don't mean the cost of the stuff,” Ninety said in an

irritated voice. "I like the crack...pubs and all God, wouldn't a Quinness
taste good about now.

"I told ya, don't, Ninety. | can stand anything but your nentioning
Qui nness, " Lenny said, an edge to his usually cheerful voice for the first
time in a very trying night.

"Sorry, Kris."

"So I'm N nety because | look for a good crack," N nety finished up and

gave the final bite of his ration bar a wistful |ook

"Damed mi cks," Aarens nuttered. He had positioned hinself near Kris,
she noticed, on her other side, away fromthe Doyl e brothers.

"Let me straighten you out on one detail, Aarens," Kris said, not that
she cared if she saved himsonme knocks for his attitude, but his coments
grated agai nst her sense of rightness. "We're ALL in this together: humans,
Deski s, Rugarians, Mrphins and Turs. And especially the | one representative
of our former captors. He got dumped on this godforsaken place just like the
rest of us and he's in command of the patrol that just saved your skin, bones
and neat. So cut the bigotry out. Understand?"

"You know himwel | ?" and the man's tone was |l ewd and his suggestion
unmi st akabl e.

Lenny and Ninety both reacted but Lenny was nearer

He | eaned forward until his face was right up to Aarens' "If Kris here
says the Cat's a good guy, we'll take her word for it, Aarens.

Now cut your belly achin'. He got you free and, if you want to sl ope off
now and do your own thing, we'll never nmention we ever nmet ya." Aarens
subsi ded as Kris inched closer to the Doyl e brothers.

"Where's the Cat? . - N nety began, |ooking about him

"Hi s nane is Zainal,"'
Ni nety as everyone el se.

"OK, where's this Zainal |eading us?"

"To the canp our clever Sergeant Mtford established.

A series of good-sized caves with an underground | ake.

It's a pretty good place. Hunting's great. How good are you with
sl ingshots?" Lenny chuckl ed. "You see before you one of the great rabbit

Kris said, as ready to insist on that point with



hunters of the Blasket Islands.” N nety snorted. "You used a two-two, and then
he | eaned toward Kris, grinning fromear to ear, "with a telescopic lens and a
sil encer. "

"That was so | could get in a second shot without the little scuts
hearing nme on the odd tinme or two | mssed nmy first shot. Once | got ny eye
in, I didn't need either silencer or "scope."

"We've also found a huge grain store,” Kris went on, "so we should even
have bread when we get back."

"How far is it?" and Lenny gl anced over at Anna and Janet.

"I don't know WAit a mmute - - - Qut of the corner of her eye she
noti ced Zainal suddenly rise to his feet, |ooking pointedly in one direction
Peering in that area, she made out several figures noving in the noonlight
down the slope above the crates. "That's Slav come back. He either nmade dammed
good tine or our canp's not far away." Slav had brought two ot her Rugarians
and four humans with him- and cold roast rock-squat, sone unl eavened bread
and earthern water bottles that were | eaking slowy but still contained enough
for everyone to have a drink.

They al so carried ropes and nore bl ankets "Sarge says go. W cone,' Slav
said in Barevi, grinning his jagged toothy snile which included Coo and Kris.

They had to split the neat portions further to give everyone a piece but
Lenny and Ninety were definitely inpressed.

Anna had to be coaxed to eat - mainly because she was exhausted, Kris
deci ded - but Janet said she woul d have eaten anything on six |legs. They were
both given two cups of water as a special concession

That was when Zainal noticed Kris's bandaged wri st.

"You hurt?"

"Just a sprain. Nothing to worry about,’
foolish at having strapped her wrist.

"You go with Pess. Lead wal kers. Report to Sarge."

"I"ll bet he's full of questions," Kris said, glad that Slav had arrived
with humans to give Mtford a verbal report.

"But | should stay to help the wonen."

"No." Zainal said firmy.

"Much hel p. YOU," and he cocked his finger at her, "better to report.

"Al'l right," and she conceded as gracefully as possible. There were nore
t han enough nmen to assist the two wonen, and Deskis and Rugarians to help with
port ages.

Al t hough Lenny and Ninety protested that they were nore than willing to
hel p, Zainal ticked themoff to go with Kris. She wasn't surprised that he
sent Aarens back with her as well as Joe Lattore and sone of the other nen,
who were all too eager to see this great canp that had been contrived

Revitalized by the neat and the water, Kris went to reassure Anna and
Janet that they weren't all that far fromthe safety of the caves.

"We've got nedi cal personnel, too," she reassured Anna.

"Medi ci nes?" Anna asked hopefully.

"If they've found bread, they've got the start of penicillin, now don't
they?" Kris said jokingly but she had the feeling Anna was hoping for
anal gesics to take the edge off her immnent delivery. She left quickly then
not wanting to have to face any further unanswerabl e questions.

As there wasn't a damed thing wong with her feet and ankles, Kris set
t he pace, right behind Pess. Aarens started out beside her but she didn't
fancy himfor conpany and she gave himgrunts for answers to his
conversational gambits until he got her nessage.

Muttering curses about ungrateful bitches and butch wonen, he dropped
back to the rear of the group

Kris wondered if she had been wi se in di scouragi ng him

But he was the sort who'd need a | ot of discouragenment and his attitudes
irritated her. Better discouragenent than an all-out braw.

A coupl e of good long clinbs were successfully negotiated in the Iight
of the second nmoon, Aarens bitching about night manoeuvres. By third noonset,

she said, feeling a little



even Pess was slowi ng up. But when the Rugarian hit the begi nning of the
ravi ne he brightened and so did Kris, surprised to recognize the terrain she
had first walked in a seni-stupor, carrying Patti Sue. But a | andmark that I|ed
you hone - to any home - was always heartening "W're nearly there, guys. Hone
stretch now," she called over her shoul der and worked her shoul ders out of a
tired sl unp.

By sunrise, they were back in a canp amazingly altered in the four days
of her absence. As she turned the final curve, she stopped short, noting al
t he i nprovenents

And the sight of Sergeant Chuck Mtford nore or | ess where she had | ast
seen him at his "command' post.

That, too, had inproved. The hearth had been enl arged, obviously to be
used as a barbecue site, and a fire burned cheerfully in the centre. Bl ocks of
stone had been noved to forma seni-circle around Mtford' s central "desk'
whi ch had al so been enlarged. On one side he had a pile of thin slates,
beari ng chal k marks, but he was working on sonething thin, |ike paper, with a
sturdy wooden affair that near as never-mnd | ooked |ike a pencil.

Sentries topped the higher points around the canp ravine: the stairs to
the main cavern now boasted wi der risers and a handrail. On the opposite side
of the ravine, she couldn't fail to notice what |ooked |ike nedieval stocks.
Two of them one occupi ed though she couldn't see the face of the stockee
since his head was hangi ng.

The thin frame | ooked |like Arnie's. She wondered what he'd done to rate
that sort of incarceration. And what a novel idea for discipline!

The ravine floor had been swept clean and she really couldn't take in
all the other inprovenents because Mtford had seen her. He grinned as he
beckoned her to join him

As she did, she saw himlean to one side and lift a creditable pottery
pitcher. It seened to be clad in sonme sort of odd matting and a little steam
escaped its lid.

"Pull up a rock, Kris, and tell me what you and that Catteni have been

up to," he said, gesturing for her to present her cup so he could fill it.
"It's hot, at least, and doesn't taste too bad. |'ve been in places with worse
coffee.”

"Didn't the first group tell you?" Kris asked, blowi ng on her drink

"I'"mdebriefing everyone, Bjornsen," was his reply, enphasized by a
slight frown at her objection

She covered her enbarrassment at questioning his methods by taking a sip
from her cup.

The heat of the beverage was not its only reconmendation, for it had an
oddly minty flavour that knocked the dryness out of her nouth.

If she hadn't had the cup in her hand, though, Kris would have been
tempted to salute Mtford.

Ignoring the fatigue that made it difficult to find the words she
needed, she gave what she felt was a concise report of the patrol. She
enphasi zed the dangers of night-tine scavengers, of crop-filled fields, and
the notion that the nechanicals were sol ar- power ed.

Mtford nodded at that, making a short notation on the thin stuff
"You' ve a source of paper, Sarge?" she asked, interrupting herself.

"Bark, don't know how long it'll hold the |ead...even got a pencil -
"and, grinning, he held up the thick shaft.

"One of the geol ogi st types found sone carbon | ead The bark's a | ot
easier to handl e than those slates. Doesn't break and flake. Tell nme nore
about this solar power notion?"

"You've heard it before?"

"Patrols at the granary mentioned "emon the nachi nes garaged there.

Not hi ng noves at night so it's safe to haul in supplies then. Go on.

Tell me nore about the rescue.

That first contingent were too dammed wi ped out to do nore than say they
got rescued."” He poured her nore of the hot drink



"Remind me to tell you howglad | amto be in the sane outfit with you,
Sarge," Kris said with a grateful snile.

"Ah!" and he dismissed her remark with a flick of his hand, turning his
head briefly away in nodesty. Then he grinned at her

"Wait'll you hear what | got in mnd for you tonorrow.

"So long as it's tonorrow, Sarge," she said, managing to produce a cocky
grin despite her present fatigue. The drink was hel ping but the stimulation it
provi ded woul dn't |ast very I|ong.

"We got thirty-five nore refugees.'

"Can we handl e then®"

"Handl e as many as we can find. Picked up a few nmore com ng south from
anot her drop-off. They either picked the right sort of fields or were plain
lucky. They were right glad to find our canp. W'll need all the
rei nforcements we can get to start our offensive."

"Qur what ?" She peered nunbly at Mtford.

"You don't think I intend spending the rest of ny life on this nudball,’
Mtford said with a grow .

Kris shook her head. Mtford seened so sane. And he was planning to get
off this world?

"But that's for later. Any new useful recruits?" he asked, bringing her
back to her report.

Well, | suppose so but | didn't think to quiz "em

W' ve got one very pregnant woman and an ol der one who's not too spry.
Zai nal made nme cone on ahead." Mtford nodded and Kris | ooked back over her
shoul der to see the rest of her group straggling in.

"The two guys in front are good people, Irish, the Doyl e brothers.

Ri ght behind themis Joe Lattore and he's OK " She paused, seeing Aarens
stunping in behind the Italian.

"And the tall individual?" Kris hesitated | ong enough for Mtford to
rai se his eyebrows. "Nane's Dick Aarens," she said as noncomrittally as she
coul d.

"Il debrief himnyself," Mtford said with a grin for her reluctance.
"You go get yourself sone rest, gal. You're off duty for the next
twenty-eight." He pointed above his head at what she then recogni zed as a
sundi al . "Took the teamthree days! Al the way from counting sand particles
by the second to hourly divisions. Rough still, they say, and G eenw ch Mean
Time it ain't but it's an inprovenent." H s tone was proud.

"Al'l the conforts of hone and time, too," she said, grinning at such a
cl ever device.

"Not that a twenty-eight hour planetary revolution is an inprovenent on
what we're used to."

"And the stocks? Your idea?" Mtford chuckled, w thout even | ooking up
fromthe notes he was jotting down. "We got too many individuals," and by
separating the word into syllables he nade it sound Iike an epithet, "to dea
with, who won't nake |life easier by disappearing when they don't |ike the way
this outfit is run. Get some rest, gal." He gave her a good-natured buffet to
her arm and jerked his head towards the cave.

She was halfway to the steps when he called the newconers over, the
Doyl es startled to hear their nanes and Aarens giving her an accusatory gl are.

At the top of the steps, she noted other signs of organization work
stations along the | edge and the | egend "Home Sweet Cavehome' scrawl ed in
chal k across the entrance. On the space where people had witten their choice
of name for the planet, "Botany' was underscored and all the others erased.
She grinned. Hone now had a nane.

Inside, the early norning crew were busy stoking fires, putting
earthenware pots on trivets to heat, setting out slightly nisshapen bow s for
cereal. She noticed bow s of what |ooked |like coarse salt by the hearths. On
the | edges were other pots and pitchers: Sandy Areson had been very busy.

"Kris!" a voice shrieked and she was envel oped in Patti Sue's arns
bef ore she had a chance to evade the girl, who proceeded to weep all over her

She | ooked about the canp.



"I told you she'd be back safe, Patti," said Sandy, com ng over and prying the
girl off. "Now she's tired, and dirty, and you don't go nmpaning all over her
She's been just fine, Kris," Sandy added. "She was certain Mtford had put you
i n danger' "No, we got people out of danger, Patti," Kris said, "and there's a
worman who's going to need your help especially: Anna Bollinger. She's very
pregnant. Sandy, who's the nmedic to see to her when she gets in?

They' re a coupl e of hours behind us."

"I"ll see to that. You hungry, Kris?"

"Had a bar not long ago but I'd sure love a bath."

"I"ll get a clean coverall, and do yours while you're sl eeping," Patt
said, gushing with her efforts to be hel pful

"Now, Patti, you're on breakfast detail."

"I know, | know," the girl said on her way to a pile of material stacked
on one side of the cavern. "I'Il just be sure she knows the |atest
i mprovemnents.

Sandy rai sed both hands, grinned reassuringly at Kris and went back to
stirring the pot. Leakage sizzled into the fire but even that prinmtive
attenpt at a pot was an inprovenent over no cooking vessels at all

"No chance at building a kiln for you, is there?" Kris said, realizing
that the pottery nust only be sun-dried.

Sandy's grin was beatific. "Mtford knows his priorities CGot the
"specialists" -" and she grinned, "working on a beehive type. Mirph made
bell ows for me, as well as for his own forge. Jack the Nail found a nice hard
wood that ought to burn hot. So we're cooking. And I amuntil | get that kiln
up and firing." She gave Kris a hunorous grin as she waved snoke away from her
face. "CGo bathe." Patti danced about Kris all the way down to the |ake,
telling about finding the clay and that she'd managed a cup or two that had
been fired, and they needed a proper kiln for best results, and they had
di scovered a nearby crop field of sone very tasty root vegetables that were
al nost |ike potatoes only the Deskis couldn't eat themat all wthout getting
violently ill.

Kris grinmaced as she hadn't renenbered to tell Mtford that Coo had
found a plant that was Deski-edible. The tunnel to the | ake was now well [it.
When she and Patti reached it, there were al so wooden steps down, a well-lit
area and a rack of pegs to hang clothing on, and a rough reed basket of
cat-tail-like seed pods.

"Where'd you find reeds?" Kris asked, noting the construction of the
basket .

"Ch, Bob the Herb did. He finds all sorts of good stuff Has two patrols
under his command. "

"And what're these?" Kris picked up one of the pods.

"You'll see," and Patti Sue giggled with anticipation of her surprise.

Then Kris saw that a raft had been anchored securely for safer bathing
and there were even steps fastened to the side of the lake. So Kris stripped
off the snelly, grimy coverall and slipped into the water.

"Here," and Patty handed her an oval pod. "It's not exactly soap and
it'll ruin your conplexion but it gets the dirt and...snells
of f your skin." Kris would have welconed a Brillo pad, which was what
the pod felt like. There was an odd herbal - alnmpst astringent smell off it

and that was quite wel come after what she had been snelling |like. She rinsed
wel | and then cl anbered out of the water.

Patti, with an air of great acconplishnent, then broke open one of the
cat-tails which puffed up into a white fibre.

"Your towel, madanP?" She grinned at Kris's surprise.

"I't works, too, soaks up all the water. Then we put the used ones over
there, in the other basket, and once they're dry, they're good fire-starting
material. Cever, aren't we?" And she giggled as she handed Kris the fresh
coveral |.

"I think we need the twenty-eight hour day to get everything done," Kris
nmur mur ed.



Consi derably refreshed and cl eaner, Kris was quite ready now to get the
rest her body urgently desired. She yawned all the way to the cave. That had
i mproved, too.

Wth beds made of mounds of branches and, she thought, filled in with
nore of the cat-tails.

She stretched herself out, turned to her right side, sighed with relief
to have her sore hips cushi oned, and never even felt the bl anket which Patti
| ovingly spread over her.

Chapt er Seven

The aroma of roasting neat roused Kris, although her stomach was
probably sending the nessage - it was enpty. She could hear muted voi ces,
pl easant voi ces, and feeling encouraged, she angled herself up out of the
flattened bed. One other sleeping accomodation in her cave room was occupi ed
by a sl eeper and she slipped into her footwear as quietly as possible and
left.

Nei t her Sandy nor Patti Sue were in the main cave but she spotted Bart
and approached to see if she could scrounge a neal off him

"Hey, Kris," the man said, smling a welcone, "you did great!" and he
di shed up sone of the food he was cooking onto a nearly round clay plate.

"Me? At what?" she asked with a cautious grin. Wen he al so handed her a
wooden fork, she exclainmed in surprise, "All the conforts of honme." "W're
i mproving. And | nean the rescue of all those folks trapped by the
nmechani cal s.

"Ch, that. That was Zainal. He knew how to open the doors."

"Yeah, but | ask nyself, how did he know how to open then®"

"Aw, c¢'non now . Bart!" And Kris quickly donned her public relations
hat. "He knew how, so what? Maybe | coul d have opened it, given a hair pin or
a credit card which | didn't have. Door catches are door catches: there are
only so many ways to | ock one. He figured out the nechani smand opened it. The
i mportant thing is that he did know how and we could get all the others out
bef ore they got sl aughtered.™

"I heard..." Bart began uncertainly "Wat you heard and what happened
could be two different things entirely. Wio did you hear fron?" Bart shifted
uneasily. "One of the guys that came in with you."

"Whul dn't be naned "Aarens", would he?" Kris asked, letting her tone
drip with scorn.

"Next thing you hear, he'll be saying we oughtn't to listen to Mtford
"cos he's a slave driver, a martinet, endangering us, who does he think he is,
when he was only a sergeant at that, and what does he know?" Kris waved her
arm around, at the well-organi zed kitchen area, the pots and pottery, the
wat er crates, people noving about at assigned tasks.

"Well, Mtford knows enough to organize us to an anazi ng degree of
self-sufficiency, 1'd say. Aarens is a trouble-maker and he started al nost the
monent we haul ed himout of that barn."” Bart glared at Kris, resenting her
tirade, so she snmled at him

"You're too smart to fall for that kind of drivel, Bart, and this snells
too good for me to let it get cold.” She sat herself down on a convenient rock
and started to eat.

"Now, can | give you the facts, nothing but the facts, about the great
sl aught erhouse rescue? 1'd hate for you to have a bad opinion of ne because
stuck up for the guy responsible for saving forty-five people, forty-six if
Anna has her baby." The expression on his face told her it wasn't her he had a
bad opi nion of, which nmeant she really needed to put the record straight.

"Well, maybe what | heard was a bit garbled - "Scariest nonent in ny
life was waking up in that barn " she said, giving a shudder, and was stil
answering his questions when Jay G eene spotted her

"Sarge needs you, Kris," he said.

"Great neal, Bart," Kris said, standing up and then | ooking about her
for the proper place to dispose of her plate and fork



Bart grinned as he pointed. "Qutside, to your |left.

Aarens hinself is on KP."

"No better man," she said and left the hearth with Jay.

"Il take that," Jay said, renoving the plate from her hands.

"You don't need to neet Aarens.”

"Way? |'s he poor-mouthing ne? O Zainal?" Jay snorted. "Don't worry.
Mtford has his nmeasure.”

"Does everyone el se?" Kris asked urgently. "Hell, he'd' ve been better
off we'd be better off - with himas sausage neat after all," she added
callously "He'll spend sone time in the stocks if he keeps up "Which will only

confirmhis opinion of this chickenshit outfit."

"Who cares?" "Speaking of caring," and they were now outside in the
bri ght sunlight.

Mtford was precisely where she had | eft hima good - she checked the
sundi al - nine hours ago. "Does he never rest?" Her question was hypothetica
for she went on, How s Anna Bollinger, our pregnant |ady?" "Doc says she'll be
fine - Although she's grieving for her husband." He paused to click his tongue
over that tragedy. "Janet's nmking her her special assignment - Janet and
Patti Sue. Was that girl raped?”

"l suspect so."

"She never said anythi ng?"

"It'"ll take a long while before she's able to tal k about whatever it was
happened to her."

" Ch?"

"You |ike her?"

"She's a sweet kid," Jay said, shaking his head, with a "gone" smile on
hi s face.

"Co as slow as slow "

"I figured that. Kris went down the steps while Jay turned |l eft towards
the crates where Aarens was clunsily drying cups with cat-tail fibres. They
nmust have found a hunongous supply of the things for themto be used in so
many different ways.

The man in the stocks was gone and Kris wi shed she'd thought to ask Jay
what his of fence had been. Was that why he'd asked had Patti Sue been raped?
Mtford had nmeant what he said about punishing harassers.

Kris heard steps on the stone behind her and, |ooking over her shoul der
saw Zainal with Slav and Coo right behind him She wondered if they shared a
cave. Al of them |l ooked clean and rested "Wat are you guys doing up so
early?" she demanded

"I slept much," Zainal said, grinning back at her, his marvellously
wei rd yel |l ow eyes echoing his good hunour.

"Slav and Coo well rested. Lot to do."

"Lots to do," she corrected himabsently, then hastily added, "but
you're real quick to learn."

"Need to learn," he replied, his snmle broadened.

"Ve all learn," Slav said in his liquid voice. "H, Kn.ssss, he added,
enphasi zi ng the sibilant.

Just then the Deskis on the heights let out the whistling alarm and
slid, as suddenly, down out of sight.

"Flyers?" someone cried anxiously.

Al activity in the canp was suspended. A beat |ater, everyone out in
t he open nade for caves. Kris | ooked skyward, pivoting, as Zainal, Coo and
Slav were, to scan the horizon. So was Mtford in his exposed position on the
fl oor of the ravine.

Coo gave an odd and ear-splitting cry, which was echoed from above.

"Large thing," the Deski said, spreading his arns to their furthest
extension, indicating great size. He rolled his eyes.

"Baaaaaaad. Bad, bad, bad, bad," he repeated, shaking his head and then
covering his ears tightly.

But that was as nuch to mask the noi se which was becom ng very, very



loud - like half a dozen subway trains converging on you and every one of them
cl anki ng anff grinding and needing full servicing - as to stress the
approachi ng danger. Kris thought the intensity of the sound was conparable to
standing in a continuous sonic boom Her bones began to vibrate right up to
her teeth.

Even the stone under her feet reverberated.

She wanted to ask where the noise was com ng fromand what made it but
she woul dn't be heard above that racket.

The shadow of it came first - longer and wider by far than the ravine,
even the hill the ravine dissected. The shadow cane on and on, and then they
saw the blunt prow of the | eviathan that growl ed and runbled and still nade

the very stones shake.

It was coming in, prow definitely aimng downwards, on a descendi ng
slant: several thousand feet above them Kris estimated, blotting out the sun
like an island-sized unbrella. A big island, with all kinds of protuberances,
I ong and thin, squat, rounded discs, with all kinds of stick-like rods planted
here and there, even on the massive belly doors that were acres |ong and w de.
It seened to take hours to pass overhead. By then, inured to the noise it
made, people were outside again, peering up at the nonstrosity. Their
curiosity was stronger than their initial panic.

By then Kris had foll owed others to the nearest height - Mtford,

Zai nal, Jay G eene, Slav, Coo, the Doyles led the way, joined by half a dozen
ot her men and wonmen who wanted to get a good | ong | ook at this vessel.

"It's heading in the direction of the slaughterhouse,” Kris yelled above
a slightly di m nished noi se.

"Yeah," Mtford said thoughtfully, rubbing his hand over his nouth, his
expression very thoughtful indeed.

"Recogni ze it, Zainal?" Zainal shook his head slowy, never once
dropping his eyes to ook at Mtford.

"Catteni have no ship that big." He seened as inpressed by the size of
it as everyone else. "Strange - - -" he rolled his hand, trying to find the
appropriate word "Configuration?" Jay asked.

Zai nal shook his head, nmade shapes with his hands that |ooked like the
pr ot uberances and spokes jutting out of the ship.

"Ch, those things. Yeah, the ships you took Earth with weren't anything
i ke that one."

"No," and Zainal grinned down at Jay. "Too big, no good "Well, there's
t hat aspect of big, | suppose, Jay replied aniably They watched until it was
out of sight but not out of earshot.

On the noon air, they could hear it changing gears or whatever it did,
causing the sound to alter.

"Hovering?" Mtford said, disbelieving what his ears reported.

Then he shook his head. "I sure wouldn't want to have to | zft that dead
mass fromthe ground." He sighed.

"7'" "How can they?" He | ooked enquiringly at Zainal who only shrugged
again and shook his head. Kris saw anxiety for the first tinme in Zainal's
expr essi on.

Kris swallowed. "If we hadn't got those fol ks out yesterday Mtford
nodded. "You did great, Bjornsen. "Zainal did all the work, Sarge,' she said
qui ckly.

Mtford s chuckle was audible to her and he patted her shoulder in
approval

No- one noved fromthe unconfortabl e height, human or alien. Then, to
their listening ears, came a second change of engi ne sounds. They al so heard
t he powerful blast of rockets, or whatever powered the great ship, as it
headed skywards again. It burst into view, nose angled up now Kris was awed
by the technol ogy that could produce such power.

It wasn't a beautiful craft, the way the Di scoverer and Chall enger had
been, delta wi nged and shingle clad. But it did have a triangular shape to it,
bl unt nosed as it was.



"You guys willing to take a quick run back down there?" Mtford asked.
He was | ooking at Zainal, Coo and Sl av.

"We sure are," Kris said, and then gul ped because she hadn't intended to
vol unt eer.

"Not you, Kris, you're off duty.”

"If I am they are. Only I"'mgoing. | got just as nuch curiosity as the
next one. | can't believe that ship just gulped up all that was there and then
calmy took off again." Mtford put his hands around his nmouth to shout down
to those on the ground. "Dowdall, send a teamout to the granary. See if that

got enpti ed.

"Ch lordee," Kris said in a groan. She felt vul nerable again. And she'd
brought in nore nouths to be fed, too.

"Don't worry," Mtford said, "we're stocked up, all things considered."
So the two teanms set off. Kris thought their return to the abattoir didn't
take. half as |long going back as it had com ng in.

When they got there, the acres of crates were all gone. In their place
were stacks of what | ooked |ike collapsed units. That would account for somne
of the dents and scratches, she thought, still rather numb at the sheer vol une
that ship had lifted.

Did they have matter transporters? Beamit up, Scotty, was the facetious
t hought that bounced in Kris's mind until she gave a slightly hysterical |augh
to stop it.

"It's all right, Kris," said Zainal, his accent inmproving all the tine.
He nust have a terrific ear for |anguage.

Sonehow t hat reassured her nore than his words or the armhe laid
briefly across her shoul ders. "W check the barns "How?" And Kris gestured
broadly at the enpty space that had once been conveniently bridged by a
pyram d of crates. There was a drop of six or seven netres to the first of the
piles of collapsed crates. She suddenly felt oddly disorientated by the
alteration.

Zai nal pointed to the rocky terrain. That was when Kris first realized
that the nechanicals had sliced the crate storage out of the cliff side: the
barns as well. Fromwhat she'd been told, the granary was also stored in
natural rock. No arable [ and was taken up by even such essential facilities.

If this was the condition of the entire planet, it was a renarkabl e
achievenent in its own right. And here come humans, she thought dourly, to
mess it up

The barns were enpty, disinfected and ready for the next batch of
occupants. Had the prisoners been dunped down on this planet at harvest and
culling tinme? How often did that nonster arrive to collect? NMonthly,
bi - nont hl y?

Sem - annual | y? What season of this planet were they currently in?

The weather was mild enough to be spring, but the crops in the fields
were nore mature than springtine growh. And she'd heard that grain had kept
pouring into the storage caves, which suggested fall harvests.

The other salient fact was that the machi nes' masters were probably as
omi vorous as humanoi ds. And needed so nuch food that they went to the expense
of devel opi ng highly specialized machinery to nurture and cultivate food crops
and neat aninmals: and had sufficient planets available for their use so that
they could devote all? nost?

- of this one to food production? The collection vehicle as well as the
nmechani cal s meant an extrenely high technol ogical |evel. And yet Zainal, for
all the Catteni were well travelled and doing a I ot of exploration on their
own, did not recognize the type of craft used, and his exploratory service had
regi stered the planet as uninhabited. O course, if there was nothing but
machi nes on the planet, that figured.

Only why hadn't the Catteni seen the machi nes on their appointed rounds?
The Catteni hadn't surveyed the planet in the night only, had they?

O maybe during an infrequent down tinme during the "winter' nonths.
Kris's know edge of farm ng suggested there were few down tines on a farm



somet hing or other had to be tended all year round.

And what would wi nter on Botany be |ike?

Then Zainal blithely insisted that they have a | ook at the "garages
where curious vehicles with a variety of strange attachments awaited recall to
duty.

"They do not recognize humans. No problem ™ he told Kris and she was so
fl abbergasted that he had acquired the "no problem slang that he was in the
garage before she could protest.

One nachi ne, standing inside, was hooked up to a framework which blinked
and blipped. A servicing mechanisn? Kris wi shed that they had sonmeone wth
engi neering training along. But then, who' d ve thought they'd have a chance to
i nspect so thoroughly. Ch, for some of that bark and a pencil so she could
make di agranms of the various types of nechanicals parked in the severa
garages. The |l ast of the big barns contai ned sacks and sacks of what? Logic
told her seeds or possibly fertilizers, nmore than likely. Had they been
brought by the |eviathan that had collected the neat? She used her knife to
get into some of the bags and got sanples of everything. Seeds, definitely,
over half the shipnent and, by the snell of it, fertilizer in the others.

The patrol got back to the canp by first noonrise. She didn't feel quite
so wi nmpy when Coo and Sl av showed signs of wanting to rest but she and Zaina
first had to report to Mtford "They didn't take the grain, Bjornsen," was
Mtford s first comment but she thought he seened depressed.

"What did you find?" Wiile Kris told him including her surm ses as she
passed over the sanples she had secured, Zainal had taken several |arge sheets
of the papery bark and was quickly sketching on them A couple of tinmes Kris
|l ost the thread of her report when she saw his accurate depictions of the
various types of machinery they had seen in the garages. Mtford stole the odd
gl ance, his eyes switching to Zainal's face as the Catteni's pencil flew over
the surface, but his sketches | ooked remarkably accurate to Kris's eyes.

Zai nal regarded his handiwork and then calmy nade necessary anendnents,
correcting occasional lines. They'd had an engineer along all the tinme, hadn't
t hey, thought Kris. Zainal had rather nore talents than anyone had realized.

"These," Zainal said, handing over the sheaf to Mtford.

"Hey, Bob the Herb, Mack Su, Capstan, Macy, front and centre and bring
those granary sketches,” Mtford roared in his parade ground voice, then
grinned approvingly at both Zainal and Kris. "There's quite a range of these
t hi ngs. Now we got to figure how to disable them"

"Why?" Kris blurted out the question

"Li ke you, Bjornsen, | think there are humanoi ds bound to be involved in
this kind of food production, seeing as how they seemto need the sanme sort of
foods we do. It's the pits that the Deskis aren't doing too well on what they
can scrounge that doesn't rot their guts and we can't find enough of those
greens that Coo thought would hel p. However," and he went on briskly, "we're
obviously dealing with a very high-tech race." Kris nodded her head
vehemently. "That ship confirms some sort of periodic check. So there's got to
be sone sort of ongoing nonitoring, even if we haven't found a central contro
poi nt .

Kris wondered just how rmuch of this Zainal understood, but he was
listening with every ounce of his big frame. She could feel the tension in the
thigh next to hers on the wide rock they were sitting on. Odd, that she didn't
mnd tactile contact with Zainal but he was so subtle about it, unlike sone
guys with inmpudent, wandering paws she'd encountered.

"So, if we start |ousing up the machi nes, soneone will cone |ook,"
Mtford concl uded.

"And we just overpower then?" Kris asked, aghast at the mere thought of
i nvading a ship the size of the collector

Especially since the only weapons they had were knives, hatchets,
spears, and bows and arrows. She let out a burst of |aughter

"Don't |augh, Bjornsen. There's nmore than one way of infiltrating a
spacecraft. And I'mnore or less counting on the fact that the investigatory



ship would be smaller and have a live, not a nmechanical crew. Mchines are
good enough for routine jobs but evaluation requires brains."

"Then what ?"

"First things first. Get the investigator here." Those Mtford had
called for arrived and then he roared for a cook to bring two plates of food.
He nust have heard Kris's stomach runbling.

"We' ve been tossing ideas around while you guys were investigating, so
["lI'l bring you up to speed, Zainal, Bjornsen," he said and nodded at them both
before turning to the other patrol nenbers. "Coo, Slav, get some grub. o
eat." He pointed to the main cave. "And thanks. Onh, Coo, Bob the Herb
harvested nore of that green stuff you like.

Coo nodded and, with the Rugarian, made a beeline for the main cave.
Mtford s eyes followed him

"Ration bars are now reserved for Deskis, Mrphins and Turs, folks. The
rest of us can live off the |and.

They can't. "Real ly?"

"Not until we find sonmething their stomachs don't reject.” Mtford gave
the sort of resigned sigh that nmeant he was worried about the problem He was
| eader enough to want to preserve all his troops, especially those with
abilities |ike the Deskis. "The cooks are busy whi pping up a sort of penm can
for patrols to eat so you don't upset the mechanicals by reducing their
herds." He grinned.

"What did you call those critters, Kris? Loo-cows." He chuckl ed.

"Sarge, | thought you wanted us to upset the nmechanicals,” Kris said,
wanting clarification on that point.

"We plan the upsetting - " he grinned again, "but | don't want any of
our guys to get darted out in the fields. So we disable the mechanism K,
fellas," he said to the newconers. Capstan and Macy were new faces and nanes
for Kris but they seened to know who she and Zainal were. Mtford passed
Zai nal ' s sketches around.

"Zainal's drawn the sort of nechanicals that are housed at the
sl aught erhouse. Seemto me to be different fromthe ones at the granary.

"Hi ghly specialized equipnment," Su said, |eafing through the draw ngs,
pausing briefly to scom at several before he switched his ot with Capstan
Kris found out later that the ol der man had been a designer of highly
speci al i zed production-Iine equipnment.

"Look, all of "emare solar-powered!" Su said, flicking his fingers at
various flat surfaces on the individual machines. "Like | said they had to be.
Ecol ogi cal Iy sound, using renewabl e energy.

Smal | wonder the Catteni scouts thought the planet was unoccupi ed.

They' d probably been scanni ng, or whatever they do, for life-forms and
t hose nechanicals aren't alive. Now, they have to have collectors and storage
batteries, too, and where'd they . ah, yes, possibly these units. Hhmm"

"And if there's no sun? Do they all just go down when it's overcast or
rai ny?" Kris asked, making a nental note of the solar panels on each variety
of nachi ne.

"Hasn't rained yet and we've been here ten days,"” Mtford said with a
sigh, his glance going up and down the ravine that had experienced fl oods
whi ch had left visible high-water traces on the walls.

Zai nal al so | ooked around the canp and sniled. "Mich done in ten days."
"Good for norale,” was Mtford's terse reply but he added a brief snmle at the
conpliment. "Now, we got individuals who've got real expert with slingshots.
Can take out a rock-squat at twenty-five netres. Stones'd take out those solar
panel s, woul dn't they?" Su thought about that but Capstan shook his head.

"We'd have to know what sort of material they use in the mechanical s’
panels. But it would follow that if enough of the surface was marred, it m ght
not collect sufficient solar energy to performefficiently." "Perhaps,"” and
Kris adopted an ingenuous | ook and tone to her voice, "we should practise sone
creative nmudslinging? | didn't see a car-wash in that Dal ek barn." Zaina
flicked her a quick glance because he didn't understand her allusion, so she



charaded it and then he smiled, nodding. Su seened to like the idea and even
Capstan gave a droll little smle

"There're sure enough brooks where we'd need "emto make nud," Su went
on with enthusiasm "And if we got enough on the panels, the sun would dry it
hard in place."

"Mud at night. No machine runs in day,'
hi s shoul ders.

"Good idea, Zainal," Mtford said, grinning. "Deconm ssion them at
sour ce.

"Well, now, hold on a noment," Capstan said. "There would have to be
storage batteries, to keep themticking over and start themoff in the
morning. O there should be sonmething like that. We'd have to disable those as
wel |, you know. "

"So we do," Mtford said cheerfully.

"I wonder how many we woul d have to knock out for soneone to cone check
the situation?" That question was tossed around but they all agreed that they
woul d first have to locate nore installations for the plan to be effective.
Kris, Zainal and the two aliens had not been the only patrol which Mtford had
sent out and one, Mtford told them was still mssing. He wasn't worried
about them - yet - because they'd gone north, away fromthe sl aughterhouse. He
admtted that there would need to be a lot nore such facilities to service al
the Iand they could see cultivated and grazed. Enough hills could be seen from
the sentry posts: each range coul d hide nore nmechanical s, farning nearby
arabl e | and.

"Zainal ," Kris said after a brief pause in the exchange of ideas, "how
many woul d the prison ship have dropped in one journey?" Zainal's shrug was
al nost apol ogetic. "Don't know. No need for nme to know. "

"Well, they | anded nore than us and those you just freed up,” Mtford
said in sudden anger. The others nodded solemmly. Wth a sigh, the sergeant
went on.

"One of the recon patrols tangled with a savage bunch of individuals:
only two of our guys got away and one was badly sliced up

Estimated there were close to thirty in the lot that junped them So
it'll be nore inportant than ever for any patrols to post sentries at night.
Esker was smart enough to hide hinmself and Barrett, who was injured, unti
they could be sure they weren't followed back here. And that," Mtford s thick
i ndex finger pointed at each one in the circle to enphasize his warning, "is
what no-one does! |I'Il tell you one thing: they really hopped to it next tine
| called a Red Alert. And Murph nade us a triangle out of nmetal that would
wake the dead."

"But we could hold off hundreds here, Sarge," Kris said, startled. The
nmere thought that the canp was vul nerable, and to renegade hunans, depressed
her. As it nust have depressed Mtford.

"You better believe it," Mtford said so resolutely and with such a
knowi ng grin on his face that Kris rel axed.

Mtford had obviously been busy placing safeguards as well as anenities.
"Do they ever check up on the job lots they drop down?" he asked Zai nal who
nodded.

"Not soon,"
express the tine.

"Hal f year," Kris murmured in English and he nodded again as he accepted
that new word.

"Wwuld they bring in nore prisoners?" Mtford asked Zaina!, who nodded.

"Drop people many places, and he made a spreading gesture with his
hands. "Many times to seed planet.” Kris wasn't the only one who received that
information with a sinking heart. How many did the Catteni expect would
survive? And if none did, was the planet witten off? What a way to col oni ze!
Whi |l e she hadn't even thought to estimate how many prisoners had been in that
hol di ng area prior to being forced aboard the transport, there had been a | ot
nmore than the few hundreds ending up in this canp. They knew of at |east four

' Zainal suggested with a shrug of

he said. "In half a year, he added, dropping into Barevi to



ot her deposits now. How many had there been in the initial |oad? At that, they
m ght be better off making first contact with the Mecano Makers.

"Well, we deal with what we can, Mtford said staunchly. "And we'll
expl ore as thoroughly as possible under the circunstances.

Zainal, any nore information on how they seed the planet?"

"I was in space nore," he said, spreading his hands wi de open to express
hi s i gnorance.

"Huh, so the Catteni operate just |like any other arny?" Mtford said in
a droll tone. "Left hand doesn't know what the right hand does.” Kris had a
time explaining that remark to the puzzled Zai nal who grinned when he did
under st and.

i 80 When Mtford finally dismssed them Kris nade her way down the
ravine and over to the stairs. The kitchen cavern walls were now decorat ed
with outlines of vegetations. These were divided into several sections: one
mar ked human with those plants to avoid and those to gather; another had
"Deski' in elaborate Gothic lettering as a caption and the subheadi ng
"pot assi un? cal ci unP".

"H there," a cheerful voice said, and D ck Aarens noved to intercept

her .
"Not now, Aarens," she said, altering her direction to avoid him
"Hey, gal, I'monly trying to be friendly." He stepped in front of her
"So am |, but right nowall | want is my bed.
H s eyes, a pleasing shade of blue for all she didn't |ike the man who
wore them w dened. "Why so do I!'"™ And he attenpted to put his arm around her

as if to lead her off.

She ducked out fromunder. "By nyself, Aarens.”

"Kris She was both relieved and concerned to hear Zainal's voice behind
her. She turned, took a step towards the Catteni

"Yes?" She hoped her response conveyed her relief at his timely arrival.

"We talk tonmorrow s patrol now?" he asked

Behi nd her, she heard Aarens mutter sonething and then the crunch of his
feet on the sandy floor as he noved away "Thanks, Zainal. You saved ny life."
Zai nal regarded her with a thoughtful expression. "You do not |ike hin®P"

"No," she said, shaking her head for enphasis.

"1 think so.

"Watch him though, Zainal. He's dangerous.

"How?" Zai nal was amused at her response.

"He doesn't |ike you "Because you do?" She shook her head.

"Because first you're Catteni and second he fancies hinself better than
you. And irresistible to nme." Zainal shook his head, lightly gripping her on
the arns, a tacit request for explanation

"I"'mnot sure | can explain the nuances," she said, grinning up at him
Yel | ow eyes were nuch nicer than plain old blue. And she liked Zainal's hands
on her whereas Dick Aarens' touch made her skin craw .

"Nu- an-ces?" She put her hand on his chest, felt the faint pulse of his
heartbeat - Catteni had hearts after all. "I'lIl explain later, Zainal. R ght
now, |'mso tired |l can't."

"Go," and he turned her towards the corridor but when he gave her a
little push, she grabbed his hand.

"You cone, too. | don't mean to have Aarens junmp out at ne."

"I like to come," Zainal said and there was a decided glint in his eyes
that made Kris wonder how she was going to dismiss this courtier. And, if she
hadn't been so tired, she might - just now - have consi dered She shook her
head. The tim ng was wong. She was so tired.

So, her hand tucked into his |arge one, they wal ked to her cave.

"Sleep well, Kris." F'Don't you just know |l will," she said fervently.

To her utter surprise, he cupped her head briefly, tousling her hair
before he |l et go. But he was off down the corridor before she could react.

"Too dammed tired even for a goodnight kiss," she said ruefully and
gratefully sank onto her bed of boughs.



The next day, her patrol consisted of Zainal, Coo, Slav and the Doyle
brothers. Their main objective: to find and di sable as many mechani cal s as
they could, starting with those at the abattoir. The optinum according to
Capstan, would be to dismantle the solar panels, if they could do so. Either
smashing the panels or smearing themw th mud was equally viable, so |long as
t he nechani cal s were di sabl ed. The secondary aimwas to continue the
i nterrupted reconnai ssance of their inmediate vicinity. They started out
better equipped than ever, with ropes braided of vines which didn't burn the
skin as the tough synthetic material of the blankets did. They each had
slingshots, a pouch of suitable small rocks - that was one of the duties for
the few youngsters in the canp - a flint-tipped | ance, and bags of the new
trail food. Kris had sanpled it when Jay handed over the ration and it was
definitely an inprovenent over the dry conpressed Catteni bar as far as taste
was concerned. Coo and Slav were given ration bars, Patti Sue doling them out
wi th thoughtful care. The girl evidently had no trouble serving the alien
mal es, though she never once | ooked at Zai nal

"We don't know if the pemm can supplies all your daily nutritiona
needs, " Jay said, "but you can hunt to augnent protein." The Doyl e brothers
made cheerful conpani ons, asking questions of both Kris and Zainal. Kris
wondered if they had been chosen because, being Irish, they seenmed to get
al ong wi th anyone including aliens.

They made good tine, Zainal setting a course diagonally west of the
patrol's earlier trek, the one which had resulted in their capture.

They found a hillock and nade their evening canp on its crest until the
rain canme. It wasn't a soft rain: Kris figured that it was conparable to
standi ng under the waterfall in her Barevi refuge. They huddl ed under an
i mprovi sed tent made fromtheir blankets which gave them sone protection from
the driving force of the torrent. It rained hard for what Kris and the Doyl es
deci ded was probably an hour, though battered as they were, it seened an
endl ess period. Then, as abruptly as it started, it stopped.

"Li ke someone turned the shower off, Lenny said, peering out of the danp
shelter. "And hey, not a cloud in the sky and it's only the first nmoon. 1'd
recogni ze her anytinme by her craters.” They shook the bl ankets out: the
synthetic seemed to shed the water - the outside a trifle danp to the hand but
t he underside dry "Amazing fabric,"” Ninety said, crushing the edge of his
bl anket in his hand. "G ve credit where it's due. Those Catteni nake good
survival gear."

"Durable,” Kris agreed and | ooked over at Zainal who was staring about
the and below their retreat. "Wat d' you see?"

"Not hi ng." -"That bothers you?"

"Yes," the Catteni said and then | owered hinself to the ground. "You
take this watch, Kris. Wake Slav. Slav, you wake Coo. Coo, wake Doyl es. You
wake ne." Feeling for the dry side of his blanket, he then pulled it around
himand pillowed his head on his arm "I sleep, then think better

What ever he had feared at | east kept themall alert on their separate
wat ches. Maybe, Kris thought as she woke Slav to take his turn, that was what
Zai nal had had in mnd, the sneaky so-and-so.

They were all awake before the sun came up, not being adjusted yet to
the | onger days and nights. They had saved enough dry droppings to nake a fire
to heat water froma nearby streamin their cups, adding the dried herbs that
became a fragant tea to sip while eating their penmm can

There were worse ways to break a fast.

When they canme to the next ridge, Zainal clinbed to the highest point
and surveyed the distances, before pointing to their right "Hills," he said
crypucal ly "Can the nechanicals have built into every hillside?" Kris asked,
hal f-running to keep up with his long stride as he marched downhill again.

"W see," Zainal said, grinning at her, his yell ow eyes tw nkling.

They made the new destinati on by noontinme, striding along the crest of
that hill conplex until they canme to the bare rock and another silent, but
full, garage



"D you think they take a lunch break and oil and grease thensel ves?"
Lenny asked, as they all |ooked down at the closed doors of the anonynous
facility. "Another granary?" He gestured to nearby fields, straw brown and
shorn of whatever crops they m ght have sprouted.

"W [ ook."
"And smear?" N nety asked, mnopping his perspiring forehead, for the |ast
several klicks had included considerable clinbing. "I could noisten a hill or

two with the sweat |'ve raised." The storage barns were enpty, not so nuch as
a grain of whatever they had held.
"That was one busy not her of a ship,’

Lenny said, "if it cleared this,
too."

"Long time,- Zainal said, showing dust on the finger he had drawn across
the floor.

"Ch? Cutting back the farnmers' subsidies here, too, huh?" Ninety asked
facetiousl yZai nal gestured for the patrol to check out each building of the
fifteen in this conplex. The | ast one was the garage where the nechanicals
were standing in notionless |ines.

They didn't ook dusty, but just as Ninety started to enter the
buil di ng, Zainal held up his armand then pointed to the |ong rectangles on
t he eastern overhang of the garage.

"Sun power.

"Yeah," N nety said, gulping. "D you think they' ve registered us as
t hi eves?"

"Doubt it," Lenny said. "What've they got to guard Fagainst on this
pl anet? They don't even know we're here.

And dangerous!" Zainal chuckled. "W are. To them" Then he gestured to
Ni nety, made a cup of his two hands and waited.

Ni nety, shrugging at the thought of his not inconsiderable bulk being
hoi sted by the Catteni, put his foot in the hand and clinbed to Zainal's
shoul ders where he was now hi gh enough to exam ne the panels.

"Hey," he said after a nonent 5 scrutiny, "I think they cone off - He
grabbed one, rocking a bit on Zainal's Fshoul ders, but the Catteni conpensated
easily and N nety unclipped the panel fromits brackets.

"Easy to install, replacenments in stock, no waiting, no problem" He
handed each of the four panels down, then exam ned the |links to wherever the
power was collected. "Wsh |I'd seen the specs of the solar power stuff they
were bringing into Dublin before we left."

"You weren't taken in Ireland?" Kris asked, sonmehow havi ng assuned t hat
t hey were.

"Naw, we were working on a construction site in Detroit. Pay wasn't
great but better'n getting only fifty quid a week on the dole." Then he junped
neatly down from Zainal's shoul ders and joined his brother, Slav and Coo, who
wer e peering suspiciously at the units.

Zai nal seemed to be waiting, his attention on the unnoving machi nes.

"How much power would these things store up?" N nety asked him

"Do we have to wait until dark? W wouldn't be able to see then." "Maybe
they're on standby anyhow, " Lenny suggest ed.

"They' re not arned er anything.

"Darts," Zainal said and peered into the garage to see if he could
locate the little aerial nenaces.

"I don't see anything set in the frane," Lenny said, running a hand down
the side of the opening. "No sign of security devices. Not as if 1'd recognize
any if | saw "em There has to be sone - Coo broke his thoughtful silence by
wal king right in and straight to the back of the di mgarage. Turning around,
he raised his long, spider-fingered hands in a "so there' gesture.

"OK," said Ninety, brushing his hands together. "Let's see if we can't
di sabl e these fecking mechanicals." He junped to the flange of the nearest big
farm machi ne and, finding toe holds, clinbed high enough to reach the canted
sol ar panel surfaces. "And these come off with a twist of the wist, too," he
said, after yanking first one, then the next panel out of their brackets.



There were seven in all. Having done that, he | ooked down at Zai nal

"OK, boss man, whaddawe do next?" Zainal stepped up on the flange and
then on tiptoe to I ook into the opening left by the renoval of the panels.

Kris held her breath, hoping nothing would turn on and knock hi mout, or
of f. She couldn't renenber, fromher brief glinpses of them what sections of
the machinery lit up when in use.

Zai nal began tugging at a section which cane away in his hands.

He grunted, handed this down to Kris and he and Ninety began dismantling
the exterior sheets. Even Sl av | ooked pleased as he, Coo, and Lenny handl ed
t he pi eces.

"Sinple," Zainal remarked after a good |ook at the innards. "This .. ."
and he touched a cube the Iength of his spread hand, "is the power collector."
He pulled it |oose.

"Hrnnm a regul ar pop-tool,’

"Handy dandy Meccano set."

"Well, if other machines had to service it, mght as well be easy to
di sassenbl e,” Lenny said, changing his voice on the last word to sound nore
i ke Short Circuit Nunber Five.

-- The wires and connectors that were plugged into the -power cube al so
cane away easily, and Zainal, with yet another grunt, renmoved the cube.

"Could we use that back at the camp?" Kris asked.

"For what?" Ninety said with a snort. "W haven't anything to power up."

"We could if we had power and maybe sone of the engineer types could
rearrange all those parts into something useful for us.

"For what ?" N nety asked.

"What's the matter with you? Don't you l|ike technol ogy?" Lenny wanted to
know, dismissing his brother's attitude.

"Mtford will want," Zainal said. "W bring on |ater back to canp." He
| ooked around agai n, his eyes narrowed.

"What's wrong?"

"No dart thing."

Coo suddenly pointed up, chattering in the way of Deski |aughter

Craning their necks, they finally saw the aerial unit, high up in the
cei ling.

"No wonder we didn't see one in the slaughterhouse garage. W never
| ooked up," Kris said. "Well, now we know where it hangs out, we can get that
one, too.

"Already hal f-launched like that, isn't it?" Lenny said.

"That thing has to be programed by a machine, doesn't it? | nean, it
can't go off in here, can it?"

"I hope not," N nety said.

They had to do a circus act: N nety on Zainal's shoulders, with Coo on
Ninety's to get enough height to reach the thing. In trying to renove it from
the brackets that held it in place, the human | adder swayed al armi ngly back
and forth, with Lenny and Kris doing a dance around Zainal, ready to cushion
any faller with their own bodies.

Coo ended up swinging on the thing, to break it | oose fromits nooring.
So it and he fell, Coo uttering amazing cackles as he plumeted, clutching the
mechanismto his thin chest. Lenny and Kris snacked into each other as they
reached out to catch his spider body.

But they did break his fall even though Kris got clouted across the nose
by one wi ng extension of the flying device. She saw stars but managed to hang
on to the frail Deski body until they could ease himto the ground.

When they separated Kris gasped, for the wi cked points of the
anaesthetic darts were visible along the | eading edge of both w ngs, pointing
right at frer. She could so easily have been pricked. She sat down, tipping
her head back trying to stemthe nosebl eed.

The nmen were all for breaking up the evil device.

"No way, she said with nuffled urgency because she only had her sleeve
to use to staunch the blood on her face. "Let's find out if there's a

Ni nety said, grinning.



reservoir or well of that anaesthetic they use," she said.

"Why?" Lenny denmanded. "lI'mnot a vindictive sort but when | think about
what happened to sone bodi es who got darted -, "I'mthinking of a nmedical use
for the anaesthetic, Lenny. It put us to sleep. And that could be useful."

"Ch, yeah.

So they were even nore careful as they disassenbled the unit.

Then they di sabled all the other machines in the garage, maki ng neat
pil es of the various components.

"Don't fancy lugging all this back," Lenny said, eyeing the |ot
t hought ful | y.

"W get nore people to carry. Aarens is strong," Zainal said, grinning
maliciously in Kris's direction

"He'll love you for that," she said with a snort and a | augh

"Luggi ng's about all that gobshite's good for, N nety said as he
regarded the piles dubiously. "But, hey, is it safe to just |eave the stuff
| yi ng here?" Zainal shrugged. "No machi ne has power!"

"That's true enough,” N nety said, still worried.

"No power in the garage either,"” Kris rem nded him

F "Suppose they have got sone sort of security patrol that comes around
checking to be sure they're on duty or sonething?" N nety wanted to know.

After a nonment, Zainal grinned. "That is what is wanted."

"Yeah, | guess you're right," and Ninety scratched his head. "So,
shouldn't we break all this up so it can't put themall back together?"

"9'" "We hide, Zainal said decisively after a nonent's thought.

They had to haul the panels and cubes quite a distance to find sone
pl ace that woul d be secure froman aerial or surface inspection, and that task
took the rest of the day.

That ni ght they canped inside the inoperative garage, safe fromthe
torrential rains that once again pumelled the ground. The rock-squats they'd
hunted - Kris had surprised herself by stunning one in her first attenpt to
hunt with a slingshot - were roasted over the fire they nade. The patrol ate,
wat chi ng the rain sheeting down.

In the course of their seven-day patrol, for that was the tinme given
themby Mtford for this tour, they found and rendered usel ess four nore
installations, including another enpty abattoir. They canped there that night,
nore confortably on fodder bedding while outside the hour-long rain pelted
down. It rained every evening, hard, for approximtely an hour and they
preferred to be undercover during such onsl aughts.

"This sort of rain can't be natural,"” Kris said the fourth night.

"Not rain at night, when all the machi nes woul d be safely back in their
gar ages.

"They got the farming so well organized here, | wouldn't put it past
to organi ze the weather, too," N nety said, then added thoughtfully, "Sure
woul d be nice not to have the soccer games rained off.

"You woul d think of soccer,” his brother said with am able asperity.

"Then there'd have to be a central control facility somewhere on this
planet," Kris said, turning to Zainal. He nodded. "Only where?

W aren't going to be able to cover a great deal of distance on foot and
we don't even know which continent we're on. Do we?" she asked Zai nal

He shook his head, sighing again and indicating his own frustration over
i nsuf ficient data.

"Well, if we keep on the way we're going, disabling garages, we may neet
our |andlord soon. Maybe sooner than we'd |ike," and unconsciously her hand
went to the knife at her belt. "Conforting a knife may be, but it's not really
sufficient to conbat the kind of technology we've seen.” "No intelligence on
this planet, Zainal said with a shrug

"D you nean anything that cones after us would be a machi ne?" Kris
wasn't at all happy with that notion. "O nore flying darts?"

"W were trapped in that place," Zainal said but he was obviously
turning over the possibilities in his head and then gave a convul sive shrug.

em



"We are careful. W keep watch." He delivered a short series of guttural barks
to the Deski, who was chewi ng a nmout hful. Coo nodded and pointed to his
ear-flaps. Then, to Kris's surprise, he held up one of his two opposite digits
in the "gotcha' gesture.

"They catch on quick, don't they?" Lenny nmurnured as he beaned at the
Deski and made the thunbs-up with both of his hands. Coo nodded
ent husi astically but kept right on chew ng.

Kris, watching the Catteni's face during this exchange deci ded that he
had al so noted the alteration in the Deski

Though the alien kept up with the patrol, clinbing was no | onger as
effortless for himand, to Kris, he seened even nore spidery and insubstanti al
than ever. And he was constantly trying out sone new greenery, root, or the
nut-1ike objects he found in the forested areas.

Sone of the vegetation sprouted sort of nuts, or fungi, on the trunks.

Coo tried everything and, when the others chowed down on rock-squat, he
ate slowy of his ration bars. Twi ce Zainal had evidently told himnot to save
the bars: there would be nore back at the canp. At least that's what Kris
t hought Zainal was telling him

On the norning of the sixth day, Slav pointed out their honeward
direction. Kris was suitably awed by the confidence he displayed, since they'd
done so much up- and downhill travel, so many detours around inpassable rock
faces that she had no i dea where the hone canp was.

Chapt er Ei ght

At fourth nmoonrise three days after Mtford had sent out five teans to
search and disable, the sergeant was review ng plans: renovati ons nmade by the
three architects anong them for the abattoir barns. He'd sent a group of
engi neer types to bring back sone of the nost interesting junk. The processing
equi prent in the slaughterhouse had been conpletely disnmantled although they'd
have to have serious overcrowdi ng before anyone who knew what had happened in
that plant would live in it. However, there'd be nore fol ks who hadn't a cl ue.

He heard one of the sentries hiss at him

"Sarge, sonething's coning."

"Well, don't tell me. Challenge them but Mtford reached for his spear
wi th one hand and eased the knife out of its sheath with the other F'Who goes
there?" the sentry yelled.

Yell s answered himbut not the passwords. He ducked.

"Shit, Sarge, they ain't ours," and he ducked behind the prom nence on
his height. "RED ALERT!" He clanged fiercely on the netal alarmtriangle set
on the height.

[ "WH CH WAY ARE THEY COM NG GODDAMM T, RAINEY!" Mtford roared

" ATTACK

ATTACK! TAKE YOUR STATIONS!" It was fortunate that, even with many out
on exploratory patrols, there was usually a handful of people awake at any
hour of the twenty-eight.

"COM NG DOAN THE RAVI NE, SARCGE! Ormigod , and Rai ney ducked as a spear
clattered on the rock beyond him "They're shooting at ME!" Mre spears cane
spi nning out of the darkness, aimed at the source of |ight which was the
"office' fire. Crouching to nake a snaller target, Mtford dashed forward. In
t he stocks, Aarens was shouting to be released as two spent arrows and anot her
spear fell close to him

"C MXN," Mtford roared at the men and wonen rushing out of the main
caves, spears and knives ready, just as they'd been drilled. Wth grim
sati sfaction, Mtford knew there'd be no conplaints about his drilling them
after this. Only how many were attacki ng? he wondered, as he pounded up the
ravine and grinned as he saw the first attackers appear on the edge of the
lighted areas. A good fight, that's what he'd been missing. Seeing a target,
he paused | ong enough to launch his spear at an oncom ng body. It pierced the
chest of the | eader who dropped like a stone. Now the sentries on the heights
were using their weapons, firing arrows and | aunching their spears into the



cromd. Then the next of the attackers was how ing as he charged at Mtford.

The sergeant nmet the frenzied attack: the man had a knife in each hand
but he hadn't the first clue about effective fighting, slashing the air in the
hope that one knife would connect. Mtford ducked, sidestepped and then
plunged his knife into the attacker's ribs. The nan screamed, an awful wailing
desperate sound, knives falling from strengthl ess hands as he fell back
Mtford remained in the crouching position as he quickly jerked his knife free
and then tackled the next attacker. He was peripherally aware that his force
was pressing in behind him Then a stone, thrown fromthe heights, bounced off
hi s shoul der and he staggered against the wall of the ravine.

"HEY, WATCH WHERE YOU RE AIM NG " he roared as he saw Bart, Taglione
and quite likely Sandy Areson swarm ng past him

It was over quickly: the attackers had obviously had no real plan in
m nd. They'd seen lights and smelt cooking, then attacked at a time when they
t hought everyone woul d be asl eep

There were fourteen bodies to be buried and three whose wounds coul d be
sewn up. They were starving and even their Catteni-issue clothing was torn and
incredibly filthy. Wen the sun cane up three wonen crept in begging for help.
They were in a dreadful condition, not only starved but beaten and repeatedly
abused. Mtford approvingly watched Patti Sue gently | eading one of them
little nore than a child, into the kitchen for probably the first real food
she'd eaten since being dropped.

Only five of the defenders had been wounded: two of those by "friendly
fire' fromstones thrown down into the ravine. Mtford' s shoul der was sore but
he didn't nention it to Matt Dargle who was busy sewing up knife cuts.

Anot her man had tripped in the dark and broken his | eg and was cursing
hi s clunmsiness while the bone was set.

"Sorry about that, Sarge," he said when Mtford wal ked round the
infirmary to check the damages.

"Weren't you right behind ne up that ravine, Bart?" Mtford asked as he
wat ched Matt Dargle sewing up the nasty slice on the black man's arm "Teach
you to keep your guard up

"Naw, they was aimng at you," Bart said, grinning.

"Saving my skin, were you? Good man!" Mtford gave his uninjured
shoul der a qui ck squeeze of appreciation The battle had roused the entire
canp, so the cooks nmade an early breakfast for everyone.

Mtford took advantage of the neal to drive hone the | esson that they
had to mai ntain vigilance.

"Good reaction, quick response tinme, folks, but they never should have
got as far as the ravine at all. | think we'll nove the guard perineter out a
bit."

"\What about traps, Sarge? Maybe we could rig sone on the approaches?"

"Draw me a plan," Mtford said, noddi ng approval

"You know, with so many out on patrol, didn't we |eave ourselves a bit
thin of fighting nen here?" Sandy asked.

"Not when you were right in vanguard yourself," Mtford said in blunt
approval

"I't's nmy home, too,
of us!"

"Didn"t | just?" Mtford said with a grin.

"Al'l right, all right, we bitched," she said, flapping her hand at his
i nference. "You knew what you were doing.

| guess we've got a bit cocky-' "We all know better now, don't we?"
Mtford said, glancing around him "Hell, they didn't even get as far as ny
office, did they? Now | need a disposal patrol."

"You mean burial party?" Dowdall asked, | ooking up from honing his
bl ade.

"No, disposal. | want those bodies dunped four fields over at |east,
Dowdal I . "

"Aw, Sarge," Dowdall groaned in protest at being tacitly assigned the

Sandy said with a shrug. "Besides, you drilled al



duty "Don't want that carrion stinking up our canmp, do we?

You, you, you, you and you," and he ended up with a full squad.

"Take care of it before the sun warnms "emtoo nmuch." As soon as he got
back to his office to wite up the incident, Aarens began his conplaint.

"You' d' ve let nme die here, unable to defend nyself!

And you call yourself civilized! Think you' re such a big | eader."
Mtford wal ked straight up to Aarens, jerking himby the hair of his head so
Aarens coul dn't evade his eyes.

"Look, you sorry piece of shit. You keep on this way and |I'Il stake your
living body out right beside the others." Aarens gasped.

"You woul dn't dare?"

"Ch, wouldn't |? Just give nme an excuse. Just give nme one!"™ Mtford knew
that his rage was fuelled nore by a reaction to the stress of the surprise
attack and the run-off of adrenalin in his system He oughtn't to | ose contro
by taking it out on Aarens, but better himthan anyone el se.

"Hey, Sarge, take it easy. Take it easy," and though there was a quaver
in the man's voice, his conciliatory manner caused Mtford to let his hair go.
"You don't want to waste me, Sarge. Not now. Not when you're going to need
ne."

“"Need -- -YOU?"

"Yeah, ne, Sarge," and Aarens actually grinned. "Like | told you when |
got here, |I'ma mechanical genius. | can make machi nery work when no-one el se
can. | don't even need nanuals to tell ne how things work. It's a knack |'ve
got. | used to nake big nmoney back in the States, just telling executives how

to inprove the efficiency of their production lines.

Look, | heard what you were discussing with Mack Su, Capstan and the
others. They're all desk jockeys. Me, I'mthe guy on the floor who carries out
their notions. And makes "em work. You don't want to waste the one real talent
you' ve got who can give you lights for the caves? Hot water! Distant early
war ni ng devi ces. "

"DEW? How could you do that?" Mtford was suspicious but certainly
willing to use Aarens - if the waste-of-space could produce the goods.

"You coul d nount solar panels - and their collectors, of course al
around the camp,"” and Aarens gestured with his stocked hands, "with a circuit,
say, of a lighter wire. Anything breaking that wire and the al arm sounds
Sinple."”

"At night?" Aarens shook his head, denying that qualification

"Col | ectors shoul d save enough of a charge to be functional all night
long. O how do those mechanicals start up? | nean, it's sinple enough."
Mtford thought there was no harmin running the idea past Mack and Spiller
"Yeah, sinple enough. Now shut up for a while."

"Yeah, but |'m supposed to be out of this contraption today,"
conpl ai ned.

Mtford gave hima long | ook and then pointed to the sundi al

"Not until the sun's on the first division

That makes it exactly a day since you got sentenced for harassing the
little Chinese kid." Mtford gave the man one nore | ong stare before he turned
to pick up a sheet and his pencil.

He al nost regretted the fact that Mack, Spiller and Jack the Nai
t hought Aarens' idea had enough merit to nake a prototype from materials that
had been brought back to canp fromthe abattoir buildings.

Zainal's teamnmade it back to canp just before the evening rains by
j oggi ng whenever the terrain pernmitted, and were nmet with a stern demand from
the sentries for the password.

"Password?" Kris yelled back. "Wat password? You know who we are! Hell
it's Kris Bjornsen, Zainal, the Doyle brothers, Coo and Slav. Damm it all
Tesco, don't be so hostile.

"Well, it's ny duty, Kris. We got attacked while you was all gone." His
grin gave her the i mediate good news F that the attack had failed and no-one
in the canp had evidently been killed or badly hurt.

Aar ens



They passed by Tesco's post and hurried down to the caves, eager for
nore details about the incident.

When Kris saw that the sergeant wasn't in his office, she grabbed the
first person by the arm a youngster she remenbered rescuing fromthe barns.

"Pete, where's Mtford?"

"Inside," the boy said. "Didja hear about us being attacked?"

"Yes, but we could do with sone details."

"Who? What ?" Lenny demanded.

"Aw, just sone starving renegades. Sarge |led the counterattack, he was
somet hing else..." and the boy's eyes shone with admiration

"Bart and Sandy Areson right behind "im | missed nost of it," and
Pete's face fell in disappointnent. "The sentries rained down arrows and
stones and clipped a few of our guys. Pete grinned irrepressibly.

"Friendly fire, the sarge called it. And they had fourteen bodies to
dunp - over that way," and Pete made a wild gesture that indicated a
consi derabl e di stance "to keep the scavengers happy." He gave an expressive
shudder. "So you see, you nissed a |ot!

"Were any of our guys hurt?" Kris asked urgently, glancing at the enpty
of fice.

"Aw, a broken leg and a couple of cuts is all. And the sarge took in the
| adi es the bad guys had nessed up bad." Inadvertently, Kris's glance went to
the stocks. They were enpty. Could both Aarens and Arnie be on good behavi our?
Had the attack scared nmanners into thenf

"Death to all invaders of our Camp Ayers Rock!" And Pete shot his arm up
in a clenched fist salute.

"Canmp Ayres Rock?" Kris repeated, stunned.

"Sure, why not? The rock that protects us."

"Well, you are nanmed Peter,"
"Huh?" The kid screwed his face up
"Peter neans rock, honey' "OCh, | never knew that."

"D you know where the sergeant is right now, Peter?" Kris asked.

"Sure. Follow ne," and he gestured them after him

"He's rigging distant early warning devices."

"He is?"

"Yeah, that Aarens guy did "em Not bad. And they work."

"Aarens?" and Kris turned n amazenent to Zai nal

"Winders will never cease,"” Lenny said, grinning at her, appreciating
her surprise. "So he isn't a total waste."

"Takes all kinds to nake a world,"” was all Mtford said when they net up
with himon his way back fromthe perineter.

"But Aarens?"
"Surprised me, too," Mtford said, leading themto a small cave that was
his "inside office" - since the rains cane, he said. "Did Pete there tell you

all about the raid?"

"Can we debrief you, Sarge?" Kris asked, |aughing.

"Later, give me the report on your findings first. You do all right?" He
gl anced around at the others.

"Fine, Sarge, we did great," Lenny answered him

"Coo's gotten nmuch weaker though, Sarge," Kris said quietly, not
glancing in the Deski's direction. Mtford grimced. "Has anybody el se found
somet hing to hel p?"

"Matt Dargle has narrowed it down to the lack of potassium Vitamin C or
cal ciumand we're | ooking for sources of those," and Mtford | ooked dour
"Right now, there're only three Deskis strong enough to go out with foragers
to search. He turned to Zainal. "You got any good ideas?"

"Deski s al ways need special foods.

Bring in to Barevi.

| do not know what." And Zainal sighed. "Good guys, Deskis!' "S nore'n
can say for sonme," Mtford said in a | ow di sgusted grow .

He went on in a nore positive tone.



"Believe it or not but Aarens is the nmechanical genius he said he was
"So we heard."

"Well, he cobbled together sone perinmeter circuit warning devices in
case sone other individuals think they can raid Canp Rock - -, He grinned when
he realized they'd heard the | ocation had received a nane.

"He and Spiller believe we can even get to adapt the panels to make
wat er hot and maybe even internal lighting and heat. D you renmenber anything
in that report about the winters here, Zainal?" There was a hint of deep
concern in Mtford's eyes. "Like snow or floods or what?" Zainal |ooked down
at his big hands as if they m ght hold the answers. Then, with a sad sigh, he
shook his head. "My people did not explore well. They did not see a |lot we
have now seen. But this planet has air to breathe and food for nost to eat."

H s voice held a tacit apology for the shortconings of that exploration team

"The basic are here. Air, water, food needed to survive.

And we survive well now, thanks to youMtford nodded in acceptance at
t hat approval

"Well, then, since the farm machi nery seens to be shutting down after
harvesting everything, and the farners anong us say that those | o0o0-cows of
yours, Kris, haven't been rounded up in a wintering environnent, |ooks |like we
all can expect to survive whatever the wi nter season brings."

"Say, Sarge, if the machines are all shut down, either by us or their
programm ng, couldn't we nove into the buildings?

W' ve found enough to accommodate all of us,"” Kris said.

"That's being considered as an alternative," Mtford said. "Sonme folks
are scared of the possibility of nore marauders and feel safer here in Canp
Rock. They'd resist |eaving. However, those barns would be equally as
defensible. Now lemme talk to the Doyles, will ya, and you two get some rest.

The rain was still pelting down when Kris and Zainal stopped in the main
cavern for the hot soup and the rather tasty form of soda bread that was
available. It was so good that she didn't even spit out the hard bits.

No- one she knew was on duty there so she ate with Zainal. She tried not
to, but she couldn't help notice the sideways | ooks directed at them sone
quite specul ative and unfriendly. Well, it didn't surprise her that there
woul d still be aninosity levelled at Zainal

Maybe that was why Mtford kept sending themout of the camp on patrol
Qut of sight, out of mnd.

She sighed, a little sound but Zainal caught it and | ooked enquiringly
at her. She smiled dismssively and broke off a piece of her bread to soak up
the Iast of the thick, tasty soup out of the rather |opsided pottery bow .

Zai nal foll owed her exanple, grinning back at her

They washed out their utensils and returned themto the storage racks.

"I go see Coo," Zainal said.

"Il come..." but when Zainal shook his head, she decided that a dip
was the next order of business for her

"G ve himny regards.

"Regar ds?"

"WArm greetings."

"Ch! Not a "boy" saying.

"Nope!" She grinned at him

"One day you explain the "boy" thing?"

"Any day now, m"friend," Kris said with a |laugh. "Your English inproves
in | eaps and bounds."

"Leaps and bounds?" He frowned as he tried to figure out the neaning of
what she had sai d.

"I'"ll explain that, too. Me for a bath," she said in farewell.

The water in the underground | ake was cold enough to curtail any | engthy
wal | owi ng. She was out and blotting herself dry beyond the main |ights when
she heard voi ces.

"Aarens had a point. How do we know that Cat isn't a spy? How do we know
he doesn't have a comunit of sone kind? How do we know he hasn't |eft nmessages



wi th those nachine-things in the garages?”

"Come off it, Barker," and Kris, hurriedly dressing, recognized Joe
Lattore's thick voice. "What would the Cats need to spy on us for, for God's
sake? And he's no ordinary Cat anyway. | saw enough of the upper-class dudes
and he's one of them

"Then why's he here with us?"

"That Bjornsen chick told ne he'd killed a patrol |eader and they caught
hi m before the day was up."

"Yeah, and who goes everywhere with that Cat?

Huh?"

"You al so heard the Doyl e brothers sanme as | did, and they said there's

not hi ng doi ng between "em ™"

"They was careful, is all

"Ch, stowit. The Cat's risked his neck to save us and |'m going to be
grateful to himuntil | find a damed good reason not to be. And Aarens isn't
good enough. | know his type and | tell you what, was | hiring, | wouldn't

hire Aarens noway nohow.

Kris stepped as far back in the shadows as she could, a frisson of fear
for Zainal running up her back. Did Mtford have any idea that such feelings
were runni ng against the Catteni? Probably, and that's exactly why Zai nal was
sent out on constant reconnai ssance - to reduce the possibility of reprisals
agai nst him

"When's Mtford going to axe himthen? Said he woul d when he found out
all the bastard knows. Seens to nme he'd ve done that by now "

"Maybe that's why he keeps sending himout of the canp? Get sonething
el se to waste hinP"

"Next time he might just not cone back," a new voice said with a
mal i ci ous chuckle. "W don't need no Cats here.”

"Ah, you guys make nme sick. He's one man, and he's been useful

You don't have to |ike useful people but you can use them That's what
Mtford s doing." Conversation altered when the first nan got in the water.

"Keeee-rist, but that's cold! Freeze mballs off, it will."

"You have "en?" Kris grimaced and stopped |istening as the comments
became nore personal and derogatory. Men were worse gossips than wonen. She
hunkered down in the shadows, her back against the cold stone, and waited.
Fortunately the group was not any nore inclined to stay in the cold water than
she had been and they were shortly out of it and dressing. She waited another
| ong nonment until she figured they had reached the upper corridors of the cave
and then she left the |ake.

She stopped by Mtford' s office but he had a crowd, all tal king and
pushi ng di agranms at each other, so she went to her own cave. Sleep was the
next order of her day.

During her |atest trek soneone had taken advantage of her absence and
stol en sone of the brush which formed her mattress, so she didn't have quite
as confortable a night's rest as she'd hoped for. Still, she woke rested
bef ore dawn. When she got to the main cavern, hunters were grabbing a cup of
the hot herbal tea before setting off to check snares or to hunt. Wth her cup
i n hand she wandered, hoping to find Jay or Sandy. They'd level wi th her about
Zainal. At this point intime Kris couldn't really see Mtford executing the
Catteni for any reason

And there was no way Zai nal had been "planted' anong the prisoners. He
was here because other Catteni wanted to get even with him Sandy was absent,
as was anyone el se with whom she had some acquai nt ance.

Fi ndi ng an unoccupi ed rock near the front of the cavern, she seated
hersel f and kept watch of those coming into the cavern for their breakfast,
wai ting for Zainal's appearence. She wondered how Coo was doi ng.

They really shouldn't have let himfuss with that flying thing: that
fall had not been good for him even with Lenny and Kris cushioning his
| andi ng.

She heard the runmble and the warning yell fromthe sentinels at the sane



instant and darting to the outside ledge, tried to see what was naking the
noi se. Whatever it was, it was still some distance but it sounded awfully like
the harvester vessel: big! Only everything had been harvested. Hadn't it?

"Where's Mtford?" was the cry and several of the hunters took off to
| ocate him Kris went for Zainal

She net hi m head on, bouncing off his hard body and cracki ng her head
agai nst the rock on the rebound. H s hand grabbed her upper armto steady her

"Anot her big ship, Zainal, she said, pointing outside.

Still holding her arm the Catteni drew her along with himand the
ot hers who had been roused by the general furore.

Once again, this tinme in the dark, everyone who could clanbered to the
near est height and peered in the direction of the oncom ng airborne vessel

"Thi nk they' ve come on reprisal s?" soneone asked.

"Wth us messing up their nechanical s?"

"Zainal ?" Mtford call ed.

"Here."

"Any ideas?" Kris could see that Zainal had cocked his head, |istening
intently to the sound.

"That is Catteni engine sound," he said. Then pointed, as a bulKk,
outlined by running lights, materialized out of the dawn gl oom Even Kris
could see the basic difference in design between the first gi nornmous vesse
and this one which was not as large, if the lights indicated its perineter
Zai nal watched a nonment nore and then pointed in the direction of the
abattoir.

"That way.

"Jaysus what're they doi ng?"

"Any chance they're | anding nore prisoners, Zainal?" Mtford asked.

"Yes. Good chance." And he began to clinb down.

"Who conmes with nme?"

"I didn't say you should go, buddy,- Mtford said in a tense voice.

"Only fast runners,"” Zainal said, ignoring Mtford.

"They rmust unl oad."

"Yeah, but you'd get there fast enough to take off with them wouldn't
you?" Mtford said in a hard tone, coming out of the darkness to grab Zaina
by the arm

Kris caught her breath. Maybe, after all, Mtford wouldn't object to a
summary execution of the Catteni and Kris did not, definitely did not, want to
see Zainal killed. She liked himtoo nuch!

"Don't do anything foolish, Sarge," she said. "I'll go with him™"

"OfF course you will,” Mtford said cryptically. They had to pause now
because the noise of the overflying craft drowned out any conversation

Zai nal kept his eyes on the vessel, then nodded.

"Transport. Mre people. W nust tiy. It is night still," Zainal said
and, pulling Kris by the hand, hauled her with himdown fromthe height.

"Try what?" Mtford called out in the same breath that Kris echoed his
guestion but Zainal was already sprinting down the ravine in the direction the
| ong ship above them was headed, dragging Kris along with him

She was aware of sone conflicting and confused orders behind them as
Zainal ran onwards. In the first few strides she wondered why he was so keen
on having her along but then she had to concentrate on her footing to keep up
with him The fact that she could was a plus. She was sure fitter on this
crazy planet than she'd ever been. She could hear others follow ng, cursing at
the dark and the bad footing but she concentrated on watching Zainal's
novenents and the track in front of them

They were well ahead of those pursuing when Zainal allowed her to pause
for a few monents. They were on the downside of the ridge, the lights of the
vessel obscured by the lay of the land. She quickly recovered her breath
enough to speak

"WIl they stop the same place they dropped us off?" she asked.

"That woul d be good," he said. "Nothing there." She took that to mean



that the field would be enpty and thus a good spot to dump nore unconsci ous
bodi es.

She wondered how long it would take, or did the Catteni have sone way of
just rolling bodies out of the ship's hold that didn't require individua
handl i ng? Then she renenbered, all too vividly, what happened to living
creatures lying on fields on this fecking world. No wonder Zainal was in such
a hurry. Dawn was still far away. Wuld they get there soon enough to prevent
sl aught er ?

He started off again and she followed, all too aware that it had taken
themtwo days to reach the caverns fromthat site. Even at the pace Zainal had
set, would they make it to the field before the ship took off again?

Wll, they had to try. O maybe he was hoping to attract attention from
one of the hill points overlooking the field?

They cl anbered up a sl ope now, and Zai nal stopped so abruptly that she
ran into him

"Hey, warn me, will - .." Her voice trailed off as she realized that the
running lights were higher than they should be for a ship that m ght be
| andi ng. They hadn't seen its gradual ascent. Zainal cursed, whirled and
| ooked back the way they had come, running his hand and armalong the Iine the
ship had travelled as if trying to inpress the direction in his mnd. He
started back up the slope they had just slid down, digging his toes in and
slipping in the urgency of his passage.

Shaki ng her head, Kris followed him pausing only briefly when the roar
of engines told her that the ship was boosting out of planetary gravity. The
flame of its propellant was as vivid as the | aunches she renmenbered from Cape
Kennedy. She woul d have l|iked to watch but had to keep up with Zainal

They met up with the others in nmonents, considering the pace that Zainal
was setting

"The ship's already dunped its load," she told them clinging to someone
as support as she gasped out an expl anation. "Back that way.

W gotta get there before the scavengers murder "emall."

"Was that why the Cat was in such a flam ng hurry?”

"Hell, he wanted to catch up with them and get off this bl eeding
pl anet," another man nanaged to gasp out.

"Thi nk what you will, but are you going to hel p?" Kris cried, shouting
the I ast of her chall enge over her shoul der as she took off after Zainal

They did gather nore help as they went back through the ravi ne again.
Dawn was brightening the sky, so it was easier to see where to put your feet.
Where the track split, right down into the ravine, or left to continue on the
upper ridge, Zainal signalled for Kris to report to Mtford who was standi ng
in his office, fists on his belt as he saw t hem emerge on the height.

"Need Sl av badly," Zainal added and then charged of f again.

"What "n'ell's going on?" Kris stopped, hands on knees, catching enough
breath to speak. "W need Slav. Ship took off. It's already dropped its | oad.
W gotta get there or the scavengers will."

"Right on!™ And Mtford snapped into action, yelling for Slav, Pess,
Tesco, Su, and Dowdal | as she took up her chase of Zai nal

She finally caught up with hi mwhen he stopped by one of the nany
streans to rinse out his nouth. The sun wasn't up yet and the air was cool
but she was hot from her exertions and wondering if she would I ast the
di st ance.

"Mtford s organized nore help. Is it far?" He shook his head.

"Ship clinbing." He | ooked up at the lightening sky. "Lucky." She hoped
so, but how long did those creatures scavenge? Wuld this half-I1ight be
sufficient to send them wherever they spent the daylight hours? She had her
breat h back and now dropped to her belly, burying her hot face in the coo
water, intaking a mouthful to noisten her throat and letting only a little
trickle down to her stomach. She was on her feet when he was.

And they ran on.

Actually this wasn't a bad pace, she thought, now she had her second



wi nd. She tried to keep her mnd off what scavengers could do to a field ful
of nice juicy warmlive bodies. Now that wasn't a productive thought! At |east
it should now be clear to everyone at the canp that Zainal had been notivated
to "save' people, not get hinself off this planet. Though she woul dn't blane
himif that had been his goal. Wuld he have taken her with hinf? That, too,
was not a productive thought but she was begi nning to appreciate how nmuch the
big man neant to her. She'd never found anyone el se who treated her as a
conpetent equal, who had never once tried to cone on since the day she had
floored himin the flitter. She knew from comments nade back in the kitchens
at Barevi that, while the Catteni were equipped, to put it discreetly, nmuch
the sane way as human nales were - only nore so, as one woman had said drily -
the two species were inconpatible as far as procreation was concerned. No
Catteni - Human of fspring woul d be forthcom ng. But, since the day she had

cl obbered himin the flyer back on Barevi, Zainal had never visibly lusted
after her. And she was quite familiar with that sort of |ook. Zainal treated
her not quite as he treated the male nenbers of their patrols, but with a
courtesy she found unusual and, maybe even, special to her - even when he knew
that it was her fault he was stuck with this bunch of suspi cious,
unappreci ati ve and sonetinmes intol erant ni xed bag of humanoi ds. Gddly enough

t hough the Catteni were the subjugating race, the Deskis and Rugarians didn't
seemto feel any aninosity towards Zainal..

certainly not as much as the Terrans did.

This was not terrain she was famliar with and Kris was relieved to see
the sun coming up and clearing away the shadows so there was | ess danger of
her stunbling on the rough ground. That was the one thing she did fear - an
injury that their neagre first-aid supplies could not renmedy. O unfaniliar
infections that were |ife-threatening.

The Catteni antiseptic lotion was not a specific cure for everything
that coul d happen to the unwary. But the anaesthetic fromthe darts could be a
boon.

Zai nal was bounding up the hill in front of them now, then switching to
a zig zag on the steeper parts. He waited on the height for her and pointed.
Two fields over she could see the cubes of Catteni supply crates and the
fringes of space occupied by inert bodies. At this distance, she couldn't tel
if they were being beset by scavengers yet.

Zai nal cupped his mouth and hollered a weird cry.

It was answered, she thought, by one of the aliens follow ng. He nodded
sati sfacti on and began the descent.

This hillside was covered with sone sort of thorny growth that clung to
the fabric of their coveralls with a tenacity which nade her glad it wasn't
her flesh that was bared.

Zai nal, caught on a thick linb, hauled out his hatchet and hewed the
[inb. Even separated fromthe mother bush, it still clung to him

"Careful,"” Zainal said, holding up his free hand to warn her back

"Chop first," he added, pointing to the bushes in her way.

"Can | help you?"

"Go down. Hurry," he said, gesturing enphatically to the field now out
of sight behind the next rise.

"Stanp, yell." She hesitated a brief nonent nore but the flash of his
eyes when he glanced up from di sentangling the thicket branch fromhis
coverall was enough to send her on her way. She used her hatchet to slash and
bash a way in front of her and succeeded in reaching clear ground, covered by
a stubble of harvested crops, with no further del ays.

d anci ng over her shoulder, she saw himfinally free of the branch. So
she ran on, across the field, neatly |leaping the | ow hedge on the far side and
down into the next. She thought she heard cries rising fromthe drop field.
That made her run faster, shouting, giving the cowboy yells she had practised
as a tonboy. She paused | ong enough at the separating hedge to pick up
handful s of stones. Then she | eapt over that hedge and al nost | anded on
sonmeone's face. A human. In fact, every body near her was hunan.



Sone had al ready been attacked by the scavengers.

First she threw her rocks in as wide an arc as she could, shouting as
she did so. Then she stonped her way up the long side of the field, sonetines
runni ng and jumnpi ng down as hard as she could on | anding, yelling and
yodel |l ing as she stanped until she reached the upper boundary. There were no
signs of the scavengers in the centre of the field so she continued her
progress around the outer edge, stamping, yelling, pausing only when she had
to get her breath and try to noisten the dry tissues of her nouth. She'd
conpleted two sides of the big field when she saw others arriving and yelled
and gestured at themto square the field in the other direction.

Then she spotted several people rousing fromtheir drugged sleep and
went to assist them Once again the Catteni had dropped people confortably
near water and she borrowed cups frombelts to give people that nuch confort
in recovering fromtheir ordeal

Dowdal I was opening the crates, going first for the first-aid kits and
bl ankets while the others did what they could for those the scavengers had
attacked. She was so busy that she didn't at first realize that Zainal was not
anong the rescuers.

"Tesco, where's Zainal?" she asked when she did notice his absence.

"Saw hi m back there,"” and Tesco poi nted vaguely over his shoul der before
kneeling to give water to a groggy wonan.

Reassured, Kris noved to the next group who happened to be Deskis.

A gl ance around the field gave her the irritating i nformati on that none
of the rescuers were doing doodly to help the aliens so she concentrated on
them Not that she found herself kindly disposed towards the Turs, who
regarded the water with great suspicion until she took a sip herself and
deposited the cup on the ground beside them

They could do as they chose. Three Morphi ns had been badly chewed and
bef ore anyone could stop them they suicided, evidently by swallow ng their
own tongues and suffocating. Their facial skin turned froma normal dark green
to al nost black. O her Morphins came to view the dead, then piled the bodies
to one side under the hedges. Mrphin "faces' did not register any expression
so Kris didn't know if they were upset or not but as quickly as she could, she
dol ed out bl ankets and knives to them and indicated the first-aid kits.

More people arrived fromthe canp, including Mtford.

She was surprised to see himaway fromhis office but was glad of his

presence. That's when she realized she still had not seen Zai nal
"Sarge, you seen Zainal ?"
"No, | haven't," Mtford said, frowning as he | ooked about the field

where nore and nore of the latest arrivals were regai ni ng consci ousness.

"Did you come down the thorny hill?"

"No, Su was there to warn us away fromit. Wiwy?" Kris didn't answer but,
grabbing up a first-aid kit and a handful of blankets fromthe nearby crates,
she started off at a fast trot, dodging around groups and | eaping over stil
sl eepi ng bodies. She flew across the intervening field, nowentirely visible
in the full nmorning light, hurdling the | ow hedge wi thout |osing her stride
and pelted to the thornbushy hill. They weren't |ike Barevi thornbushes but
where she was dammed sure she had hacked her way through was now as solid a
vegetation patch as if she hadn't cut it back. There was no sign of Zainal

Scared now for him because Zainal of all people should have been able
to free hinmself unscathed, she | ooked anxiously around. Since he wasn't up at
the field, he had to still be around here, somewhere.

And, if the thorns had been toxic enough to slow down a Catteni, he'd
have sought water. The thornbushes were not tall enough to have hidden his big
frame and anyway his browny-grey coverall would have made himvisible even in
t he dense undergrowth. Water

There was al ways water on these dammed nechanically cultivated fields.
While this field had been harvested, there had to be water near by. She
listened hard. Her ears finally caught the unm stakabl e sound of running
water. Downhill there was a small copse of some of the di anond-|eaved bushes.



Those seened to grow near the streans.

She heard a | ow groan, the sort that would reluctantly escape tightly
closed lips. Wth a new awareness that the bushes on Botany could be
danger ous, she parted the branches of the dianond-Ieaf and saw Zainal half-in,
hal f-out of a little brook which welled up fromthe rocks around which the
di anond- 1 eaves clustered. A boot had been cast aside and his right trouser |eg
was rolled up over his knee, exposing the injury.

"Ch, lord," she breathed, seeing the massive inflanmation on the outside
of his wi de nuscular calf. The thorns of Barevi had been dangerous in a
nui sancy way, but this injury | ooked serious. Bending over him she checked
first for any signs of blood poisoning. Not that grey Catteni flesh m ght
exhibit such a trauma. He had blood, as red as any human's, and it had clotted
al nost bl ack where it had run down his | eg. That was when she realized by the
size of the wound that he had evidently carved the thorn out of his own flesh.

"Quch!" she nurnured, shuddering convul sively. She sorted through the
first-aid supplies for the Catteni antiseptic. That was definitely in order
And it would sting |ike billy-be-damed when she poured it in that open wound
but what other choice had she? She took a deep breath and enptied the entire
vial of the solution into the crater he had made in his |eg.

"Rorrrrrrgh!" Zainal shot to sitting position in protest at the
treatment, his right hand cocked back to strike, his left armup in guard.

Kris lurched backwards, away from hi m

"It's Kris, Zainal. I"'mtrying to help!" H s eyes focused on her face,
wild in reaction to the pain and alarm but, in that brief instant, he
recogni zed her.

"You cane," he said in a barely audible voice before he seened to
col l apse inward and fell back on the ground.

H's eyes rolled upwards, the lids fluttering as well as any southern
belle flirt could have done under different circunstances, and then he passed
out agai n.

"Did | do the right thing, Zainal?" She shook, or rather tried to shake,
t he massive shoulder to rouse him She retrieved the first-aid bag which had
fallen off her lap and tried to think what else she could do to help him

Swol l en tissue could respond to cold conpresses. Wth all the antiseptic
in the wound, there wouldn't be nuch in the water that could exacerbate the
wound.

There were sheets of sone sort of material in the kit, so she soaked
those until they were cold and placed them on the wound. He npaned a little
but didn't withe in pain so she felt it was safe to continue with that
treatment.

She nade a pillow of one of the blankets she'd brought, brushing the
| eaves and pebbles off his surprisingly fine, soft grey hair and covered his
big frame with another.

It was Mtford hinmself who came | ooking for her. She energed fromthe
brush in response to his calling. Beyond himshe saw the |ines of the newest
immgrants starting the trek back to the canp. He hadn't |ost any tine
deciding to take themin, even if another four or five hundred souls to tend
nmust be the | owest option on his agenda.

"What's the matter, Kris?" he said, trotting up to her in an effortless
| ope. How he kept sofit with all the sedentary work he was now saddl ed with,
she didn't know but he rose another notch in her estimation

"Warn people off those thorubushes,” she said first, pointing urgently
to the slope. But the line seened to be taking the less direct route, around
t he i nhospitable looking incline. "Zainal's down, with a thorn wound. He
carved the thorn out of his own leg but it was toxic enough to knock him out.
W'll need to nake a litter to carry himback." Mtford wi nced and scratched
his head, half-turning in the direction of his new charges.

"I know, you gotta get them back first, but considering how much Zai na
has done "and she was surprised at the bitterness in her voice.

"Now, now, easy does it, Bjornsen, |'mnot about to abandon him



He is too dammed useful.” In the sergeant's voice, she caught the nuance
t hat Zai nal might be useful, but not popular, and knew that sone of the gossip
about himwas true. "We're all in the same boat or," and Mtford gave her a
wy grin, "on the sanme planet, but this new dunp isn't going to help!" He
si ghed deeply.

"Don't nean to add to your problenms, Sarge, she said apologetically

"Damitall, Bjornsen," and now he was angry at her apol ogy, "you're not a
problemand I won't |et him be.
Can you hang on until | see this bunch installed?" Wth one hand, he

gripped Kris's right arm enphasizing his intent while he haul ed his bl anket
over his head and dropped it beside her. Then he handed over the other sack he
carri ed.

"Food, firing and other stuff. Now, where is he?" She led himto where
Zai nal sprawl ed. When Mtford lifted off the tenporary dressing, he curled his
lip and recoiled slightly at the | ook of the puncture, then carefully replaced
t he bandage.

"Nasty, all right. Hope he got all the thorn out, but probably he did,’
and there was approval in the sergeant's tone for the measure of the nman he
knew Zai nal to be.

"Hell's bells, he can't be confortable like that,” Mtford added so the
two of thempulled the big body out of the water. Then, when Kris had
hurriedly cleared a space and spread two nore bl ankets, they nanaged to rol
himinto a nore | evel, confortable position

Mtford stood then, surveying the area, kicking at the roots of the
bushes. "How d they find enough soil to grow in?" he nuttered.

"Rocky enough so those scavengers can't cone at you - "They conme out at
night," Kris began and then realized that it m ght indeed be night tine before
help for a Catteni arrived.

"Firing's in there and some of those matches Cunber made. W found
sul phur, y'know "

"No, | didn't," and she wondered if sul phur had any nedicinal qualities.

"Look, I'"lIl send a litter back for himas soon as possible. Get sone
nmore firing when you can." He surveyed the massive Catteni's prone body. "Hope
he doesn't get delirious on you or sonething "I'll manage, Sarge,' she said

gritting her teeth.

"Luck, Bjornsen, but you're the kind who can handle things." As Kris
wat ched hi m make his way out of the little copse, she was somewhat heartened
by his confidence in her. Mtford didn't often praise and while that m ght be
a bit back-handed, she appreciated being thought capable.

She went back to her patient, resigned to a |long wait, know ng that
Zainal's welfare would be low on the list of everyone else's priorities. She
wet the conpresses again, glad of the alnost indestructible quality of Catten
materials, and then she noistened Zainal's |ips.

You had to keep people fromgetting dehydrated if they' d been poi soned,
didn't you? Hs lips parted as if the noisture was what he needed so she
managed to dribble water down his throat and he swal |l owed eagerly. A good
sign. H's forehead and cheeks felt warm but not hot-hot.

She coul dn't renenber from her previous contacts with himjust what a
normal body tenperature for a Catteni would be. She also couldn't tell if his
skin had altered as a human's would with fever

VWil e one part of her was glad that Catteni were not totally inpervious
to natural hazards, she was dammed sorry Zainal was laid low by as silly a
thing as a thorn.

Chapter N ne

Jay G eene, Slav, the Doyle brothers, a man she didn't recognize and,
surprisingly, Coo, returned by second noonrise. By then Zainal was sweating
copiously and she tried to cool himoff with the conpresses. There was such a
ot of himto cool! He was restless but not so energetically that she'd had
any troubl e keepi ng himprone. But she was getting nore and nore worri ed.



Faint slithers had caused her to fear that the scavengers m ght be bold enough
to penetrate the rocky dell. She'd taken to periodic stanpings about the small
clearing, hoping to scare themaway. It was only quiet victim they went
after, cowardly as they were.

She nearly cried with relief, though, when she heard her nane call ed.
She heaped firing on the little canpfire to show the way to them

"This is Dr Dane, Kris," Jay said, urging the medical man through the
thicket. "He's even treated Catteni back on Earth."

"Thank God!' Kris breathed, anxiously urging the doctor to his patient
and whi pping off the latest conpress to show the ugly wound. It | ooked even
worse in the flickering firelight.

"G day," Dane said in an unm stakably Australian accent, giving her a
keen | ook before he knelt by the patient. "Did a proper job on himself, didn't
he?" Wth deft fingers he pressed the sides of the gaping wound nouth. "Got it

all, 1'd say. Tough bastards, these Catteni
Pour the whole bottle in, did you?" and now he grinned at her.
"Fair do."
"It was all | had and it is Catteni issue," she said, noticing that she

was wringing her hands.

"Did the right thing, all right." He felt Zainal's skin, placed a hand
over the chest and then to the |arge neck vein. "Not so ragged after all.
Right then, let's get himback. Hey, what?" He had straightened up after his
exam nati on and saw Coo coning to crouch in the firelight, something in his
hand whi ch he wanted to inspect.

The Deski's hand was trenbling - with fatigue, Kris wondered, deeply
grateful to the alien, in his own debilitated state, for wanting to help an
i njured Catteni

-- What Coo was examining was the lighter grey crown of a thornbush, the
new growt h, since vegetation even on this godforsaken planet seened to foll ow
certain botanical precedents. Then, before she could say anything, Coo had --
popped it in his nmouth and began masticating with every evi dence of enthusiasm
and relief. In the act of springing upright, the Deski also turned and, with
nore energy than he had shown in days, plunged towards the hill side.

"What was that all about?" the doctor asked, in surprise.

"I think Coo's |located something to take care of his dietary
deficiency,"” Kris said drolly.

"One man's neat's another's poison,” the man replied phil osophically.
"Now let's get this poisoned boyo back to civilization. Quite a set-up
Mtford s organi zed," he added w th approval

"Good ol' Yankee know how," Jay said with a grin.

"\What about Irish inprovisation?" Lenny Doyle said, pretending offence
as he unlashed the ties on the stretcher poles "Ya think this is strong enough
to hold "inP" N nety asked, neasuring Zainal's bulk against the litter design

"Those bl ankets are indestructible," Jay said.

It took all of them with Kris holding up heavy Catteni feet to get the
unconsci ous Zainal onto the litter. Strips of torn blanket secured himfor the
arduous journey back to canp.

Kris kicked out the fire, stored the remaining firing into the sack
Mtford had given her and foll owed them

In the bright Iight of the big rising noon, Coo was busily, and
carefully, plucking the very tops of the thornbushes and stuffing theminto
t he open bl ouse of his coverall

"I's that what you need, Coo?" Kris called. "Can | pick, too?"

"Nooco, Coo said, shaking his head enphatically.

"Baaaad for oomans." Wth one hand he kept fanning the air to reinforce
his warning for her to keep back while he kept nipping the crowns with the
ot her.

She tried to recall how many of the newest immgrants were Deski but,
suddenl y, thinking was beyond her strained and tired mind. She fell in step
behind the litter bearers, relieved that her |ong and ahxi ous watch had



concl uded.

Wien she took her turn as a litter bearer, for she insisted on that,
Leon Dane gave her sone interesting and oddly wel cone news: Earth was fighting
back against the Catteminvaders - an evidently unprecedented reaction

The Catteni nethod of subdui ng pl anets by swoopi ng down and carrying off
whol e cities of people generally cowed a species totally.

Not so with Terrans. Despite the invasion, resistance began al nost as
soon as the great Catteni transport ships began | oadi ng host ages.

Leon Dane had remained in Sydney, using his position as a physician to
relay inportant information to a very active unit in the Blue Muntains. On
orders, he had volunteered to treat Catteni for, despite thick hides, they
br oke bones and had accidents that would have killed humans.

"I'f you know your invader's weaknesses, you have a better chance of
striking back." He turned a grin on Kris as they noved across the second
field. "That was ny job.

Unfortunately there isn't nuch that gets a Catteni down and they seem
i npervious to any of the Terran toxic materials | tried on "em

To see the clinical reactions, of course. But, oh my word, but they can
nmess each other up on their little twenty-four hour vendettas!" He whistled

appreciatively. "I spent a lot of time sewing "emup. They don't break easy
but they sure do |l acerate a treat.
"I guess I"'mglad you were willing to help Zainal. He was a victim of

one of those twenty-four hour vendettas."

"Was he? And they dunped himin with you lot?" Kris nodded, finding that
tal ki ng and keeping up her corner of the heavily loaded litter was tiring.

"How d you get caught?" she asked the doctor

"Ha! We had orders to riot at a certain tine and place and I was sent
fromny hospital to officiate. | got gassed along with everyone el se. The Cats
don't ever ask questions.

They're effective that way. But sending one of theirs to colonize " He
shook his head in surprise. "Waddid he do?"

"He'd killed a patrol leader," Kris said. "I watched the pursuit from
where | was hiding. "You were hiding?" Kris grinned. "On Barevi."

"Barevi ?" He shot her a quirky smle. "Sounds Aborigine."

"Does, doesn't it Catteni Aborigine, at |least. Barevi's one of their big
di stribution and R&R planets. Only a couple of big cities and space ports.

Sl ave-trading's the biggest industry there. And resupply of Catten
shi ps.

| figured out, from watching the guy who owned nme, how to drive one of
those little flitters of theirs and appropriated it one evening." She grinned
at Leon.

"Managed quite handily in the jungle there until he," and she jerked her

head back at Zainal, "dropped in on nme. | was taking himback to where he
bel ongs when | got caught in a riot-gassing, too."
" Hhmm

"He knew a bit about this planet, enough to save a lot of us from
getting eaten by those scavengers, or caught by the avians.

"The Cats didn't |eave nuch for us to go on with," he said in a gl oony
t one.

"Zai nal says that's how they've colonized a | ot of places." She shot a
| ook at himand wondered if she'd offend with her next coment.

"Sort of like you Aussies were. We voted to call the planet Botany."
"Did you now?" And Leon Dane shot her a startled | ook but he grinned.

"Well, it fits. Australia - well, the Sydney area at |east - was settled
by convicts."

"Made a good job of it, too, didn't they?"

"I take the point, Kris Bjornsen. And they had as little as we have.

Maybe | ess. We at | east have a |l ot of specialists.”

"Many aliens?

Deski s, Turs, Mrphins, Rugarians?" Leon shrugged. "I was working nore



on the human injuries. But | noticed sone strange-looking creatures mthe
hospital cave. Stick thin, Iike the one that came with us to fetch you

"The Deskis. They're not doing well here. Mssing sonme essentia
ingredient in their diet."

"I's that why that bl oke was picking the thornbushes?"

"Hope so." Then Lenny and Ninety declared they were rested enough to
take over. Kris was quite willing to give up her end of the litter, guilty
though it made her feel for the rest of the way back to the canp.

Lit by many torches, Mtford, Mirph, Geene and Dowdal | were still
interviewing new arrivals when the rescuers arrived by third noonri se.

In spite of the late hour - or was it early? - there was a great deal of
activity and the snell of freshly roasted neats Instead of going into the main
cavern, however, the bearers swerved to one of the | esser caves.

"Hospital," Lenny said when Kris wanted to know

"Quite a set-up now " But there was sonething about the way he woul dn't
neet her eyes that bothered Kris.

"I"ll stay with him" she said firmy. "He'll need .

"You..." and Leon Dane prodded her chest with a firmfinger, "need
rest."” In the better light of the torches, she realized that he was a
good-1 ooking man in his mdthirties, spare as so many Australians seened to
be.

"I"ll rest better with...ny buddy," and she added that designation wth
def ensi ve pride. Dane was | ooking at her nowin a way that rmade her refer to
himin that fashion

"That way, is it?"

"NO Not that way," she said, fiercely now

"But I got himinto this mess and I'll stand by him"

"Good on you, Sheila," Dane said, and squeezed her armin approval. "But
he'll be tended while you

and he prodded her chest with one finger, sleep.” It was a small cave
and anyone entering had to stoop or risk a crack on the skull.

I nside there was nore headroom sufficient even for Zainal when he
recovered. She said "when' as positively as she could to herself, though he
lay far too still to suit her when his litter was placed on the waiting nound
of bl anket-covered boughs. There was another bed on the other side of the den
and she | ooked longingly at it. Then turned back to see Dane checking the
wound agai n and Zai nal's pul se.

"He'll do. Tough bastard," he said again. "You," and he pointed at Kris
and then the bed, "get sone rest. 1'll check in during the night." He gave her
a grin. "Haven't lost a Catteni patient yet." Then, when she did not
i medi ately obey his injunction, he hauled her the step to the bed and pushed
her down on the boughs, spreading the blanket over her. "Sleep

She did, rousing once or twi ce when she heard novenent but it was al ways
caused by Dane, checking on his patient.

When she finally woke up, she stretched |uxuriously, know ng that she
had sl ept herself out. But a | ow noan brought her alert instantly and
scranbling to Zainal's side.

Hs injured | eg, bare of covering apart fromthe conpress, was twice its
normal size well up into the thigh. The flesh when she gingerly touched it was
al nrost burning to the touch. The conpress was dry and clung to the suppurating
fl esh when she tried to check the wound.

"Ch | ordee,"” she nurnured and then banged her forehead on | eaving the
den. "Quch!"

"CGotcha, did it?" said Lenny synpathetically, rising froma stool by the
ent rance.

"What are you doi ng here?" she said, inhaling against the pain of her
scraped forehead. Her hand came away with dots of bl ood.

"Being careful not to bang nmy skull open like you just did," he said,
grinning. There was that in his quickly averted glance that told her he was
there for another reason entirely.



"Was | supposed to |leave himout there to die?" she demanded.

"Don't junp on ne, Kris, | like the big guy," Lenny said.

"Mtford just doesn't need any trouble."

"Miutiny on Botany, huh?"

"Huh?" Lenny echoed, totally nonplussed by her cryptic remark. "Look,"

he added hurriedly, "Dane'll be around again soon. Go get some breakfast. [|'l]
be here till you get back.

"It's ridiculous with all Zainal has done for the canp that he has to
have a guard - - "Now, |ook, Kris, I'mnot so much a guard as | ama sort of
orderly,"” and Lenny | ooked enbarrassed, "in case he needs help.

You know what | nean?"

"I'"mparanoid, | guess," she said, relaxing a little. "Dane said
anyt hi ng about his chances?" Lenny shrugged.

"Didn't ask. | just volunteered. I'mon duty for them too," he said and
gestured to the opening obliquely across the tunnel. "W got a | ot of

patients. Ch, and that M ssus Bollinger had a baby boy while we were gone.
Fine big lad." Kris smled through her sigh of relief.

"That kind of good news is very wel cone.

"Don't worry. Mtford' s got everyone organized already,"” and Lenny's
grin was m schi evous. Then he gave her a little push towards the tunne
entrance. "G wan. Eat.

You' re off duty today, anyway, wi th your buddy on the sick list." Kris
didn't hear any nuance in his use of "buddy' so she rel axed. She could safely
| eave Zainal in Lenny's charge.

"G wan," he said, smling kindly, and gave her a half-turn towards the
entrance. "Eat. Bread's getting better now the cheni st | ads've got a good
yeast going." She took her time, peering in at the various units in this
"hospital', noticing a lot of unfanmiliar faces, sone obviously in a good dea
of disconfort, to judge by their expressions.

She saw Anna Bol linger, sitting up in her "bed', nursing her infant and
woul d have passed by but Anna saw her and waved her in.

"How s the Catteni? | heard he was badly hurt," she said.

Then added in a hard voice and with a scow. "How?" Fromthe "doorway',
Kris answered, wondering about the change in her voice.
Anna had good reason to be grateful to Zainal. In a neutral voice she

said: "On his way to keep people fromgetting scavengered in the dark, he got
athorninthe calf of his leg and had to carve it out." Anna shuddered. "Qoo,
nasty. Gve himny regards," and she | ooked lovingly down at the swaddled mte

in her arms. "1'd never have had ny baby if he hadn't hel ped ne get here." She
sighed. "I"mjust glad it was | nmean - He'll be all right?"

"Yes, Anna, and thanks for your good wishes. I'll tell him And thanks,"
Kris said and strode the rest of the way to the outer |edge feeling that
per haps, after all, she'd been inagining things.

The sundial indicated the tinme as near Botany's noon and, for a wonder,
Mtford was absent fromhis office, though there were others, busily bending
over the desk-stones at their tasks. There were ot her people, the newest
arrivals since she didn't recogni ze any of the faces, evidently revived enough
to take part in the business of the canp. There was al so a handful just
sitting in the sun, eyes closed: a m xed bag because she could spot sone
Asi ans as well as the dusky skin of the East Indians.

Above their heads, tacked to the south-facing wall of the ravine, was
di spl ayed a veritable rmural of rock-squat hides, indicating the continued
prowess of the canp's hunters. How much farther were the hunters having to go
to catch enough to feed the nultitude now here?

She shivered and not so much because the air felt cool to her despite
t he sunshine but because she worried about the tactical problenms of supply.
For instance, would there be enough hides to give everyone a warm coat this
wi nter?

And, if a Botany day was twenty-eight hours | ong, how |long were their
nmont hs? Years? How long till spring?



How many nore | oads would the Catteni drop down on this unsuspecting
pl anet ? How woul d they cope with this influx, much | ess nore? She was hungry
and that always made her attitude negative.

Sandy hail ed her as she cane into the cook cavern
"H there, gal, got sonething just out of the oven for the Iikes of
you. "

"The likes of me?" Kris said in a |ow voice as she hunkered down by
Sandy. She'd gl anced quickly about the cavern and saw wel coming grins on other
faces: people she did recognize.

"Yeah, you're a heroine, didn't you know?" Sandy wi nked as she held up
the pitcher, waiting until Kris hurriedly undid her cup fromits belt |oop
"Right up there with Mtford, charging down the ravine |ike a berserker." She
put a pottery plate, alnost a perfect circle, on the rock nearest Kris: it
hel d a browned piece of rock-squat, a slice of nicely toasted bread, and sone
fried circles.

"Not quite potatoes but as near as never-mnd," Sandy told her, passing
over a gracefully carved fork

Kris grinned, |ooking down at the utensil and turning it over in her
hand.

"Chantilly silverware it isn't, but better than risking sharp knife
points in your nouth." Sandy poured herself a fresh cup and settled close to
Kris. "How s the Cat scuse ne, Zainal, this norning?"

"I don't know. Hs leg is swollen awful big.

"The medics are trying a bread poultice. Penicillin it isn't but ny
granni e was big on a bread poultice for boils and things." Sandy patted Kris's
knee encouragi ngly.

"They're tough, Catteni. Inmagine him cutting the thorn out of his own
leg!" She clicked her tongue at such courage. "And we got quite a board of
nmedi cal nmen now. " She chuckl ed. "And other specialists. Myst of "emseemto
have been taken from Sydney. From Botany Bay to Botany," and she chuckl ed
again "Hey, this is good," Kris said, having tried the fried tuber. It was not
unli ke a sweet potato in texture and taste. "Say, are those thornbush | eaves
doi ng the Deskis any good?" Sandy nodded. "Made a tea when Coo expl ai ned what
he wanted and we've dosed even the sickest." Her expression altered. "W | ost
three, you know, while you were out on that |ast patrol."

"No, | didn't." Kris stopped chewi ng. "They | ook so frai

-"They are if they don't have the right food." Sandy remained grim
"Their bones break if you so much as touch them hard. You know who hel ped
nurse "enf

Patti Sue!" That did surprise Kris.

"She's not rmuch heavier than they are and has a |ight touch. She
vol unteered."” Sandy grimaced. "She feels safe with the Deskis and even the
Rugari ans, you know. "

"Jay Greene?" Now Sandy chuckled. "He's going slow but it was hi mwho
suggested she'd be good at tending the Deskis. She has been, but it damed
near kills her to | ose one."

"Look, they got the same rations we all did back on Barevi. | thought
the ration bars were enough,” Kris said.

"Ah, Coo says they were allowed "plursaw', too, and that's what they
have to have in their diet to keep their bones from going soft. A kind of

cal cium additive, | guess. There isn't an equival ent here

unl ess that thornbush junk fflls the gap. He | ooks better, | know, but
he's a young one."

"I didn't know," and Kris was renorseful. "I never asked either."

"There now, Kris, don't take on about it. It isn't as if you' ve had tine
to be social, you know, in and out of canp as you are." Sandy reached over for
a covered pot set to one side of her hearth. "Made this special for Zainal
It's sort of a broth and the nearest thing to chicken soup I can put together
here. It is nourishing and it doesn't taste too bad. Maybe you can get sone
down him Leon says injured Catteni sometinmes have a problemw th dehydration



"Bout the only thing that can debilitate them" Kris thanked Sandy, deeply
touched and much reassured.

"Wul d you know Aarens?"

"Yeah," and there was no joy in Sandy's reply.

"I's he around?" Sandy gave a malicious chuckle. "H m Boy, didn't he
luck out. Seens there's sone good to himafter all. He's a genius with
gadgets. Don't worry about him"

"I don't worry about him

| worry about his nouth."

"Don't." Kris thanked Sandy again and then made her way back to the
hospital . She paused briefly when she saw the line of |aden hunters returning
to canp. She grinned to see the |oaves and fishes that were being supplied to
the multitude. She shoul d have asked Sandy how nmany had been on the | atest
drop. And her patrol had found yet another nest of enpty barns.

Lenny was gone from his post and the small room was crowded by those
attendi ng Zainal: Leon anong others she identified as medi cal personnel. She
made herself small and inched in, carefully ducking under the Iintel and
| ooki ng for someplace safe to put the pot of broth which was hot. Leon rose to
his feet just then.

"Certainly unsophisticated but the best we have to hand.

Ah, Kris," and she could see how tired he was though his hazel eyes were
very much alive and keen in his saturnine face. "Wre using a bread poultice
to draw the infection, now that you | ot have providentially redi scovered bread
on this godforsaken planet." He grinned. "G eat bunch of inprovisers here.
She's the one found that anaesthetic.

if we could only figure out howto dilute it without losing its
ef fectiveness." His grin extended to his coll eagues who acknow edged her
appearance with smles or nods. "Are you available to watch hin®

Lenny's of f duty."

"I am" she said. "Sandy gave me broth for him" "I'lIl be right with
you," Leon said as the others noved out of the den, all being careful to duck
on their way out. "Good-o on the broth.

When | was treating Catteni in Sydney for wounds, dehydration was the
bi g danger.

See you get as nuch in himas he'll swallow, even if it's only water,"'
and he pointed to a condensati on-beaded covered pitcher on the floor out of
Zainal's inmediate reach. "But he'll need the nourishment in the broth, too.

Catteni are big, strong and tough but they need to keep their interna
econony turning over."

“"I''l'l see to him"

"Good," and Leon glanced down at a slip of the bark paper. "Who's next?"

"That leg fracture," one of the men said, also consulting a slip.

They all left and Kris got a good | ook at Zainal's now poulticed |eg.
She could snell the yeast of the hot bread as she bent over him

He was notionless, his breath slow and steady, but his skin, when she
touched one broad flat cheek, was as hot as ever

She rinsed out the fluff that was being used as a conpress and cool ed
his face. Then, taking a spoon - the bow of this utensil was deep enough to
hold a respectable quantity of liquid and the rimsnoothly polished - she
dribbl ed water onto his lips. Automatically he |licked and swal |l owed. She got
maybe half a cup down himwi th patience and then bathed his hot face, noving
down to his chest and arms. Hi s coverall had been renoved at sone point and a
decorous and swift peek of curiosity showed that he'd been given sone sort of
a nodesty clout to cover his private parts, relieving her of enbarrassnment. He
wasn't quite as heavily nuscled as she'd thought with the bul ky coveral
di sgui sing a body that, by any standards, was beautiful. She shook her head at
t hat wayward thought. \What the hell's wong with admiring a beaut:ful bod on a
guy? Not hi ng, unless you also don't think of that body next to your own!
Whoops, girl. Down! She told herself sternly.

She allowed herself to stroke his skin, softer than its greyness | ooked.



And exhal ed, trying to shake off a sensation in her gut.

Lusting after a Cateeni, girl? You are the pits!

Nevert hel ess, the opportunity to touch himin nore than a nurse-patient
rel ati onship was al nost too much to resist. She snoothed back his silky grey
hair, as fine as a baby's. In repose his features were even nore patrician
when she conpared himto sone of the other Catteni she renenbered. Yes,
deci dedly he was several castes above the average nmal e nercenary. She was so
accustoned to the ook of himnow that he didn't even seem alien any nore.
Hmm Well, that attitude was better than rampant xenophobi a!

Bet ween her sessions of watering him- she also got himto take some of
t he broth which had cool ed enough to be dripped into his nouth - she rested on
her bed, drowsing occasionally. She wondered if he knew they were trying their
best to hel p hi mbecause he lay stolidly unnoving, even when the poultice was
still hot. The only response he gave was to swal |l ow when noi sture was offered.

Time to water him again.

More noi se outside, muted though it was, warned her of increased
activity in the hospital. Lenny popped his head in.

"He may not be eating, but you should.” Until he mentioned it, she
hadn't realized how enpty her stomach was.

"So, what's for din-dins?" she asked facetiously.

He grinned and brought a plate from behind his back, conplete wth
pottery-domned |id.

"We're getting quite fawncy, this weather,’

Then he lifted the top

"My God, it |looks human," she said in pleased surprise.

For the neal consisted of nore tubers, boiled by the | ook of them a
section of avian, to judge by the configuration of the wing, and two portions

he sai d.

of greens.
"Just what the doctor ordered! Leave you to it! Onh," and he reappeared
in the doorway, "mass neeting this evening at the sound of the gong!" "Gong?"

she asked but he was out of earshot.

She ate with a good appetite and the food was delicious.

The ration bars and the travel neal had doubtless been nutritious but
real food of differing texture, now that was civilized.

Leon cane bustling in when she had finished and he was | ooki ng rested.

"CGot sone sleep, did you? Report?"

"He's been taking both water and broth whenever | offer themand |I've
cool ed hi mdown in between

But he doesn't nove much," she ended | amely, |ooking expectantly at Leon
Dane.

"Hmm They don't. Real adherents of the grin-andbear brigade.

They suffer in silence. | suspect he's nore conscious of what's going on
than you realize. Zainal?" Leon |eaned over the Catteni, hand on his brow and
then on the main artery on the left of his neck. He proceeded downwards,
checking the tenperature of the skin and then pal pating the thigh tissues.

" Hhmmm *

"Your "hmrns" are getting |onger,"'
doubt a thoughtful "hm nni is reassuring."

"To whon®"

"Whonmmm does it as well, y' know, " and Leon was now delicately prodding
the wound area, having lifted the poultice.

It had turned an obnoxi ous shade of grey/orange/green. "Yes indeed.

| think that's doing it."

"You do?" and Kris |leant over to see what he coul d possibly have taken

Kris remarked sardonically "Wen in

as encouragenent. The ghastly hole did |ook..."healthier" was the only word
she could find. Nicely red instead of raw red, and the swelling had noticeably
subsi ded so that the kneecap was once again visible. "I think | agree."

"Keep on with watering him Ah, you're with us,’
when Zainal startled them both by opening his eyes.
"I need to lose water," Zainal said clearly.

Leon added suddenly



Laughi ng, Leon collected a cleverly shaped pottery utensil at the end of
t he bough bed which Kris hadn't actually noticed before, and she beat a hasty
retreat while Leon attended the patient.

He came out with the utensil in his hand, chuckling to hinself.

"He'll do fine. Just fine. Don't forget the neeting tonight, will you?"

"How | ong have you been awake, Zainal?" Kris asked in a diffident tone
of voi ce.

"OFf and on," he said, his eyes closed but he held out his hand and when
she took it, his eyes opened. They held a | ook which made her chest swell wth
some uni dentifiable enotion, so strong that her eyes began to water. H's grip
was very delicate and his skin still nmore than warm "1 knew you were here.
You were there, by the water, too.

Good of you, very good of you."

"Not at all," and she covered his hand with her free one. "You're .
we' re buddies. We |ook out for each other." H's eyes flicked open. "Buddi es?"

"For lack of a better tem yes. | won't let you down."

"That | know." Then he rel eased her hand and dropped his armto his
side, closing his eyes again. "Water?

I amno longer full." And his lips lengthened in a slight smle

"The tasty water."

"We call it broth."

"Good." She fed himand felt good about it.

The neeting was very well attended though Kris nissed some of Mtford's
usual satellites, the Rugarians, as well as the Doyl es. Even patients who
could be noved out to the Iedge in front of the hospital were present: Anna
and her baby, the fracture cases - everyone except Zainal

Kris was obliquely offended by that but tal ked herself out of
i ndi gnation: plainly Zainal was too ill to be noved and she could report to
him- and defend himif necessary. Now why was she feeling so defensive about
the Catteni?

Jay Greene had Patti Sue on one side of him She joined them |eaning
agai nst the rockface on Jay's left side.

"What's up?"

"Ch, a Mtford noral e-building session and the | atest news.'
gri nned.

"What | atest news?" Kris demanded, knowi ng he was baiting her and giving
hi m an i ngenuous grin.

"The batch you and Zai nal discovered weren't the only drops that night.
Mtford sent off an exploratory patrol to see how many fields got seeded in
what we believe is the typical Catteni drop pattern.”

"More people?" Kris gave a frantic glance around the cave system
certainly overcrowded by the | atest group of refugees. How were they going to
cope? Then a rattle of the alarmtriangl e brought a wave of hush over the
congregation. Mtford stood up, waiting until he had conplete silence.

"OK, folks, listen up. There're nmore drop-ins .. -" He paused until the
mutter - Kris thought she heard resentment as well as surprise and concern -
had subsi ded.

"I take it as a good onen, considering what debriefing |'ve had." He
chuckl ed. "The Catteni aren't finding it as easy to subdue good ol' Earth as
t hey expected." A cheer went up.

"And they've just increased our specialist departinent by four doctors,
ei ght een nurses, nine conmputer specialists, fourteen engi neers, sone good ol
hunter types from Australia, and a bunch of other real useful individuals,

i ncl udi ng some professional cooks so we oughta be eating even better in the
near future."”

"Even with so many nouths to feed, Sarge?" a wonman shout ed.

He waved off that concern. "W got a whole planet to hunt and plenty of
grain stored where we can get it."

"Wnter's comng "So's Christmas and we'll have heating units fromthose
sol ar panels long before. Now settle down. What we're going to do to relieve

Jay



t he housi ng shortage here is nove into the buildings we know are enpty, and
al ready plunbed for our benefit."

"But all those nmachi nes "Have been deconmi ssioned,” Mtford said,
rai sing his voice to parade ground volune. "The Botany Hilton or Sheraton or
what ever, are safe, sound and have .

he paused, "space available. Qur |ocal honme decorators have been busy
designing alterations, so | think you'll be surprised at how confortable
you're going to be."

"I"'mnot so sure | wanna |live near machines "Quietest nei ghbours you
ever had, 1'll betcha," Mtford said and got another ripple of |aughter

"Good chance of us having an intercomsystem too, now we got nore
technicians. Al that nachinery's going to be recycled for our benefit!"

"Yeah, and what happens when their owners find out?" The man spoke with
a slight accent but Kris couldn't |ocate the speaker

"As | understand it, Dr Wio al ways nmanaged to evade the mechani cal s and
so can we," Mtford said with great good humour and got nore | aughs.
"Seriously, though, fol ks, our population's growing and once agai n he paused,
"everyone's wel cone. This is an equal opportunity situation. Let me make that
plain. Dyou get ne?" He waited for the response and, to Kris's relief, got a
fairly hearty cheer. "For one thing, there's safety in nunbers, especially
when you can recruit a lot of specialists who can inprove our conditions. And
we do. Hell, sixteen days since we got dropped to Freedomon that field, we' ve
even got decent spoons and forks, and better rations than we | anded with.
Furt hernore, we've sorted out sone basic problens our allies were having since
Zainal and Kris Bjornsen found the nutrient plant that seems to be hel ping the
Deskis. Even if Zainal found it..

the hard way' Appl ause and good-natured | aughter acknow edged t hat

announcement and Kris was well pleased by both el enents: that Zainal was
getting the credit and that the Deskis were stabilizing.

"W Yanks have a reputation for making sonething out of nothing, and now

that the Aussies have joined us, we'll do even better
There' |l be duty and housing rosters up on the bulletin board - - -" and
he pointed to the location on the main cave wall opposite him "in the norning

so be sure to check. W're going to try and nake space here in the
headquarters to process inconmers and as general hospital

Tesco's in charge of quarters, Dowdall'll take work assignnents. You
need to see ne, check with Cunber. That's all for now, folks.

Di ssss-M SSED!'* There was good-natured |l aughter at his mlitary
salutati on and he di sappeared into the darkness beyond the main canpfire.

"Hi, Patti Sue," and Kris | eaned around Jay to speak to her

"Heard you've been a real Nightingale to the Deskis." Patti Sue |inked
her armthrough Jay's in such a proprietary fashion that the gesture indicated
her inprovement fromterrified refugee to self-confident young woman.

"Do what | can," she said, her drawl nore pronounced than ever.

"You' ve done marvels, and you know it," Jay said, stroking her hand.

"D you know if you' re nmoving fromthe Rock?" Kris asked Patti Sue and
t hen | ooked at Jay.

He shrugged. "Dunno yet. COQ Il be up tonorrow norning. We'll all know
then." In the mddle of the night, Kris was roused by consi derable noise in
the corridor. Even Zai nal was awakened, propping hinmself up on one el bow and
trying to see out.

"Don't you dare put a foot on the ground," she said, pressing himback
down. She felt his cheek and he was considerably cool er than he had been when
she had | ast checked him "You're better. Don't mess up

"Il go see." She'd told himabout the nmeeting and also that Mtford had
given himcredit for finding the remedy for the Deskis.

"Even if you had to do it the hardest way possible,” she'd said with
some acrinony. He'd only snorted. "At |east they know one Catteni's a good
guy." Maybe others wouldn't.

She didn't add that, but that sentinment naggingly |ingered at the back



of her m nd.

She fol ded on her shoes, the only thing she took off before going to
bed, and went out into the corridor

"Good!" One of the new Aussie medics said, grabbing her by the arm "W
need all the help we can get." The newest arrivals had not had a Zainal or
Kris to stanp the ground and despatch the scavengers and there were many wth
mangl ed arns and | egs. Most of the victins spoke | anguages she didn't
under st and but whi ch sounded Sl avonic or Scandi navian. Only a few had sone
Engl i sh.

When she was sent by Leon to get nore supplies and rouse additiona
hel pers, she saw that the ravine was cranmed wi th bodi es, draped wherever they
had stopped, too tired to nove another step. But the cook cavern was abl aze
with lights. Sandy, Bart and half a dozen others were busy at their hearths
and the "store' was busy with Jay and Patti Sue doling out supplies. Jay
instantly filled the hospital order and she returned.

The third moon had set before she was rel eased and when she got back
into the tiny den she shared with Zainal, she had to step carefully over the
t hree other bodi es bunked in there during her absence. Fortunately they were
fast asl eep, though she thought she saw Zainal's eyes glimrer in the corridor
light as he checked out her arrival

So no-one was able to follow the carefully detailed rosters that were up
on the canmp's main bulletin board.

More parties were sent out to help stragglers, to hunt, to collect
addi ti onal supplies of grain fromthat supply depot. Jay conpl ai ned that folks
had to search fairly far from Canp Rock to find firing and brush for beddi ng.

By hi gh noon, all the new arrivals had been fed a decent neal and had
some place to lay their blanket.

The Rugarians, led by Slav, finally returned, bearing the crates with
t he basic supplies that had been left with this new group. O ass C was what
Mtford decided to call them Al norning had to be spent extracting
i nformati on fromthose who coul d speak English anong the Russi ans, Norwegi ans,
Swedes, Danes, Bul garians, Rumani ans and some G eeks who comprised this drop
The fact that so nmany different nationalities were resisting the Catteni on
Earth gave the entire canp a noral e boost.

"But why'd they have to dunp "em here when they don't even speak
Engli sh?" one nman conplained in a wail.

"Who asked?' a wit demanded. "We'll manage. Hell, | know five Desk
phrases and nine in Rugs. |I'll manage another few |lingos. Well, at |east unti
they learn English.” By evening the popul ation had i ncreased by a thousand and
fifty-two: far nmore than the canmp could accommodate, even by crowding into al
avai | abl e cavern space.

O dass C those that could speak English and had not been injured or
had suffered only mnor hurts were sent off with Sandy, Joe Lattore and Tesco
to organze quarters in the abattoir buil dings.

"They don't know what happened there, and | don't plan to tell "em'
Sandy remarked to Kris when Kris came upon the woman packi ng her pots and

utensils. "I'll organize the cooking there. Twenty barns, are there?" Wen
Kris nodded, "Ah, we'll probably be able to accombdate a | ot nore than we're
taking with us right now, but it'll sure ease the crush." There was no | onger

sitting roomin the cook cavern and every single hearth was going full out al
the tinme.

The snell fromunwashed bodi es exuding fear as well as sweat quite masked
the nore appetizing odours of grilled meats and fresh bread.

When Sandy and her contingent had left, Kris couldn't see where space
had been gai ned and went back to the hospital with the broth she'd gone to
collect. Zainal was nore eager for any news she had than the food she brought
him but he ate that hungrily enough. H's | eg was nearly back to its nornal
sturdy size and the wound was healing cleanly. But it was still crater sized
and Leon had made it clear that Zainal was not to nmove about nuch.

Zai nal did, though, helping with patients who had to be lifted when



their dressings were changed or when they were being noved to new
accommmodati ons. He did nore than he shoul d, but she couldn't keep her eyes on
himall the time and there was a lot to be done to nake the injured as
confortable as possible without pain relief and no other anti-infection

nmedi cation than the harsh Catteni fluid. The nerest drop of the powerful
anaesthetic tended to render a patient unconscious for a full day. Medically
that was inprudent, however nuch relief it afforded the injured party.

"\What ever those critters are that scavenge, at |east they bite clean,"’
Leon said later that day when Kris hel ped hi m bandage an arm wound. Fl esh had
been excised as cleanly as a scal pel would cut but the patient had | ost nuscle
as well as flesh and, fromthe extent of the injury, Kris rather thought the
man woul d | ose the use of his armentirely.

"They bite big, too," she nmurmured under her breath, after |ooking to be
sure the victimwas unconsci ous.

Leon only sighed and continued his repair. Kris was rather surprised at
her ability to regard hideous tears of flesh and nmuscle with an objectivity
she didn't know she possessed. She hadn't been nauseous once, though others on
the tenporary nursing staff were.

The dressing complete, both she and Leon finished the current round and
wal ked towards the front of the "hospital'. A breeze was blow ng in and
freshening the air of the "energency room which, for the first time in
several days, was enpty of patients

"You," and she took Leon by the arm "need food and rest, not
necessarily in that order but | can see to it that

you eat!" She took a deep sniff of the incom ng breeze.

"Snmells good, too." Hauling himby the arm she marched hi m out and down
the | edge to the cook cavern

"I hate bossy females," Leon protested, but weakly, as she manoeuvred
hi m past those busy with chores on the | edge.

Below, in his office, Mfford was still debriefing the abl e-bodi ed of
the I ast batch though, fromthe expressions on his face and Esker's, he was
maki ng sl ow work of it with two bl ond Scandi navi an types sitting there.

"Mpst Scandi navi ans speak English,"” Leon remarked.

"The ones you've nmet in Sydney, or the ones in Gslo, Bergen or

Copenhagen?" Leon | aughed wearily. "I always wanted to take a travel year

"Well, guess what? You're on it. Already Kris mssed the dour presence
of Sandy at her hearth but Bart was present, and evidently in charge of the
catering.

"Never been in a job that was so dammed constant,’
presented thensel ves at his hearth.

He rolled his eyes and then nmopped the sweat off his forehead with a pad
of fluff which he then dropped into the fire. It hissed. "I'mcooking all the
hours the good Lord put in this crazy day. Wiat's your pleasure? W got soup
for starters, soup and then, for the main course, soup. W even got crackers,"
and he offered a square of unleavened stuff, "cos we ran outa bread and the
new baki ng hasn't risen yet." "Wy, | think I'Il have soup,"” Kris said,
getting herself a clean bowl fromthe stack at the hearth.

"I"ll have a taste adventure, then, and try the soup," Leon said and
Bart grinned as he | adl ed out their portions.

"Don't ask what's init, will ya," he said as a final caution when they
nmoved out to the |l edge to enjoy their neal.

"That's a pronise," Kris said with a |augh

The soup was tasty, with a tangy bite to it, as well as unidentifiable
shreds of meat. The satisfying warnmth in the stomach revived her. That was,
until she saw Zainal carefully making his way down the steps to Mtford's
of fice.

"What the hell does he think he's doing?" Dane demanded.

"Somet hing other than lying in bed doing nothing," Kris answered Leon's
conpl aint. She nervously shifted her feet, know ng she shouldn't followthe
big man but wanting to be sure he didn't open that |eg wound.

Ban sai d when they



He very carefully negotiated his descent, so she nade herself relax. The
guestion was: what urgent business could Zainal have with Mtford that he'd
ri sk opening that wound? Sonething he couldn't trust her to do for hin? Down
girl, she told herself firmy. She might be his keeper but she was not his
consci ence. \Watever he was saying to Mtford, the sergeant was |listening very
hard. Zainal was still there in the office when she and Leon had fi ni shed
eating and had to go back on duty.

That evening Esker found her settling the other patients - none of whom
had any English - in her den

"Mtford needs to speak to you, Kris. And you, too, Zainal." He was gone
before Kris could question himbut, thinking over the tone in which the
sumons was del i vered, she felt no apprehension. After all, Zainal had had
that intense discussion with Mtford. Had the sergeant reached a decision? If
one was needed?

Mtford was, as usual at this tinme of his long work day, sitting by the
fire, the pottery pitcher of beverage by the side of his rock, the half-ful
cup in one hand. In the other, he had a stick and was prodding a billet to a
better position in the fire.

"Zai nal has sonme cockamaney notion of sending a mayday to his people
next time they overfly us,” Mtford said, narrowi ng his eyes as he | ooked up
at Kris. "He feels we haven't had the |last of these drops." Mtford gave a
little sigh for the problens that yet another influx of people would provide.
"Now, fer starters, | don't know as how | want to appeal to themfor any help
but it's the truth we need sone sort of nedical supplies, as well as the
proper nutrients for the Deskis. That thornbush junk is not quite enough, not
for the older Deskis though it's helping Coo. | just don't like to |ose
anyone, human or alien." He scowl ed as he delivered that remark.

"How coul d we possibly contact then?" Kris said, turning to Zainal

"Make this message on field," Zainal said, and unfolded a slip of bark
on which were witten, or maybe "drawn' was the proper tem four conplex
hi er ogl yphi cs Zai nal had i nscri bed.

"How? W haven't redi scovered paint yet here." He gave her a brief
smle. "Gound is dark under ." and he waggled his hand to try to find the
appropriate word.

" St ubbl e? Grass?" she suppli ed.

"\What ever. Take off covering, |eave ground bare." That was a good i dea,
only sonehow Kris shared Mtford' s obvious reluctance to make any contact wth
the Catteni.

"W put message many fields off," and Zainal gestured to the north.
"They know we live. They bring nore they don't want."

"They know we're here?" Kris asked, nore disturbed by that than she
i ked though a quick ook at Mtford showed hi mnore sangui ne.

Zai nal nodded. "Heat sensors. Then he stretched his lip in a hunorous
grin. "That's why they fly over."

"Hunph, thought that might be it,"” Mtford said.

"Bastards!" Then Zainal's grin altered to one of anusenent at the
sergeant's acceptance and once again Kris was anazed at how that snile
transformed his alien cast of countenance.

He | ooked al nmost hunan, except for the white of his teeth contrasting
with the grey of his skin. "Know we live so send nore."

"Yeah, but they still don't know about the existence of the Meco Makers!
Zai nal shook his head. "Sensors find warm bodi es, not machi nery.

"Hmm " Mtford said, stirring the fire with his branch

"Coo still weak but young. O der ones worse and get worser," Zainal said
urgently in English, then, in his concern, resorted to Barevi. "Catteni take
captives everywhere, but they take good care of them O Rugarians, Deskis,
Turs and Morphins, and Terrans.

Heal t hy bodi es work better. Asking for proper food is acceptable.

"Wn't they find it strange that we ask in Catteni synbol s?" Kris asked,
pointing to his bark nmessage



Zai nal grinned broadly again. "They know humans are smart," he said in
Engli sh. "Too dammed smart, so they drop them here. No trouble here. Coo and
Pess good folks. Can't lose." Now he turned his earnest expression on Mtford.
"I work with Deskis and Rugarians before.

Good fol ks. W save then®"

"You sure have learnt English quick, Zainal," Mtford said in a draw,
temporizing, Kris thought. Then he regarded Zainal for a |ong noment. "And the
Deski s deserve saving

Your guys'd just drop the supplies?" Zainal nodded. "They wouldn't cone
down to find out?" Zainal shook his head. "Wy not?" Zainal now | aughed. "You
make trouble. They he paused and Kris could al nost see himtrying to sort
through his head to find the right words, "play it safe. | play it safe, too."

"You mean, you wouldn't take the opportunity to get off Botany?" Mtford
asked that in such a mld tone that Kris hoped Zai nal would see he was being
deftly interrogated.

"They don't take back what they put down,'’

he said with a phil osophica
shrug.

Mtford grinmaced. "So there's no chance we coul d commandeer one of their
transports?" Zainal considered this and finally shook his head. "They be
careful where they drop." He grinned. "Especially near you Terrans."

"How do you know that?" Zainal's teeth gleaned in the firelight when he

smi | ed.

"Know it before, back on Barevi. Lots of talk. Hear it now fromthe new
ones. Believe it, too. | see how you work."

"Thanks, buddy' Mtford replied sardonically but anused by Zainal's
approval . "Wiy woul d they do us a favour then?"

"I tell you why." Now Zai nal seemed to tense and Kris felt Mtford was
pushing himtoo nuch, as if he didn't quite believe Zainal was on the |evel.
"Keep healthy to inprove this planet." Suddenly Zainal held out the slip of
bark with its synbols and, with one thick fingertip, explained them

"This says "drop"," and he pointed to the intricate hook in the centre
of the first glyph. "This says "food"," and he ran his finger half round the
next curlicue, "this "Deski creatures". This neans ." and he noved to the next
gl yph, ""danger to the death" surrounded by urgent Fourth one says "nmedici nes
for infection". Four only.

Easy to nake, easy to read fromdistance." H's tone was cold and firm

"OK, OK, man, | believe you," Mtford said. "Just had to ask."

"These ny people, too, now, Zainal added, straightening his wide
shoul ders as if he, too, would assune some of that burden from Mtford.

"W are one people now, or by God, I'll know why!" Mtford said so
fiercely that Kris alnost recoiled. The sergeant saw her reaction and gave her
a quick grin. "I could even get to like being in charge of this notley crew

So, when will you be able to travel, Zainal?"

"Sunrise Kris started to protest but Mtford held up a hand to silence
her. "If he thinks he can, he can. Those Deskis need the right food. And we
can use the Deskis' abilities.

You go with him Kris. How many will you need to carve the nessage,

Zai nal ?" The Catteni waved his hand to indicate he'd go al one.

"Stuff it, buddy, man," Mtford said irritably. "You'll need hel p naking
those figures |arge enough to be seen fromaltitude. | know

Had to do it in "Namonce. Even SCS takes time to nake." He turned to
Kris, an alnost wi stful expression on his face. "You don't happen to speak any
Scandi navi an | anguage, do you?" And when she shook her head, he sighed. "New
guys are all | have to send with you but you can break "emin to our new ways
at the sane time. And, 1'll pick you one that speaks English and the rest'|
be told what to do. Cot it?"

"CGot it, Sarge," and she rose, recogni zing a dism ssal when she heard
it.

Zai nal extended one hand to Mtford which the sergeant took readily
enough and shook



"You will not be sorry," Zainal said as he rose.
"1 sincerely hope not," Mtford replied. "Esker will have a patrol ready
at first light."

Chapter Ten

Despite a broken night's sleep - since two of their roomnmates were so
restless any long period of sleep was inmpossible - Kris and Zai nal were up
wel | before the Botany dawn. They'd eaten - Bart was absent, asleep, one of
t he ot her cooks said, yawning - and were getting their travel rations when
Esker cane in with six people, five men and a wonan who was nearly as tall as
Kris.

She seened relieved to see that Kris was in the party.

"I speak English," she announced. "I am naned Astrid.

These are A e, Jan, Gskar, Bjorn and Peter. W |ived near Gslo.

Esker has told us we go with you to di g?"

"Yes, dig," Kris said, with a reassuring snmle because she obviously
t hought it an odd job. She shook hands all round. "This is Zainal, our |eader

"You have Catteni as |eader?" Astrid asked in a startled whisper

"Good one, too, or you' d've all been eaten.

" Par don?"

"The scavengers? The things that go bunp in the night on this planet?"
And Kris nade a nmouth of one hand and bit her other arm Astrid reacted to
that, jerking back and away fromthe denonstration

"I do not always understand, Astrid said apol ogetically.

"We are still alive. W keep others alive?"

"Exactly! To help the Deskis keep alive we send a nessage."

"Someone will read?" Astrid was clearly amazed. One of the nmen shot her
a quick sentence in the oddly |iquid Norwegi an | anguage. She answered hi m as
qui ckly and turned back to Kris. "I don't believe."

"Believe. W will carve the synbols on the ground to be seen in the

and she minmed the actions.
"Ch," Astrid said and explained to her conpatriots, who nodded in
vi gor ous under st andi ng.

"Kris?" and Kris recogni; one of the Australian nurses, hurrying into
the cavern, waving a sack made from part of a blanket, the ubiquitous material
used for anything fromaprons to tents. "Mre fluff dressings for Zainal's
l eg." Then she shot an accusing |ook at the Catteni. "I knew you'd go off
wi thout themand that leg still needs support and dressings every day. | don't
care if you are sone kind of superman, you bleed red like the rest of us.
Here!" And she jamred the sack into Zainal's hand and whirled about and ran
out agai n.

Wth a half-grin, Zainal nanaged to | ook slightly enbarrassed as he
stowed the sack into the | arger one he was carrying.

"Now we go," he said. Wiether he had seen Mtford s gestures on their
first trek or not, he raised his arm above his head and brought it down in the
direction they were to travel

Reassured by his manner, Kris notioned for the rest of the patrol to
follow her and they left, as a good team she thought.

But, as they left Canmp Rock, Kris realized that |ast night both men -
maybe unintentionally - had avoi ded di scussi ng what woul d happen if the Meco
Makers appeared first? O course, with winter approaching - but it struck her
as unrealistic to think that everything mechani cal went down with the cl ose of
the growi ng season. Surely there was sone sort of supervisor, or
superintendant or overseer on the planet? Maybe on one of the other
continents? Neverthel ess, sone thing nust be in overall charge. Wen there was
no response fromthe garages now that the solar panels were disconnected, somne
thing nust register the lack of response. And check up

And response was what they hoped to get. O had Mtford' s objectives
changed now he was getting accustoned to being the top nan here on Botany?
Wl |, as her grandnother used to say, why borrow trouble? It finds you

air,



soon enough.

Whi |l e Zainal was not setting the pace he had on the first patrol Kris
had done with him he certainly didn't anble.

By the first rest stop, Kris knew that the Norwegi ans weren't going to
sl ow t hem down.

Probably ski'd all winter in Norway. She kept her eyes on Zai nal
t hough, to watch for any signs of an unconscious favouring of his inlured |eg.
Then she becane aware that he was watching her watch him

"You tell us nanes of things?" Astrid asked during the break

"I don't know as we've named much, Astrid," Kris admitted, taking a swig
of water from her pottery bottle.

Sandy's kil n worked and she'd found a gl aze so the canteen, while stil
breakabl e, didn't |eak. She even had a proper pouch for it, now attached to
her belt.

"There' re botanists going about checking plants to see if they' re edible
and stuff like that but | can't say as |'ve kept up with what they're doing."

"You are out on patrol ?"

"Most of the tinme."

"What are these machi neri es?" She | ooked puzzl ed.

"Ah, yes, well," and Kris explained, pausing while Astrid nmade quick
translations to her conpatriots until Zainal gestured for themto take the
road again.

"You have done nost well," Astrid said when Kris finished her brief
hi story of Botany. "W are glad we drop here."

"CGot dropped here," Kris corrected automatically.

"Qoops, sorry, Zainal has ne hel ping his English."

"Ch, help ny English, too."

"You...teach...us?" one of the other men, Ae, Kris thought, asked her
She hadn't quite sorted the guys out yet.

"Mght as well. English | essons on the march.”

"We have no Deskis to hear flying danger," Astrid said, her eyes wide
wi t h apprehension now. "We were told that there is danger that flies," she
added when Kris regarded her with astoni shnent at her know edge.

"The nearby garages are all disabled, so | don't think we're in danger
of any avi ans swoopi ng down on us."

"Pardon?" Astrid's English was not up to Kris's conment.

"My pardon, and she rephrased the remark in better English

"Expl ai n "boy" now," Zainal suddenly said, dropping back so that he was
abreast of the two girls.

"Ch, yes. Well," and Kris floundered briefly. "Boy can nean severa
things. No, | guess many. A boy," and she held up one finger, "is a young male
person: too old to be a baby and too young to be considered a man yet. OK?"

""Boy"? Is only that?" Zainal tw sted his face into a perpl exed
expr essi on.

"W have what we call "slang", in English: patois, idiom in other
| anguages, " Kris continued determ nedly.

""Boy" used as slang is an expression of amazenent, anusenent, pleasure,
and it's usually said as "oh, boy!"

or "0000 booooy!" or "0 boy!"" and she enphasized the different enotions
wi t h exaggerated gestures and tones.

"Al'l "boy"?" asked Zainal. "I don't understand how a boy, a young nale
person, can be surprise, funny, good tines."

"I think you do, Zainal,' Kris said, suddenly realizing that he was
teasing her. "Gwan with ye now, m boyo!" Astrid translated to the others,
grinning and | aughi ng and sayi ng "oh, boy' in different tones of voice.

"Ch, boy and isn't this getting out of hand," Kris said, shaking her
head at her predi canent.

"0 boy, O boy, 0 boy," Zainal said and, to nonplus her further, he put
one arm around her shoul ders and gave her a hug.

"You' ve been talking to other people,” she said, throwing off his arm



and stal ki ng ahead of him Then she realized she was overreacting.

Why on earth, when she really wanted to get close to him had she
repudi ated his friendly gesture?

Regretting her behavi our, she sl owed down and caught his hand, hol ding
it while they wal ked.

M er the second rest stop, Zainal struck off in a northerly direction,
pointing to broad fields of golden stubble that spread upwards to a rocky
summit. |f, as Zainal had suggested, the Catteni kept to the same line to make
their drops, those fields would be visible if they were going to buzz Canp
Rock agai n.

They reached their objective by mdafternoon. Zainal sent Kris and two
of the nen off to hunt for rock-squats, sunning thenselves.

OGskar and Bjorn were proficient with the bows and arrows they had been
supplied with while both were congratul atory when Kris brought down four
creatures with well-placed slingshots. O course, she'd mssed six so she
didn't think that nuch of her acconplishnent.

The nmen were obviously accustoned to good hunting practices because, as
soon as they found the next stream they skinned and dressed down the mneat
wi t hout directions fromher. They washed all the carcasses and pelts well,
bef ore going back to Zainal's field. They were setting about to bury the
entrails when she indicated they should | eave them

Kris spotted sonme nourishing types of greens in the hedgerows and
harvested them She kept her eyes out for the tubers which also grew wild at
t he edges of fields.

Fried, they'd be a good addition to the roast neat and the travel
rations.

Zai nal had had the others help himto outline with rocks the gl yphs that
t hey woul d have to hack out of the soil. He was pacing out the second huge
pattern, putting down the bordering rocks while the others gathered nore. Kris
could also see, at the top of the field, a circle of stones with a nice fire
burning in it, fuelled by the | oo-cow droppings collected on the way. They'd
be only a step away fromthe safety of the rocky height, which was just fine
by Kris.

The scavengers foraged in crop fields as well as pastures and only the
stonp-stonp of the |oo-cows' six |legs kept themfrombeing fair game. Was that
why the | oo-cows had six legs? More to stonmp with?

But the scavengers were no doubt the reason why, as Kris had noticed,
the | oo-cows seened to sleep during the daylight hours.

Those | oo-cows probably had to do an all-night stonmp to stay alive.

The hunters displayed their spoils and Kris set about finding the right
size of flat rock to cook them on

She' d been warned to be careful about overheating her newy issued
cooking pot, since it was, after all, only glazed clay, but she' d been assured
by Jay Greene that it would bring water close to the boil - and that would
mean she could cook the greens. She took themto the ubiquitous streamto wash
and filled the pot, and very shortly the stones were hot enough to start
cooki ng rock-squat.

By then, Zainal had outlined all four huge glyphs. After a good dinner
he suggested that they start hacking out the soil to bare the dark ground.

That was tougher work than they had anticipated, for the ground cover
had deep, tough root systens and Kris found these had to be cut out: the roots
woul dn't just pull away |ike any well-behaved Terran weed. Her arns and
shoul ders ached from her | abours and she was quite glad to break off to heat
water for the night-tine beverage.

The nedi cs had cone to the decision that the herbaltype tea that had
been concocted contai ned useful trace elenents, so a bedtine cup was standard
i ssue. A nice honmey touch and no reason not to continue it out in the rocky
wi | ds of Botany. Wth warnth in the belly, it was easier to sleep

The turf-cutters nade thensel ves as confortable as they could on the
rocks and those who had | ater watches had no trouble falling asleep



It took themfive days to complete the glyphs: five days of fingernail-
and back- breaki ng, armbruising and blister-making toil, since the only tools
they had were hatchets and knives. They'd been issued with spares of each too
and had needed themto conplete their task, resharpening the dulled edges
every night. Then, deterutined that his message woul d be seen, Zainal had them
outline the cuts with the sparkling white stone that conprised this rock
outcrop. The full sunlight that fell on the glyphs caused the mca in the rock
to glint.

Al most as good as neon. Exhausted as she was, Kris had to admre the
final result.

"Do all Catteni read?" she asked Zai nal

"Those on watch do," he assured her

Hs leg was a bit swllen fromhis unrenmtting |abours but the flesh was
gradually filling in and he took a brook-shower night and norning. Cold as the
water was, Kris liked the new type of ablution

She and Astrid bathed upstream of the fellows, but the rivulet was deep
enough for a person to |lie down on the sands and let the water cascade over
themin a horizontal shower. The sand was very fine and provided a rough but
effective cl eanser.

Besi des, you were so cold you didn't feel the abrasions.

O so Kris told herself.

The rocky hei ght was honme - or had been home - to a huge col ony of
rock-squats. The patrol took some time out each day to hunt and then to cut
the excess neat into strips to dry on the hot rocks the next day. Kris was
very pleased to be so productive - especially since there were so many nore
nouths to feed.

Each night, however, rem nded themthat a col der season was approaching
and Kris did worry about how cold that woul d be.

Fortunately, the Catteni-issue thermal blankets were efficient in
cont ai ni ng body heat inside them The evening showers bl essed them on schedul e
but those were no | onger as violent as they had been: nore like a gentle
watering than torrential rains.

On the sixth day they started back to camp, hunting when they could, for
additional protein was always wel come. Zainal set a faster pace this tine to
allow for interludes of hunting, and they reached the caverns to find them
still cranmed with people. Bart took their offerings with profuse thanks and
then asked Kris if she'd take a hearth and cook what they'd brought in. As she
certainly couldn't refuse the man when he | ooked so harried, and the cook cave
was obviously pushed to the linmt, she agreed. Astrid |ingered, as nuch
because she didn't know where to go as that Kris was a familiar face.

Until a nessenger canme for Kris to report to Mtford.

"I watch you. | now know to cook," Astrid said, taking the |Iong-handl ed
fork Kris had been using and pushing her on her way.

Zainal and A e, who did have some English, were in Mtford's office. The
pil e of bark sheets was higher than the stone he used as a desk and was
wei ght ed down by what | ooked |ike a gold nugget, a lunmp of iron and a greeny
nmess that had to be copper

"Cold in themthar hills?" Kris asked when he notioned her to a seat.

"That and nore. We've been busy while you' ve been carving that nayday."
"You' re never not busy, Sarge."

"Patrol found the remants of another drop and ni ne survivors. Eight
Deski and a guy from Atlanta, Georgia, who had the sense to stick with the
aliens. Damm it," and Mtford' s face was suffused with anger, "I shoul da had
you put a PS on that nmessage: nake the drops in daylight. | hate it when
| ose people like that."

"But they weren't ours, yet, Sarge," Kris said, trying to be
conciliatory. Mtford gave her a dirty |look. Hey, she thought, he's really
into this Leader bit. Well, it's not as if anyone el se had volunteered for the
responsibilities and the headaches. And | ook at all that Mtford has gone and
done.



"They coul d' ve been. And anot her garage was found and deacti vat ed.
Twenty nmore barns to be nmade into domiciles.”

"Now t hat's good. And the supplies?”

"We put themin the barns. Easier that way, but 1'd rather have the
people to go with them" Zainal had been constructing another glyph and now
held it Of to inspect the result. He made a few nore strokes as adjustnments,
then turned it to Mtford and Kris. "That should do it," he said.

Mtford reacted to that al most unaccented remark. "You |learn quick
doncha?"

"I have to," Zainal replied. "Take two, three days there and back." He
rose, glancing up at the sundial. "Have enough light the travel."

"How s your leg?" Mtford frowned at it, as he could see nothing past
the bul ky trouser |leg. Then he caught Kris's surreptitious headshake. "No,
better start fresh tonorrow. The others are only Terrans, not as tough as you

Catteni." His little snort took the sting out of that remark as he | ooked up
at Zainal towering above him
"You think your guys'll listen?" Zainal nodded solemly. "They don't

know t he dangers here. They don't know scavengers. They wi sh this pl anet
col n-ni zed. W have survived," and he shrugged, "so they think all can.”
"But even the report you saw said there were dangerous ani nals down

here." Mtford s scow deepened.

Zai nal shrugged and grinned broadly. "W have survived. Water, air,
animals, light gravity, better than Catten!" As if that answered the necessary
criteria.

Mtford snorted, shuffling several pieces of scribbled bark about on his
wor kt op. "As far as we know, they nmade three drops this tine.

VW were one of four. And three weeks between trips. That right?" Zaina
cocked his head thoughtfully. "Could be. | was space, not colon-y." And he
spread his hands in a very contenporary human gesture of ignorance. "You know
t he problem one group does not know what other does."

"Yeah," and Mtford s draw spoke of nuch experience with such
i nequities.

A woman, face red, hair nessed, coverall opened halfway to her wai st
cane stamping her way up the steps to Mtford' s office.

"Mtford, either you cut his libido off at the root or I'lIl do it nyself
with a dull knife."

"Arnie?" and Mtford rose, gesturing authoritatively at two nen | ounging
to one side, playing sone sort of gane involving pebbles. "No questions, no
answers. Bring "im

Put "imback in the stocks. And he'll stay there till he rots or we can
thi nk of something else to do with him"

"Tie himout in a field for scavengers and even that's too good," the
worman sai d, closing the fastenings on her coverall and then snoothing her
hair. "Horny pervert! 1'Il give you a full report of this latest trick of his
when you' re done here," she muttered as she politely took herself to one side
so Mtford could finish with his current interview

"At least the ratio between nale and fenale evened up a little in "the
last drop. But | don't need guys like Arnie," Mtford said when the woman had
settled out of earshot.

"He's been in the stocks four times for peeping and twice for stealing.”
"Steal i ng what ?"

"Food! Extra bl ankets, a sharper knife because he's too lazy to hone his
own." Mtford made a noise of disgust. "I need himlike a boil on ny ass.
Don't ever feel sorry, Kris, that he got force-whipped. He just got his in
advance. "

"Tie himout for the scavengers," Zainal said blandly.

"Good idea." Mtford grimced, showing his teeth and expelling air
through them "Can't, but | may yet...You get food and rest, ya hear, Kris?"
When she dutifully nodded, he added, "And make sure Dane sees his leg." Over
Zainal's protests that's exactly what Kris did, roundly scolding the Catten



because he hadn't reported in to Leon Dane when they'd reached canp. He was at
first amused by her tirade and then frowned as she grabbed himby the armto
lead himto the hospital end of the caverns, when he did not turn in that
direction imredi ately.

"Now |isten here, Lord Enassi Zainal,"'

she said, "you were given an

order by Mtford and, if you plan to go out tonmorrow, you'll obey it or you
won't go. And no-one will go with you to help dig that nmessage." "Then no
message. " He shrugged as if it were all the same to him

"Chhh, you make me so mad . Kris tried to keep her voice down because
she knew she sounded shrew sh but he was bei ng so unreasonabl e.

"Just because you're a Catteni doesn't nean you don't bleed |ike us
frail Terrans and that you didn't dammed near die fromthat thorn toxin, and
don't want to go through that again. You're too inportant to me to be stupid
about your health." He grabbed her by the finger she was shaking at him
| ooki ng around because he had noticed just how much attention her accusation
had focused on them

"I go. | see Dane," he said far too docilely, and she watched to make
sure he did.

Lordee, you'd think a man as old as Zainal would have the sense to take
care of hinself. And she didn't like it when he got all conpliant. That wasn't
Catteni of him

retired to the next field to get an overall view of their |abours.

"Man? Anot her "boy" thing?" Zainal asked, one eyebrow quirking upwards
in anusenent.

"Yeah, you can if you wi sh, substitute "man O man o man" for "boy 0 boy
o boy". It's how you feel ."

"Young or old? Small or |arge?" Zainal asked, his eyes tw nkling down at
her .

"I think," she said in a severe tone, "that you're kidding ne."

"Ah, kid, a small goat," Astrid said with an unexpected display of
hunour. "Onh, in slang a "boy"!"

"Right!" Ode asked her a question and she replied, |aughing when he
grinned in conprehension, "Baby, kid, boy, man," he said with just a hint of
the Iiquid Norwegian in his tone.

"Ki ddi ng? Can one havi ng boyi ng, too?" asked Zai nal

"Yes, actually," Kris said. "But it's spelt differently and neans a
floating object in the water to warn seanen off underwater dangers.

"See man?" Zai nal asked, gathering his brows slightly which made him
| ook quite om nous.

"W have a lot of words in English that sound the sane but mnean
di fferent things."

"How do you know t hen what each neans?"

"Context how the word is used in the sentence. Hey, is this a |anguage
patrol ?"

"Why not?" and Zainal grinned. "Work is done. Now we...play?"

"Ha! You wouldn't know how to play,"” Kris retorted

"Wanna bet?" he replied.

"You' ve listened too much to the Doyle brothers,'
finger at him

The fifth glyph took them nost of the clear day but went nore snoothly,
since they all knew howto do it. They imediately started cutting sod at the
top as Zainal laid out the design and they were well started when he finished.

They didn't even have to find nore mica rocks since there was still a
pile left over fromtheir first job.

"Shropshire Man this isn't," Kris said when they He grabbed her finger
and she tried to pull away which resulted in a tugging match, then turned into
hi m chasing her, trying to recapture the finger while the Norwegi ans wat ched
this juvenile display with unsmling dignity.

Kris was quicker on her feet than the heavier Catteni, so she el uded
hi m ducki ng under his grasping arns and hands, and taunting himto catch her

she said waggling a



When he did, he held her tightly against him She could barely nove but she
scrunched her hands behi nd her back so he couldn't recapture the finger. It
was all very silly, since inevitably his superior strength would wi n out but
she found she enjoyed Zainal's surprising playful side. |nexorably, he
recaptured the right hand, and with anazing gentl eness, considering the
strength he applied to the task, he drew her hand up and, recapturing the
finger, kissed it. Then the pal m of her hand.

A spurt of sonething ran through her at the touch of his lips on the
softer, if blistered, skin of her hand. Startled, she caught his eyes. The
twi nkle was there for the success of his recapture, but some other enotion
dar kened hi s odd-col oured eyes and made her catch her breath.

"Happy now?" she asked with some asperity.

"Yes," he said sinply and i medi ately |l et her go.

On the way back to canp, in between foraging, Astrid and her conpatriots
kept up quite a lively discussion until Kris finally asked them what was so
i nteresting.

"The land," Astrid said with a sweeping hand. "It is beautiful country
for growing and for aninla' s who eat grass. Very well done, too. Gskar and
Peter are raised on farms. They say very well done."

"It is, and wait till they see what the farmers are,” Kris said.

"Pardon?" There was a brief delay in the conversation while rock-squats
were added to the day's bag. Throughout the rest of the day, Kris heard about
the ecologically - the word was the sane in Norwegi an but sounded different -
sound fashion in which Botany's agriculture was done. Proper drainage,
avai | abl e water, copses of vegetation used as w ndbreaks where the | and was
not arable, even the hedging that separated the fields was approved. For what
it was worth.

Kris did not want to be the one to tell themwhat farmed the | and here.
But she began to have nore respect for the acunen of the absentee |andl ords:
what ever they were besi des ommi vorous.

Great excitenent buzzed about the canp when they returned and Kris
didn't report to Mtford the observation they'd made on their way back

The sergeant was sitting with what | ooked to Kris very nuch like a
handhel d phone. He was talking into it, so unless Chuck Mtford had fli pped
his wig, and she wouldn't have blaned himif he had, he was tal king to anot her
unit of the Botany Col onial Establishment.

"Great, huh?" Bart said when Kris, Bjorn and Oskar brought the results
of their hunting into the cook cavern

"W've got a phone?"

"Yeah, but nore inportantly, the technies know now what chips do what in
the nmechanicals' circuitry. Real breakthrough.” Kris allowed that it nust be,
since everyone was so happy about it, and she supposed she should be as el ated
because it was one nore step back towards sophisticated |iving. However, she
was oddly disturbed by the breakthrough and certainly couldn't figure out why.
She' d probably been enjoying this atavistic hunter-explorer life nore than she
should - considering it also involved |lots of disconfort and uncertainty, as
wel | as enough hazards to get the ol' adrenalin flowing freely nost of the
time. Canmp Rock would really benefit from sone nodern conveni ences. On the
ot her hand, was instant conmunication really a benefit?

"Put another toggle on ny belt," she nmuttered under her breath, "for the
handhel d!'" Then she added, "Say, Bart, where do | find out where |I'm buncing
toni ght?" Bart pointed to the irregular opening that led to nost of the
dorntitory facilities as well as the lake. "List right there." Her nane had a
big fat P beside it: so did Zainal's, and, as she | ooked down the list for the
Nor wegi ans, they were P's, too. P for Patrol?

"Bj ornsen?" soneone sang out at the front of the cave.

"Sarge wants you

Miutteri ng about being honel ess, Kris made her way to the office.

There were three handsets on Mtford' s "desk' "Latest in recycled
nmechani cals,” Mtford said in great good humour. "W can keep in touch with



our outposts and our scouts. You gotta get some height to boost the signal -
-" and he jerked his thunb over his shoulder to the top of the cliff behind
hi m where, of all things, an aerial now swayed in the evening breeze. "But
don't seemto have any trouble with range.

Anyway, we'll know soonest when the Catteni make another drop. W' ve got
a network of | ook-outs - and not just for the Catteni's next nove." He
rummaged briefly through the sheets on his worktop and flipped free a |arge
one - no, it was quite a few sheets neatly glued(?) together

Wl |, the | oo-cows had hooves, so soneone had remenbered to boil "em up
for glue. A map had been drawn on the big sheet - or, the beginnings of one,
for only the centre showed contour lines, streanms, fields, forestry. The map
gave Kris a nuch better idea of the terrain in and around the main canp, and
the siting of the various nmechanical facilities.

"Neat," she said.

"W got a bona fide surveyor,"” Mtford said proudly, tapping the map
"Pretty good, huh? Even got relative distances.

"Nat. CGeo. Soc. would be proud to claimit," she agreed, grinning at
Mtford. "You don't waste time civilizing us, do you, Sarge?"

"Not much," he agreed am ably, "but then we got I|ots of Yankee know how
- and Aussie." He noticed her jaundi ced expression and cocked eyebrow, so he
cleared his throat as if he'd had to do that before continuing.

"Alien allies, too," he added. Then he surprised her by hefting one of
the units and plonking it down in front of her, all business-like again. "I
want your patrol to start examining this area,” and his thick index finger

wandered down to easterly uncharted areas. "I'Il need to keep in touch with
you in case we want Zainal."

" Sar ge?"

"Yah?"

"Are you keeping Zainal out of canp for a reason?" Mtford regarded her
steadily, his grey eyes not avoiding hers.

"You mght, at that, think | am and | am He's too valuable a resource
to be wasted "Then | haven't been wong - there's feeling against him" "Can
you honestly bl ane people for resenting himas Caneni ?"

"Even if he was dunped down |ike everyone else?" Kris asked plaintively.

"Even then because he's still Catteni and no weapons but a knife, and
al one.

"He's not alone," Kris said staunchly.

"I know, Bjornsen. But there's this thinking that there nust have been a
good reason he got dunped, other than killing another Cat..

Catteni," Mtford said and, when she started to protest, he held up a

hand. "I've seen and heard all about Catteni one-day vendettas, Bjornsen, and
if it was only for killing a patrol |eader, he'd ve been rel eased fromthe
slamer the next day. He sure the hell isn't like any other Catteni 1 ever met

or heard about."

"\What about the latest drop? If it hadn't been for Zainal.

"Kris!" Mtford' s hand on her arm and sharp tone stopped her. He didn't
| ook around to see who m ght be near enough to hear their discussion but there
was sonet hi ng about his nmanner now that suggested to Kris that he didn't want
her blowi ng her top right now "There are a lot of folk who should be grateful
to Zainal. But they aren't. And that's the long and short of it. | can't
change human nature, you know." And he sounded sincerely regretful. "And
won't run himout of the canp." He blinked and then said softly, "He's too
useful a resource.

Now, girl," and carefully he began to fold the map. He put it into a
flat envel ope made out of the ubiquitous blanket, conplete with
shoul der-strap. He laid that al ongside the comunit, then added a thick carbon
"pencil' and fidgeted until he had themalligned to his satisfaction. "I want
you and Zainal to go wal k-about with Astrid.

She's chosen Oskar to go with. Zainal says she's conpetent and can keep
up. I've a pair of Australians who swore blind they could keep up with



Abori gi nes so they oughta be able to keep up with you two. They were in the
| ast drop and are grateful to Zainal. Though half the tine they act like this
was sone great joke. Possibly it is." He paused, nusing on that theory. "One
of "em has medical training and did botany in the Qutback downunder. Wth this

handhel d, you can keep in touch with ne. Esker, Dowdall, and a new guy,
ex- Anzac maj or by nane of Worrell who did sone mlitary governing so he knows
nmore than | do He waved off Kris's immediate disclaimer. "I'"mglad to have him
aboard.

They call him"Wrry" and he does, so | don't have to any nmore. He'll be

at the other end if I"'mnot. That clear?"

"In a way, yes," she replied as civilly as she could, for she was
seething both with indignation that Zainal should be exiled and relief that
she was going with him

"Your friendly roving reporter!" She rose.

"Good girl, Bjornsen, | like your style,™ Mtford said, peering up at
her. "l gotta defuse the situation, you understand."

"Yeah, | guess you do. Only why," and she nodded her head in the
direction of the stocks where Arnie was constrained, "can he be tol erated and
not Zainal?" Mtford snorted. "Takes all kinds and he's. .. supposedly - -
human. One nore conpl ai nt | odged agai nst him though, and we take punitive
nmeasures he won't like at all. Especially as we wouldn't use anaesthetic."
Then he | ooked over towards the main cavern. "That's your patrol, Bjornsen. |
told Zainal, too. Report in every day, will ya? So we know the equi pnent's
still working.

The code here is 369," and he grinned.

"Sirl" she said, stanping her feet up and down, conming to attention and
saluting himin the manner of a British soldier.

He waved her away and three people vied to take her place, ey'eing her
map case and handset. She strode off, head high, |ooking neither to right nor
left.

Zai nal was | eaning against the wall, arnms fol ded across his chest,
wat chi ng her progress. The other four nenbers of the patrol were tal king
quietly. She nodded to Astrid and Gskar, then | ooked at the two new fol ks. She
hel d her hand out to the woman whom she |iked on sight: alnost spare in build
but wiry, with a conpl exion that had been roughened by hot Australian sunmmrers
and faded short curly hair to a ginger shade. But she exuded an air of
conpetence, a characteristic of so many Aussies. At her feet, beside her
travel gear, were a first-aid kit and a light bow with a sheaf of arrows.

"M nanme's Sarah McDouall," she said, giving Kris's hand a firm hard
shake before letting it go. "This here's Francis Marley. W nade a good team
in the resistance "fore we got caught. |I'myour nedic."

"Call me Joe. Anything's beller than Francis," he said, giving Sarah a
nock glare for her introduction. He spoke in a slightly nasal tenor voice
whi ch seemed to have a lilt of quiet laughter to it. He was tall and | ean
sun-creased eyes, an open face and snmile, with dark hair growing grey at the
tenmpl es. One hand kept going to his head as if to adjust a missing hat. The
gesture devel oped into a scratch of his skull. "Stocknian, | know a bit about
plants.” He had a sling tucked in his belt, a blanket pouch that bulged wth
pebbl es. He sort of |eaned against the three |ight |ances he was arned with.
They had, Kris noticed, netal tips.

My, she thought, the arsenal was inproving, too!

"Anyone know where we're bunked?" Kris asked.

"Zai nal knows."

"I lead, you follow, " Zainal said, pushing hinself off the wall and
nmovi ng of f, past the hospital cave.

Kris wondered if he was annoyed that Mtford had given her the conunit.
H s expression did not give her any clues.

It was nore a dug-out than a cave but it would shelter themfromthe
eveni ng shower and the col der wi nds that now bl ew during the night.

There was just room enough for six bodies but there were hooks for



hangi ng and even a | edge.

"Rat her snazzy," Kris said. "Did Zainal tell you our rnission?"

"More or less," Joe said with a grin.

"You don't mind a Catteni patrol |eader?" Joe's eyebrows raised slightly
and Sarah gave her a sharp | ook

"Well, now "Zainal here |eads,"
t apped the conunit.

"Got cha! "

"I need a bath," Kris added, carefully stowing the map case and the
handhel d on the | edge. She turned to Astrid.

"You com ng?"

Kris said firmy. "I"msignals," and she

"Wash?"

"That's what we call it, Kris said with a grin, easier now she'd made
her point, and turned to Sarah

"Had one. 1'll get our grub. Snmells good. C non, Joe, Oskar.

Don't take too long," Sarah said to the bathers.

"You better believe it," Kris replied and then, with Astrid on her
heel s, retraced her steps to the cook cavern and then down to the | ake.

Astrid had no problemw th col d-water bathing but then, if she was
accustoned to saunas in Norway, she wouldn't have. But the tenperature did not
encour age one to dawdl e and they were washed, dried, dressed and on their way
back to their quarters about the tine their evening meal was ready.

"I do miss a beer," Joe said plaintively, sopping up the last of the
gravy fromhis bow with his bread.

"I miss acigarette," Sarah said.

"I, too," Astrid said with a snmile, and translated to Oskar. He raised
bot h hands skywards in | onging.

"You know plants?" Astrid asked Joe. "Find us one |ike tobacco."

"Now there's a right good idea," Joe replied. "Do ny dammedest, | will."
Chapter El even

Each norning Kris checked in and usually spoke to Mtford, giving himan
all clear. Each evening, around the fire, she got the others to help her map
the terrain they had covered that day.

On the fourth day they came upon anot her mechani cal garage and spent the
day dismantling it. Kris added that detail to the map with a certain anount of
pl easure.

Joe Marl ey pushed back his non-existent hat, scratched his scalp as he
viewed his first mechanicals. Oskar, exam ning the first |arge harvester (Kris
t hought last out, last in), rattled off a | ong sentence to Astrid.

"He want to see it work," she said, eyeing the | arge nechanico
dubi ousl y.

"Maybe next year," Kris said airily, "if we decide to put "emall back
in operation. If there're any with full parts by then." Zainal had al ready
unf ast ened the solar panels on the top of the garage. Then he went after the
flying dart-dispenser.

Leon had asked particularly for themto collect any they found, for the
anaest heti c.

"Oskar asks how machine go with no wheels," Astrid said, peering under
the skirt of the biggest farm machine to check on that Iack

"On an air cushion,” and Kris nmimcked the sound and the nethod.

OGskar nodded approvingly, still wal ki ng about the nechani cal beast. He
al so exam ned the flying device, carefully, since Kris warned hi mabout the
darts peeking out fromthe |eading edge. Oskar seened to approve nost of the
harvester design. Then made a rollercoaster notion with one hand and said
something to Astrid

"His farmis on hill. This thing," and she kicked at its flange, "fal
over," and Astrid denonstrated sonmething losing its balance and tunbling
downhi I | .

Joe had noved to the storage areas, hunting for sonething.

"They left no tools behind them These things selfrepair?"



"W saw sone working on others,"” Zainal said and stepped up to the face
of the harvester to start renmoving its solar panels.

"Ch, nmy word, this planet's odd," Sarah said.

"You can say that again," Kris agreed. "They'll want panels and storage
batteri es back at the canp, or wherever. There's quite a herd of them here."
She peered into the shadows of the garage to the indistinct forns parked
there.

"Coul d we bed down here tonight?" Sarah asked with such a | ack of
expression that Kris al nost grinned.

"I think so," she said. "I wouldn't mnd being out of that wind for a
ni ght, nyself."

"There're rock-squats back aways picking up her weapons.

"Kris, go with her," Zainal said when the woman started off on her own.

"I can handle nyself," Sarah said indignantly.

"You go with," Zainal said. "This planet has dangers.

Kris knows dangers."

"Yeah, but | don't hear as well as Coo," Kris said, carefully setting
down the comunit and the map case.

-" Sarah said, "lIs he always |ike that?" Sarah asked Kris when they were
out of earshot.

"Li ke what ?"

"Don't bristle," Sarah said with a grin. "He's not half-bad for a
Catteni. Not that |I've net that many. But | heard ." and she let her tone rise

up, a subtle pronpting for Kris to expatiate.

"As Catteni go, he's pretty good," Kris said noffcommttally.

"And he's saved a lot of folks "Oh nmy word! You don't need to defend him
to nme. | cane to on the outside of that bloody field and the guy next to ne
was being chewed up. | would have been next but for you stonping about like a
brumby. Anyway, it's only good sense to go out with someone. Believe ne, you
do where | come from " They came back with rock-squats and sone of the
tender-fleshed little avians, brushwood and a pile of droppings fromthe next
field over. They had spotted only distant ffiers but Kris pointed themout and
told Sarah how to avoi d becom ng a neal.

"Are they after one now?" Sarah asked, squinting at the aerial nenaces.

"Who knows?" Kris didn't particularly want to find out. "Now, if you
were back on Earth, you'd probably junp into your four-by-four and go
i nvestigate."

"Probably, but we're not on Earth now, are we?" and there was a world of
regret in her tone.

"Sorry," Kris said in a rueful voice. She haul ed her gaze away fromthe
di stant avians and they wal ked on in silence for a while.

Then they reached hi gh ground where Sarah stopped to | ook out over the
vista of neatly squared, hedged fields and sighed.

"Ch ny word! My da would go spare. And no-one is in residence?" "Haven't
found any one yet. And that's why we're dismantling the garages, to sort of
give notice." Sarah's eyes bul ged. "You nmean you want to find out who nmade
those - . - machi nes?"

"Did anyone tell you about the ship that collected the harvest?" Kris
grinned down at the slighter wonan, the braces of rock-squats swi nging from
the stick she carried over her shoul der

"I heard sonmething - a ship as big as a city?"

"Small city,"” Kris said with a |augh

"You want to go on it?" Sarah's eyes went w de again but fromrespect.

"Not me, personally,” Kris replied, though if Zainal was involved in the
adventure, she'd probably be right there with him And he probably would be in
the boarding party. "lIt'd be interesting to see what species set up this
pl anet, made it self-sufficient, self-repairing, yielding so nuch food "FOOD?"
Sarah gul ped and a brief panic al nost nmade her drop her stick

"That's what this planet does - makes food, and we don't know for whom
O what. Except that they're probably ommivores |ike us." Sarah gul ped agai n.



"I hadn't thought about that aspect of it."

"Well, it's easier to concentrate on maki ng out day by day at the
nmonent, " Kris agreed.

"Yeah, there's that all right," she said as they came around the bend of
t he snoot h-donmed rock that housed this garage.

The ot hers had di smantl ed what coul d be taken back to the canp for
recycling. Oskar had shown hinself particularly adept with the disassenbly and
the others had started to defer to him As he worked, he asked for English
words for various items and cheerfully muttered them under his breath,
conmitting themto nmenory. Joe was al most his equal but then, he said, from
the tine he was old enough to lift a screwdriver he'd been taught how to do
repairs on his father's sheep station

"You're | ooking at a heap of future handhel ds and ot her useful gadgets,’
Joe said, gesturing to the neatly stacked things, including wires, connectors,
i nkages and all kinds of curious gadgetry that had been inside the nmechs. "A
DY treasure-trove."

"Wul d you know how to nake somnething out of this?" Kris asked.

"Depends, " Joe said cheerfully, "on what's needed." Zainal came up then
her corunit in his hand. "You are asked to call hone."

"ET?" Kris asked with a grin but only Sarah and Joe caught the
reference

She shrugged and tapped out 369

and a strange voi ce answered.

"Wrry here.”

"Worry?"

"Ah, 1'd be speaking to Kris?"

"You are, and you'd be Worrell."

"Since | landed here, it's been worry, mss, so "elp ne.

Report?" She gave it to himand he expressed pleasure in the discovery
of yet another garage and its reusables.

"Mtford s all right, isn't he?" she asked before she signed off.

"Never beuer," Worry said and even over the line his voice sounded
sardonic. "A truly anazing man."

"No sign of any fly-bys?"

"You' d be recalled on the double if there were!

"I can believe that!" There was a | augh at the other end and then
Wrrell signed off with a reminder to register the approxi mate | ocation of the
new garage on the map. Zainal assisted her, as he was able to give her the
rel ative distances fromtheir previous canp and what he called a good guess as
to the contours of the day's travel. Al though Kris knew her legs could testify
that they'd travelled far that day, her legs only knew they'd travelled, not
how far up hill and down.

The next noon, they reached the top of a high ridge and saw the
unm st akabl e shine of sun glinting off a body of water so large that a further
shore was not discernible even fromtheir vantage point. Then, to their right
on the shore line, the obvious square outlines of an unnatural fornmation
bul ked | ar ge.

"A place for boats? They fish, too?" Astrid asked, shielding her eyes
wi th one hand.

"Could be. They'd hardly let the wealth of a sea just sit there w thout
harvesting it," Kris said.

"Too right," Sarah murmured, al so peering ahead.

"Would it be a salt sea?"

"We'll find out," Joe said.

"Zainal ?" Kris asked since the Catteni had said nothing but was staring
hard at the buil ding.

"We go careful. Fishing year long."

"True, but how could a nmachine fish? | nean, the sea doesn't foll ow any
progranmme, does it?

Storns and stuff - - - unless they can control tides as well as the



rain. Not that | wouldn't put it past them" Kris said, nmildly bitter

"They do not control us," Zainal surprised her by saying.

"Tell the others."

"About the flying darts and stuff?" She did and then turned back to
Zainal . "However, if there are machines, surely they'd be specialized for use
in the water. That building seenms to be right on the edge. | don't think we
have much to worry about them charging inland at us."

"Farmous | ast words?" Joe said, nudging her with an el bow and gri nning.

"I hope not. One trip to an abattoir is quite enough.”

"Canning factory is what this'd be," Joe said, still teasing.
"Hmm " Then Kris giggled. "Imagine himin a sardine can," and she
tilted her head irreverently at their patrol l|eader, still looking intently at

t he buil di ng.

"W go slow. We do not approach until second moonrise "If you say so,
Kris said flippantly.

There were tides on this world, judging by the high-water marks and the

fl ot sam deposi ted al ong the beach.

"Wth so many noons, tides would be conplex," Joe remnarked.

"SwinP" Astrid wistfully asked Kris, though she peered at Zainal for
per ni ssi on.

They approached the beach a kilonmeter or so fromthe buil ding.

H ki ng through the white sands had been hot work, for the shifting
surface made the going difficult even where it was somewhat held in place by
tufts of a sturdy grassoid and, in one place, a plantation of reeds. Joe took
sampl es of each plant in case one or nore of these supplied trace el enents
that woul d help the Deskis. The sea night be several days' journey fromthe
mai n canp but it was not inaccessible.

Anot her stunpy-branched growth which rem nded Kris of w nd-stunted
cedars bore a hard fruit of some sort. Joe stuffed the harvest fromtwo bushes

boss, "

in his pack.
Zai nal swung his glance right to the building, which now seenied to be
hoveri ng above the sandy ground, an optical illusion, Kris was sure. Then, for

a long nonent, he watched the sea itself and finally shrugged It'd be ironic,
Kris thought, to have survived all the dangers the |and was providing to get
drowned by some sea creature, but she couldn't see any disturbance on the
lightly rippled sea: certainly nothing that woul d indi cate underwater

deni zens. Then Zainal strode down to the edge of the water, and scooped up a
handful fromthe next incomng ripple. He snelt it, then stuck his tongue into
the liquid.

"Salt. You swmfirst,"'
Kris. "W watch."

"Us?" Sarah piped up inmpishly but she was already wal ki ng down to the
wat er' s edge, opening her coverall

Kris had | ost a great deal of her conditioned notions of nodesty over
the I ast few weeks, so she followed Sarah, Astrid trotting ahead of both of
them sheddi ng her coverall with haste, and nearly tripping as she renoved the
right trouser leg. She threw the coverall away from her, where the sand was
still dry, and then ran the rest of the way into the water

"Don't go too far out," Joe called and then he, and Oskar, hunkered down
on the sand. Zainal remained standing, scanning the sea constantly.

The sea wasn't as salty as Kris remenbered the Atlantic on her eastern
seasi de vacation, though there was sufficient to nake it quite buoyant, and
she settled into a crawl. Sarah was whoopi ng and spl ashi ng.

"Hey, | like this. Asea |l can swmin without worrying about sharks."
"Don't go so far out," Kris called, all too aware that Botany was quite likely
to put up a few seaborne surprises.

She was a bit surprised that Zainal had et themswimat all.

"Let's keep cl ose enough to shore to get there before anything out there
"and she waved at the innocuous spread of water, "can get us."

"Good thinking, mate," Sarah said and paddl ed back towards her.

and his finger pointed from Sarah to Astrid to



Astrid swam w th studi ed econony of stroke, Kris noticed, while Sarah
thrashed about with little expertise.

They didn't stay in long, out of deference to the nen who were keeping
wat ch and who probably wanted the refreshment of a swimas nuch as they did.
But Kris felt better for the bathe and waved to the nmen that they were conang
out now. Zainal was still watching, but not the three nude wonen energing from
t he ocean. Joe and Oskar had politely averted their gaze as the girls energed.

"OK, guys, Kris called when they were dressed again.

"Your turn." She went up to Zainal. "I'll keep watch." He shook his
head. Then, with a wide sweep of his arm gestured Joe and Gskar to go in
wi t hout him

"Don't you swi n?" Kris asked, anused.

"Too quiet," he said cryptically and continued his scanni ng, not just
the horizon but the beach on both sides of them

"On EBarth - Terra - fishernen usually go out at dawn, or on the tide,"’
she said conversationally. "So the machines, if there are sone, would be quiet
this time of day, | think."

"I have never been to sea before,' Zainal replied in the same tone.

"You |l ook a bit like a |ighthouse, though," and Kris giggled, "standing
i ke that."

"Li ght house?" He frowned but didn't pause in his vigilant and careful
scrutiny.

"Hey, | think this planet has clanms, Sarah cried.

She went down to her knees and started digging with her hatchet.

The next little wave ripple flooded over her Iegs.

"Didn't know you had clanms in Australia," Kris said as she strode down
to Sarabh.

"Bi ggest clam beds ever outside of Sydney. And oysters.

Kris's one seaside vacation had included hunting for quahogs on a Cape
Cod beach so she recognized the little holes I eft where nmolluscs had opened an
air passage. She began to dig, too.

"What you do?" Astrid asked, joining them

"Dig and...oh..." Sarah closed her fingers around sonethi ng and haul ed
it out of the wet sand. "Wiat on earth?" She rinsed the rest of the sandy nud
of f the shelled creature and showed it to the others. It was oblong with a
shel | obviously "built' around it, rough |ike an oyster, not snooth like a
cl am

"Well, it's like both clamand oyster,"” Kris said. "And with no cl aws
it's not a crab. Oysters are good for you and so, for that matter, are clans.
M ght even have the trace el ements the Deskis need.

Sea stuff is full of minerals and junk."

"Yeah, | know," Sarah said, rolling her eyes. "I drank enough cod I|iver
oil as a kid. Hey, Joe, c'nere a minute, will ya?" Joe, totally
unsel f consci ous about his nudity, joined themand took the "clam from Sarah

"W will have to go the empiric route, | suppose,” he said without rea
enthusiasm "At least it won't eat us first." He took Sarah's hatchet, held
out his hand for Kris's and, using one as a counter, hit the shell with the
ot her.

"Qops, hit it too hard," he said, |ooking down at the mashed stuff that
oozed off the side of the blade. "Get me another one." After the capture and
di ssection of three nore nmolluscs, Joe decided the "flesh' mght indeed be
edi ble. He dressed, and they all went to find something burnable. No-one quite
had the courage to try the nmollusc raw, though they all thought it snelt as
seaf ood shoul d. Joe was game enough to be the guinea pig when the first one
t hey cooked turned brown and a prod with the knife point went easily into the
neat .

"A bit chewy but rather tasty, chuns. Rather y' Sanpling another norsel
Oskar agreed and i nmedi ately went out to gather nore shells.

Zainal only smiled and, although he put a piece in his nmouth, did not
swal l ow it, shaking his head.



"You don't have things like this on Catten?" Kris asked him teasing.

He shook his head. "Eat land animals only."

"Fi sh has better protein content and |l ess fat,"
reaction.

Zai nal went back to watching.

Maki ng a canp in the dunes, out of sight of the building, and shiel ded
fromthe |ight breeze that had sprung up, they ate a meal that began with
clams broiled on the half shell and then cold rock-squat.

Joe suggested that they wait and see if any of themhad a reaction to
the nolluscs before they went on a hinge of them ddly enough, they al
wanted to eat nore

"Probably they contain some trace el enents our present diet is not
supplying," Joe suggested. "Sometines our

bodi es know better than our heads what is required. But let's give it
the overnight test. If no-one's had diarrhoea, voniting, nausea or dies on us,
the clams should be fairly safe to eat.”

"Fresh," Kris added.

"By the seaside, by the beautiful sea,"” Joe warbl ed.

Then the talk shifted to the point of whether or not scavengers lived in
the sand dunes.

"Maybe sonet hing even worse," Sarah suggested, shudderi ng.

"I'"d kinda | ooked forward to making a sandy bed,"” Kris said wistfully.
"At |east you can get it to conformto your bunps and | unmps which rock won't."
Joe whistled. "Yeah, great contours!" and he nmade a show of |eering at her
Sarah pinched his thigh, calling himto order

"I do miss mattresses, Kris said, sighing. "I honestly don't niss nuch
el se. Most of the tine, that is. But 1'd really, truly, deeply give ny
eye-teeth for even a pneumatic canping mattress," she said, huggi ng her knees
to her. She caught Zainal's anmused gl ance where he sat opposite her, his eyes
twinkling in the firelight.

"Eye-teeth?" he asked.

She bared her 1ips and showed him

"\What good are your eye-teeth to anyone el se?"

"They aren't. It's just a saying." The remai nder of the evening was
spent in | anguage | essons. Oskar was picking up nore and nore English and
Astrid' s was becom ng nore fluent. She was al so picking up sone of Kris's pet
phrases though such flattery made Kris just a little unconfortable.

When fatigue nmade | onger and | onger pauses between conversations, Zaina
announced the watch roster. He suggested that the sentinel stonp, and that was
the word he used with a grin at Kris, around the perineter fromtinme to tine,
just in case the sand did harbour a species of underground scavenger. The
others were to bed down in the sand around the fire which the sentry would
keep goi ng.

"I'n between stonpings?" asked Sarah irrepressibly.

"As you say," Zainal agreed, nodding.

The I ong night passed with no alarrns and Kris, confortably positioned
on the sand, slept deeply and well. As usual, everyone roused well before the
Bot any dawn. Since no-one had suffered any alinentary reaction to the clans, a
beach party was organized. In the dimpredawn |ight, they dug clans and when
t hey deci ded they had enough for a good feed, they took a quick dip in the sea
to wash of f the clinging shore nud.

Rat her a festive breakfast ensued. Then Zai nal suggested they use the
| ast of the night to approach the building and scout it out.

No- one had yet figured out how |l ong a day's charge of solar power |asted
in the collectors since the mechs were usually inactive during darkness.

The buil ding was bigger than they'd originally thought and seened to
expand as they approached it. Zainal, whose night vision was superior to the
rest of the patrol's, discerned sone curious superstructures on the front of
the building, and a railed runway | eadi ng down into the water

"A launch site?" Joe suggested.

Kris said, enjoying his



"On Terra, fishing is done in the old ways, Astrid said. Joe and Sarah
agr eed.

"Do they have an automated boat, then?" Kris asked.

"Maybe they whistle the fish into their nets," Joe nurnmnured.

"Haven't heard a nechanical nake any noi se apart from"clank-whir",'
Kris said facetiously.

Machi nery did not need wi ndows, either, and the buil ding had none.

It looked as if the entire front of the building opened to pernmt the
exit of whatever machi ner was stored inside. The |argest solar panels they had
yet seen occupied the roof, held up by a heavy stemwhich inplied the panels
altered direction to accunul ate as nmuch of the sun's rays as possible. That
was a new winkle in the nechanicals' technol ogy.

Zainal could find no exterior slit or lock or anything that would give
them access within. He even had Joe up on his shoul ders, searching the seaward
wal | s as high as he could reach

So they waited at a discreet distance to see if the buil ding would open
itself up once daylight had arrived.

They waited until the sun was at its zenith, and occupi ed thensel ves by
trying to fish, using the thinnest possible strips of blanket attached to a
pole, and a piece of thin wire bent into a hook with a portion of clam
attached as bait. Wen they caught nothing fromthe shore, they waded out as
far as they could without |osing their balance and finally caught sonme fl at
fishes. These they grilled for lunch, taking cautious bites.

"What |'d give for a testing kit!" Joe sighed wistfully.

"You mss mattresses, Kris, I'd give ny eye-teeth for just a magnifying
gl ass." He paused. "And a few odd chemcals to test for toxicity. I'll not
even dream of having a m croscope "Don't!" Sarah said.

"Look, why not put such tools past our panel of talented D Ys," Kris
sai d, "considering what they've managed to produce so far," and she tapped the
comuni t.

At hi gh noon, when no activity emanated fromthe buil ding, Zainal said
they woul d take measurenments of this, the biggest facility they' d yet seen

"Maybe it only goes after certain types of fish that aren't running
right now, " Joe suggested.

"Or maybe there's a satellite up there,” and Sarah pointed skywards,
"that tells it when to go fishing." Zainal shook his head.

"No satellite or Catteni do not explore.”

"Are you aware then," Kris asked, startled by the concept, "that there
are other sentient space-travelling species?" Zainal gave her a slightly
patroni zi ng | ook

"Space is very big. Many planets can be settled,"” and he added with one
of his engagingly broad grins, "Not always this way." Then he added, "It is a
mar k of honour, not unhonour "Dishonour," Kris interposed.

"To be transported.”

"I could have done w thout the honour," Sarah said drolly, then added
qui ckly, giving Zainal's armthe briefest touch, "But then | wouldn't have net
you, or learnt that we Terrans are pretty dammed good!"

"You are!" Zainal gave his head one of his quick aftirmative nods.
"Honour to ne to be here.”

"Well," Joe remarked, obviously gratified.

"Now we go search nore," he said, and raising his armover his head,
gave the "nove-out' signal

Kris was gratified, too, by that little exchange. She was even pl eased
that Sarah had touched Zainal: up until that gesture of conciliation, no-one
had made any physical contact with Zainal - except herself. And Leon
nmedi cal |y, but not socially. Touch him he's real live flesh and bl eeds red
bl ood, she thought sourly as they noved out, matching his easy jog pace: a
di sciplined squad, fit and able to cope with anything Botany had so far neted
out .

Joe paused a couple of tines to collect sanples of berries or



hard-shelled tree and shrub fruits. The soft ones he sanpled or had someone
el se sanple; judiciously, of course. S6ne of the soft berries were so bitter
the nerest norsel caused the mouth to pucker. A good rinse with water hel ped
di ssipate the effect. One, a dark green, was sweet enough to encourage the
taster to try nore. The green fruit was gathered but not eaten until the
sampl ings proved there would be no ill effects.

They spent the rest of the day on the shoreline, noticing the flotsam
pushed up by high tides, mminly seaweeds.

These Joe thought m ght have nutritional value, so he gathered
speci mens. They al so noted the abundance of nolluscs al ong the coast by the
frequency of the bl ow hol es. Towards evening, they dug out a quantity and,
along with a plunmp rock-squat, tuber roots and greens that grew i n abundance,
made an appetizing stew, to which the seawater was added to provide the salt
they were all beginning to crave.

They found anot her sandy canping spot, on a hei ght above the shore which
stretched out in both directions as far as anyone coul d see.

Just visible in the dimlight were the | avender blobs of a spattering of
i sl ands whi ch made them wonder, around the evening canpfire, if this was an
i nl and sea and there m ght be a distant shore.

They consi dered continuing al ong the coast as far as they could go.

"We come again. Mtford will evaluate the situation first," Zainal said.

"Hey, now listen to him" Sarah said, grinning.

"Eval uate", huh? That's a fifty-dollar word, mate."

"I listen, | learn," Zainal said, grinning back at her

Mtford hinmself got in touch with the patrol the next norning to cal
themin.

"Cetting too close to the tine the Catteni might come back," he said.
"Swing wi de but start back now " Zainal had them strike obliquely back to canp
and they came across two nore agricultural garages and an abattoir, enpty and
wai ting. They disabl ed everything, stacking the various useful parts for later
pi ckup. Scratching his head, Joe regarded the piles.

"I wonder has anyone re-invented the wheel yet,
packi ng that stuff out on our backs."

"I'f you have air cushions which hop over obstacles, a wheel is a
backward step," Kris said.

"Hence no need for roads - - - a waste of good arable land, if you ask

he said. "Sure save

ne.

"Too right, mate." Oskar nodded approval. He was having to rely | ess and
less on Astrid for translation

"Just so long as I'mnot around to carry the can when the bosses
di scover what we've done to all their facilities," Joe said, washing his hands
and flicking his responsibility away "What if it's only nmore machi nes?" Kris
asked, for she had considered that possibility. "At |east nmachines don't get
angry' "Machines also don't eat meat or make bread,"” Sarah said staunchly.
"The bosses have to be humanoid or why all of this?"

"Yeah, but 1'Il bet they use machines for all their dirty, boring
chores," Joe replied thoughtfully. "I mean, the technol ogy |evel that went
into the design and manufacture of these mechs is phenonenal. We don't have
anything its equal. Not even you Yanks with those great conbine harvesters you
have in your m dwest.

"But machi nes have to be designed by - - sonething el se. They mi ght be
able to repair thenselves, but design?' She shook her head.

"There are intelligent sentient beings somewhere at the end of the line
of nachi nes.

Sarah and Joe snorted in chorus. Joe, with a grin, added, "So |ong as
they're friendly."

"They are earth friendly," Astrid said, speaking brightly.

"Are they human friendly? That's the big question,"” Joe said.

"I like this planet," Oskar said. "Now we run it, not machi nes.



Not bureaux or men who do not understand the |and."

"Anything different in this lot?" Zainal asked Oskar as he added a coi
of wire and a handful of connectors to the pile in front of the young
Nor wegi an

He shook his head but | ooked at Joe for confirmation

Joe shook his head.

"Nope, Zainal. Nothing that can't wait, as far as | can see. And |'ve
got the anaesthetic darts wapped up in ny pack."

"Good!" They settled down for the night in one of the barns.

"So Kris can cushion her bones on straw," Zainal said with a grin.

"Too right," she said, having picked up that Australian phrase from
Sar ah.

First the girls retired to the second barn for the privacy of their
evening baths in watering troughs. Wen they returned, straw was piled in
out rageousl y hi gh beds.

"Deep enough for you, Kris?" Zainal asked, sweeping a sort of bow
towar ds her acconmodati on.

She nade a big show of spreadi ng her blanket and then hesitated, not
sure how she would get on to it.

Zai nal picked her up and, with a deftly controlled throw, deposited her
squealing in surprise, in the exact center of her "mattress' "Chhhh,' and she
drawl ed the exclamati on as she wi ggl ed her shoul ders and hips deep into the
soft nmss.

"Heavenly."

"And | do not ask for your eye-teeth," Zainal said, stepping back to
take a brief run to launch hinmself onto his bedpile.

"I wonder," Kris said as she settled down to sleep, "what the mechos
will say when they find six piles of battered fodder in these barns.

"Probably check the progranming of their mechs," Sarah said sleepily.
She was the |ast to speak that night.

They made it back to Canp Rock late the next afternoon

Kris and Zainal nmade their report to Wrrell, who said Mtford was out
i nspecting the | atest gadget to be put together from"all those spare parts
you bl okes keep finding'. Wrrell was a bal ding chunky man, nore barrel than
leg, with a flushed conmpl exi on and many small red veins on his cheeks and
chin. He had a habit of hitching his coverall, and the |eather belt of worked
rock-squat hide that circled it, as if he was afraid it would slip around his
hips. Kris wondered if he had once had a beer belly, though he was thin enough
now. an effect of being |ong aboard a Catteni transport ship.

"Anyone with any claimto nechanical skills has been drafted," he said,
grinning and then, losing his grin, pointed to the enpty stocks.

"That Aarens fellow s organi zed quite a production |line at
Sl aught erhouse Five." Worry blinked at their exclamations. "Publicly we're
calling it Canmp Narrow for the narrow escape | hear some of your bl okes had
froma processing plant.

So," and Wirry gave another hitch to his trousers before he notioned her
and, just as politely, Zainal to take a stone seat.

These had been inproved by a reed-woven cushion, probably filled with
fluff seed: much nore confortable than plain stone. My, but |'ve becone soft,
Kris thought, wanting mattresses and cushions to put ny sit-upon upon

Al t hough Worrell |ooked first at Kris, it was Zainal who gave the report
in an English that was al nost as unaccented as Kris's. He even nmanaged the
tinge of a drawl she was in the habit of using. She drew out her nap and
showed Worrell the distance they' d covered which drew an appreciative whistle
fromhim- and the new garage | ocations.

He was particularly interested in the shoreline building.

"Think Mtford' Il want that inspected and entered."

"Anyt hi ng el se exciting happen around here?" Kris asked, noting that the
mai n canp did not seemas crowded as it had been when they left.

"Well, we've set up two nore canps besides Canp Rock," and he grinned



broadly at Kris who chuckl ed.

"Canp Shutdown's one of the garages you lot found on your |ast wal kabout
and Canmp BellaVista's the other side which Cunber's patrol found," and he
waved his hand to the east. "The mners've got living quarters in their adit,
Ironcl ad. "

"How many patrol s have gone out?" Kris asked

"At the monment, four others.” Worry pulled a sheet fromunder a pretty
agate used as a paperwei ght, checked that it was the one he wanted, before he
showed Kris the small-scale map with its lines indicating patrol directions.
"We' Il know this place as well as the mechos do. "Is sonething burning?" Kris
asked, aware of an acrid netallic stink in the breeze that was bl owi ng across
themin the office.

"Ah, yes, we got us a forge here, too. There's another one at |ronclad.
Found us a real top-grade of iron ore, plus copper, zinc, tin, gold and
bauxite." He winked at Kris with a grin on his face.

"You'll note how far down the list gold is. Any road, mines are over
t hat away, " and he waved a hand northwards and then northeasterly.

"CGot us two farriers, a wought-iron fabricator and nine Fwel ders.

W' ve screwdrivers, now, and screws, all kinds of other tools, nails and
hooks; soon maybe even needles and pins and | dunno what all else.

Skillets, kettles and pots are being turned out of the sandpit daily.

Pretty good stuff considering we're back to re-inventing essenti al
equi prent." Kris grinned back at him anused. "The mechs didn't mne any
netal s on the planet?"

"Nary a nugget, as far as we can see, and sone of the ore was just |ying
around |ike they couldn't be bothered shovelling it up."

"So they bring in all their equipnment," Zainal said thoughtfully,
fingering his lower lip.

"Looks like. Leastwi se we haven't found any garage or building or nine
adit or anything suggesting the alloys they use in the nechos were indi genous.
And oh ny word, some of our engineers would give their eye-teeth (Zainal shot
Kris a quick anused | ook) to know the conposition of the alloys used for the
chassi s of those mechos." Wirry whistled again.

Kris was wondering if this was an Antipodean habit - whistling for
enphasis. Joe Marley was prone to whistle, too. Well, it nmade a ni ce change
from swearing

"And the conputer guys are right beside "emwanting used in the
not her boar ds

Om

"So no-one re-invents the wheel here?" Zainal asked, astounding Worrel
agai n.

"I thought you didn't speak much English, Zainal,
a suspicious gl ance.

"I learn | anguages easily," Zainal said. "I learn -" and he paused
briefly, touching his fingers in his counting, "fifteen with English.

"Some people got a real talent for it, that's the truth. | still have
trouble with the Queen's English.” Then Worry gave a big grin.

"You mentioned the wheel, well, | want to tell you, we have passed out
the need for sonmething as primtive as a nere wheel ."

"W di d?" Kris asked.

"One of the engineer bl okes got one of the air cushi on nechos working.
Only now they gotta reprogrammit to work when thy want it to."

"Boy, o0 boy, boy," Zainal startled Worrell into an On-nouthe stare,
"then we don't have to carry all those parts back here."

"You bet!" Wrry's smle was proud as he shuffled to find anot her sheet
of paper. "Ah, here we are. Your patrol's bunked in Mtchel stowmn. You got
tomorrow off and I think they'll want you hangi ng about here a bit."

"M tchel stown?" Kris asked.

"Yeah, we started nam ng the caves. Makes it nore honmey. So the main
cook cavern's now Cheddar. W even got nanmeplates so you'll know when you get

he said, giving Kris



to the right one. Mtchelstown's quite roomy. Second turn on the |eft past
Cheddar. Near the jacks, too."

"How i s the Deski, Coo?" Zainal asked and Kris was annoyed with herself
that she hadn't thought to ask after their conrade.

Worry | ooked his nicknanme. "Not good. Leon says he's holding his own but
the thorn greens are not enough Sometoohi nn, but not enough

Sure that nmessage gets read g, hope "W found a | ot of stuff on our
patrol - maybe edi bl es that m ght be good for the Deskis," Kris said.

"Cl ams, berries, nuts.”

"Clans? No oysters?" Kris shook her head.

"I liked oysters," Wrry said enphatically. Then he sl apped both hands
on his knees, rose and shook hands first with Kris and then Zainal, before
turning to Joe and calling himover. "So, Marley, pull up a stone and show ne
what you brought in." His gesture included not only Joe but Sarah and the two
Nor wegi ans.

Cheddar had i nproved al nost beyond recognitio - not the | east of which
were the solar panels, |ike chevrons, above the entrance. There were tables
and stools, and brick hearths replacing circles of stones, and ovens ranged on
one wall. Bread racks showed the day's produce which was not limted to |arge,
econorny | oaves, but featured small ones as well. The supply area now had a
front counter and shelving behind on the wall to display goods which proved
that ingenuity was ranpant.

A neatly curved doorway gave into a storage area beyond the main cavern
but the door was closed. Store shut!

Soneone had al so been successful in blowi ng glass, Kris realized,
noticing that the corridor lighting had gl ass shades: sort of |unpy and
bl urred but gl ass nonet hel ess.

M tchel stown not only boasted a carved naneplate, the letters outlined
in black against the |ighter stone, but also some rough bedsteads and
mattresses, covered by the ubiquitous thermal bl ankets and probably filled by
the fluff. At least it wasn't raw dirt or stone. Little alcoves had been cut
into the wall for shelf space and there were thick wooden pegs hamered into
the wall for hangi ng things.

As if they had sonmething to hang. But Kris did now - the nap case which
Wrry had told her to hang on to for their next patrol and the conunit, which
she carefully put on the pegs.

"Well," Kris said, settling tentatively down on the nearest bed,
the conforts of hone. Wat ?"

"You did not give eye-teeth, Kris," Zainal said, his eyes tw nkling at
her "Didn't have to, she said, laying down fully but starting upright so
qui ckiy that Zainal |ooked around anxiously to see what had startled her
"Muddy boots," she said and unfastened hers, kicking themoff. "Definitely the
conforts of honme." She |ay back again.

"What was your home on Terra like, Kris?" Zainal asked, renoving the
accoutrements fromhis belt and neatly bestowi ng them on the shelf above the
bed next to hers.

"It wasn't a cave, that's for sure," she said, unexpectedly irked to be
asked such a question. Suddenly she had a glinpse of why others could dislike
Zai nal sinply because he was Catteni: his presence remnm nded them of what they
had been taken from She pushed down that irritation and, as civilly as she
coul d manage, described the split-Ilevel ranch-style house she, her parents and
her brother and two sisters had lived in: her neighbourhood, her friends. She
rattl ed on, unable to stop tal ki ng about her bl ack-and-white cat, about the
dormitory she'd lived in at college, until Joe and Sarah appeared in the
opening, Astrid and Gskar just behind them

"I's this our hone from home?" Joe asked in a bright voice.

"Yes, it is,"” Kris said and was suddenly inpelled to | eave.

Ri sing fromthe bed, she stamped back into the boots she had renpved,
left the roomand hal f-ran across the cook cavern and out, taking the steps as
fast as she could w thout any caution, and across the ravine and canpfire

al l



site, beyond the stocks and up onto the heights, down behind them and off up
the next rise, where she was away from anyone.

There she sat hersel f down and, burying her hands in her face, cried.
She didn't know why she'd reacted in such a childish way, unless it was just
that the "loss' had finally caught up with her. Up until the noment Zainal had
asked her, she hadn't allowed herself to think about hone, her famly, and al
the things that were dear and famliar. She had forced herself to concentrate
on first, surviving, and then on the challenge of patrolling with Zainal, of
proving herself useful on this crazy world.

She' d kept up, she'd done all that was asked of her, but that didn't
make up - at this noment - for the future she had once planned for herself.

She sensed, rather than heard or felt, someone near by. Wirling around
on her bottom she saw Zai nal

"It was all your fault..." The nonment the words were out of her nouth,
she cried out. "NO | didn't mean that, Zainal. | didn't nean it! Don't go."
He stood where he was, rock solid and unsmling, but apparently concerned
enough to make sure she did herself no harm

"Sarah says to cry is good."

"How did she know I'd cry?" A twitch of one huge shoulder. "She is
worman, Terran |ike you. She was right, wasn't she? You cry."

"Don't blab it all over the nountain, damm it," she said, blotting her
cheeks so she had a reason for keeping her want Zainal to see her crying: she
didn't. "Do Catteni women cry?"

"Yes," he said so stoutly that she knew he was |ying.

"You're lying in your teeth." The know edge that he would prevaricate
made her feel better.

"My eye-teeth?" And the runble of his voice under her ear was tinged
with laughter "You're Jag at me .. -" she said in an oni nous tone.

"I amlaughing at the thought of teeth with eyes as if teeth can see.™
"Yes, that is a bizarre concept, isn't it?" Zainal had eased hinself closer to
her and his proximty was conforting. He had a different body odour to human
mal es, she realized. It wasn't an offensive pong, not oniony |ike nost guys,
but she couldn't identify what it did snell like, except that she liked it.

"I rarely get silly,"” she said briskly. She didn't want a sentry to cone
by and see her: this neeting could be m sconstrued and she didn't want any
nore rumours about Zainal scooting about the canp.

"What is your home like or will that make you sad enough to cry?" The
notion of a Catteni in tears made her giggle.

"You are better now," Zainal said and, putting a hand under her chin,
tilted her face up.

Kris was nearly unbal anced by the unexpected tenderness in his warm
yel | ow eyes. \Why had she ever thought them an odd col our?

Then he slid an arm around her shoul ders. "Are you better now?

Food is ready. Are you not hungry? Hungry brings tears, too.

She shot hima keen look. "I won't blanme tears on hunger. | got
honesi ck. "

"Home sick?" He was puzzl ed.

"Yes, sick for the sight of famliar things and people you |l ove."

"I don't think Catteni understand "homesick"," he said at his drollest.

Now he eased her towards the cavern. "Wy do they call this Canp Ayers
Rock? Joe laughed." Kris grinned again. "That's a big landmark in Australia."
She gl anced about her. "Mich bigger than this but | guess the outline mght be
simlar. The Aussies nust have padded the vote .. if they even took one."

"That does not nake them honesi ck?"

"That wouldn't," she said. "Do you never m ss hone?"

"Not my honme world," he said so enphatically that she wondered if it was
the planet itself or the people onit. "W go see Coo and Pess. Tell them
about the new foods."

"Yes, we should," she said, now ashaned of her weakness when good
friends were in desperate need.



Coo and Pess, and the other ill menbers of their species, were al
toget her in one hospital cave. Wakness lay on themlike a pal pabl e cl oak
turning their skin a pale, sickly green. They were lying on plunp pallets but
to Kris it seened as if it was an effort for themeven to breathe. Pess |ooked
nearly transparent: he was the ol dest of the Deskis. It was their bones,
wasn't it, that were weakeni ng? Not their |ungs.

Al'l the Deskis seemed happy to have visitors and they all gabbled in
their own | anguage to each ot her when Zainal and Kris told them about the
foodstuffs that they had found on their |atest patrol

"You think good, you do good," Coo said, looking fromKris to Zainal and
noddi ng. "Coo wal k with you soon."

"Learning nore English, too," Kris said, shifting her feet and slightly
uneasy in the face of such a wasting illness. She renenbered how i ndef ati gabl e
Coo and Pess had been on their first patrols together, To see themin such
poor condition really disheartened her. If she wasn't careful, she'd start
weepi ng agai n.

"Do you have seas on your planet?" she asked Coo.

" See?"

"Large waters, salty." Coments were exchanged and Coo, as spokesman,
shook his head sadly. Then Kris tapped the water jug.

"Big water, you can't see across it."

"0." Both Pess and Coo responded to that and vigorously nodded. "Big
wat er good. "

"Good for Deskis?" and again Kris was rewarded by a nod. "Mybe the clam
things will help." Then Leon put his head around the door frame. "Don't
overtire thembut | hear you found some possible nutrient sources on your
|atest trek?" Al too relieved to have an excuse to | eave the Deskis, Kris was
happy enough to descri be what Joe had found.

"“I'I'l catch himlater."

"How are they, Leon?" Kris asked in a | ow voi ce.

"Hol ding their owm and the female's pregnant." Kris glanced over her
shoul der. "Wich is she?"

"The one next to Pess. Her mate. W're hoping he can last until she
gives birth but it's doubtful. H's age is against him He's not as resilient
as the others. If they were humans, |'d say they had rickets and they'd need
vitamin C. 1've ordered a mcroscope,” and he gave a brief grin, "fromthose
engi neeri ng bl okes who say they can nmake anything we need from necho scrap
Wsh they'd hurry up

At that point, Zainal joined themin the hall but he didn't need Leon's
di agnosi s to know how serious the Deskis' condition was.

They made a good neal that evening, the highlight being a fernmented beer
that was being brewed in Camp Rock.

It had a kick to it, all right, but the taste was weird.

"We'll get it right. We'll get it right," said Wrry who had joined them
at the table with his cup and the pottery pitcher that held his ration of

beer. "Castlenmaine XXXX or Foster's it ain't, but we'll have a respectable
pint by the time winter comes. W'll need it then."
"W owill?"
"Hhmmm net eor ol ogi st bl oke says he thinks winters are bad here. Sees
signs on the trees and stuff. W'll do a good business in rock-squat furs."
"Busi ness?" Kris asked. She seened to be asking a | ot of questions.
"Sure, worker's worth his hire - in privileges. Mtford won't all ow gold

used as barter or we'd never keep people at their chores.

They' d be out gold digging. Wrking on sone w ne, too, out of those
green berries. Right tasty. And a cordial for themwho don't |ike the taste of
beer."

"There are such people?" Kris said, her expression bland. "How do you
like it?" she asked Zai nal who was cautiously sipping his beer. "Is there
anything like this on Barevi or Catten?" "Yes! Not as good as this," Zaina



said, a conment which did his credit no harm

The beer might taste odd, but it had the sane effect as anything brewed
on ol' Terra. Two cups and Kris was ready to sack out. Zainal remained behind
with Joe and Oskar who was, perhaps, unwi sely getting his cup refilled too
of ten.

Early the next norning, it was clear that he had and Astrid, with Joe
and Zainal's assistance, took himdown to the |ake for a remedial swim Having
not hi ng better to do, Sarah and Kris tagged al ong. They had the | ake to
thenmsel ves at that hour, it was still full dark outside.

So they were all together when Kris's conunit bl eeped.

"Sentries report something big comng in," Wrry said.

"Cet out here.”

"But it's still dark. They won't see the glyphs, Kris said in a wail,
once again feeling the nuscl e-aching | abour of naking those marks in the
hi I I si de.

"I stay with Gskar," Astrid said, taking his linp armfrom Zainal's
grasp.

The five of themran back up the steps, glad of the light fromthe
gl ass-covered |l anps that made a fall less likely. They ran along the corridors
and t hrough Cheddar Cave where the bakers greeted them cheerfully, then they
erupted out, onto the | edge.

Listening intently, they could indeed hear the distant runble of an
ai rborne vehicle.

"Riding |lights passing over,'
and Kris recognized it as Wrry's.

"I"'ve notified Mtford. He's alerting the |local sentries. Is that Zaina

said a voice just beyond them on the |edge

there?" Worry swng a lantern. "Could you possibly tell "It slows for
| andi ng, " Zai nal said.
"I suppose there's no way of knowi ng where it will |and?"

"No," and Zainal shook his head. "A guess would be where it |anded
before,” and he pointed in that direction.

"Cor! W can't nake that before it |ands."

"W nake it before they depart," Zainal said and, pivoting on his heel
passed Joe and Sarah as he nade for the steps.

Kris foll owed, beckoning for the others to cone, too.

She nade a quick detour into Cheddar. Ginning at the bakers, she held
her hand over the |oaves just out of the oven.

"W gotta run but can we take sone bread?"

"Sure And she tossed a |oaf each to Joe and Sarah who had paused to see
what she was doi ng.

Then they went after Zainal. The runble was getting |ouder, like a swarm
of very angry, very large insects.

Once they were off the Rock, Zainal set a bruising pace. Wen they
stopped for a breather, the ship was passing overhead.

"Transport," Zainal said, peering up at the dark mass, outlined in
bl i nki ng running |ights.

Kris begged the stitch in her side to stop but when Zainal took off
again, she was right on his heels and the others behind her

Despite the darkness, they nanaged to get over the rough ground with few
stunmbl es and no falls.

Sonething in the sound of the alien airship seened to rev themup to the
effort. Pictures of the wounds scavengers made on unresisting bodies plagued
her when the stitch in her side returned and she ignored it again. If only she
coul d keep from stunbling.

Zainal vaulted the first hedge, for once not considerate of those behind
him But he wasn't showi ng off his physical superiority, so Kris suppressed
the surge of resentnent as she trailed further and further behind him She
stood at the hedge that was too high for her to vault, Joe and Sarah coming to
a halt beside her.

"Well, let's borrow an arny trick," Joe said, observing the problem and



threw hinmsel f on the vegetation to make a way through the branches. Kris and
Sarah carefully crawl ed over his body, then hel ped himthrough and they were
away after Zainal who had reached the other side of the field.

"Damed Cat," Kris muttered under her breath but put her best effort
into shortening his | ead.

By now, the ship was well ahead of them but she could nake out by the
running lights that its stern end was swinging round. Did it land on its tail?

How did it disgorge its unconsci ous passengers? The mass of it
di sappeared bel ow the hill down which they were pelting, faster than was wi se
inthe light and the conditions underfoot. In the growing |light of day, they
could see Zainal plunging through a gap in the hedging and they altered their
hel | -bent pace in that direction and through to the next field.

Was this the one on which they'd been spread out, all unwitting of the
dangers lurking underneath thenf? Kris wondered, but all the big fields | ooked
simlar. The main concern was that, even if the ship | anded several fields
onward, they should be cl ose enough to prevent loss of life and injury. The
skies were brightening. But, damitalltohell'n' gone, the Cats weren't at the
right angle to have seen the glyphs in the dark - even with the sparkling
stones to outline the figures.

And, she nearly |ost her bal ance at the thought, what if Zainal |eft
wi th then? She whi npered, once, twice, but hadn't breath for nore as she
punped her tired | egs harder to keep up with the nman.

Underfoot she felt fromone pace to another the big ship's mass settle
to the ground. "lIts mighty engines roaring," she thought irreverently. OCh,

CGod, what if the Cats captured them again? She was halfway to halting while
she briefly considered that aspect of rushing to rescue unknown fol ks. The

t hought of Coo wasting away, of those of his species who had al ready died, and
t he baby that should be born, spurred her on. Aren't you the altruist! But
such considerations lent the requisite energy to her |egs.

Joe and Sarah nearly ran into her when she stopped at the next hedgerow,
stunned by the mass of the | anded vehicle. No wonder they'd had to use the
| arger Botany fields.

The ship had put down in the uppernost third of the space avail abl e.
Suddenly lights came up, illumnating the field with beanms so bright she had
to shield her eyes.

"They don't...do things...by halves...do they?" Sarah said, panting, as
she | ooked out through spread fingers at the scene, but she sounded cheerfully
i mpressed.

Kris was quite willing to catch her breath until she saw Zainal, clearly
outlined in the spotlights, running uphill, towards the ship.

That al arned her so nuch that she found herself hol ding her breath and
getting funny bright lights in her peripheral vision. So she nade herself
breathe | ong and deep. Now a wi de ranp was energi ng from an expandi ng hol d
aperture.

"Dam him" she muttered and pushed her way through the hedge, ignoring
scrat ches on face, hands and wenching her coverall free froma snag.

Just then Catteni started to unload their cargo, three or four obviously
unconsci ous bodies at a tine, two |linply draped on broad shoul ders and two,
equal ly flaccid, hauled out by the fabric of their coveralls.

The fact that the Catteni then lined themup neatly in rows seened oddly
i ncongruous. Lots of Catteni and, despite her urgent need to be near Zai nal
Kris felt her pace sl ow ng.

"Ch God, do I know - .. what...I|'m doing?"

"If. - you do

et us . know," Joe said, coming up buide her: his stride faltered and
his breath was | aboured.

He bent over, hands on knees to restore hinself.

Two Catteni paused in the unloading as Zainal approached: both covering
hi mwi t h hand- weapons.

Wth the ship still wheezing steamand interior parts of it clanking,



she coul dn't hear what was said, even if she had understood Catten, but Zaina
was plainly acting authoritatively and both Catteni seenmed to recoil. They
hurried back into the ship but, now that the hold was w de open, Kris saw that
one veered forward while the other nerely resumed his |abours.

The Catteni worked so swiftly that there were two full rows of
unconsci ous bodi es al ready spread out.

Two cartons, presumably the usual knives, hatchets and bl ankets, were in
pl ace at the side of the field.

Not quite brave enough for a closer confrontation with Catteni soldiers,
Kris, Joe and Sarah, struggling to get their breath back, halted of one
accord, just beyond the first two cartons, half-hidden in the shadows beyond
the bright spotlights. Zainal swivelled slightly to his left, nodded at them
and then turned back. The other Catteni ignored himas they continued to
unl oad.

Suddenl y, those going back into the ship snapped to an attentive halt
and three Catteni strutted into view

Two stopped at the edge of the ranp while the third continued on to
Zainal . They were of a height but Kris loyally thought Zainal was just a shade
taller, and broader, and prouder

She heard bits and pieces of the staccato | anguage the Catteni spoke:
t he newconer began to gesture inpatiently, she thought. Then, with |ess
vigour, he turned his head fromside to side. Body | anguage was not all that
different, Kris thought. He didn't |ike what he heard or he didn't know if he
could comply. Zainal seemed to stand even taller then and crossed his arnms on
his chest as if he had delivered an ultimtum

That the other man was indecisive was now obvious to Kris.

Suddenl y, he gave an abrupt nod and, doing a snappy pivot on one heel
mar ched back up the ranmp, his two guards falling behind as an escort.

Zainal just waited, arns crossed, allow ng the stevedores to make their
way to either side of him

"Why didn't he go aboard?" Joe asked.

"He didn't seemto receive an invitation to do so, Kris renmarked.

"Then, too," and she recalled what Zainal had nmentioned once, "he said
t hat what was dropped is never picked up."

"Did he mean hinself? | mean," and Sarah was surprised, "he acted |ike
he outranked the captain or whoever that was. And whatever it was he asked

for, I think he's going to get it. They didn't seem surprised to have anot her
Catteni cone out of the dark just like .

and Sarah snapped her fingers, " .. that either.”

"Not that |'ve ever seen Catteni soldiers..." and Kris paused to nmake it

plain that she didn't consider Zainal in that category, "... display surprise
or any ot her

"Just doin' ny job, man," Joe rmurmnured

"They said Zainal was an "emassi"," Sarah said, "so he wouldn't
fraternize with the |ikes of those stevedores anyhow. "

"He was a spacer, any road," Joe added, "not ground force.

"You' ve been hearing things about Zainal ?"

"Don't get antsy, Kris," Sarah said, patting her shoul der placatingly
and grinning in the darkness. "W |ike Zainal He's good stuff."

"Us Aussies appreciate a chap like Zainal," Joe put in.

"Hell's fire, we're all in this together. Operation Fresh Start,
mgirl." The unl oadi ng continued inexorably and the skies |ightened.

"Should we ah - -" and Joe nodded his head towards the hedgerow.

"No way. I"'mnot hiding fromthe likes of themAtta girl," Sarah said,
chortling. "You tell "im™"

"Sides, they can't do any nore to ne than they've already done, dropping
me here,"” Kris said firmy. She wet her lips and tried to suck some noisture
out of her cheeks to ease her dry throat. There'd be a stream near by,
somewhere...when the Catteni had lifted off again.

She wasn't noving until they did. They could just decide to cart Zaina



off with them

The wat ching threesone were startled to hear |ow nutterings and swearing
behi nd them Sw nging around, they saw dark figures pushing through the hedge
and the next thing Kris knew, a sonewhat breathless Mtford came to a jarring
stop to her left. He'd brought quite a mob with himto judge by the nunbers of
white faces in the gloom straggling onto the field. Though what nen and
worren, armed with the primtive weapons they had, could do against the
Catteni, she didn't know A show of resistance m ght bring out the force-whips
and the skin on her back crawl ed at the very thought of that deterrent.

"What' s happened? What's Zai nal doing?" Mtford asked in nmeasured gasps.

"We think he's asked for stuff for the Deskis. That's what we need,
isn't it?" Kris replied.

"He been inside yet?" someone asked fromthe anonynous crowd.

"No, and | don't think he got asked." Sonmeone snorted in disbelief.

"Look at the way they're unl oading those poor slobs," another man said.
Kris thought it was one of the Doyles fromthe rueful lilt in the voice. "Poor
bastards. "

"Well, they' |l be nade welcone,” Mtford said enphatically. "Wn't
t hey?"

"Sure, Sarge, sure.'
that score.

More cartons were placed and the Catteni, seeing the observers, grinned
and exchanged comrents with each ot her.

"Not flattering, |'msure,"” and that was Lenny's anused voice.

"The sane to you, mbhoy!" he said in a | ouder tone, although he was
instantly hissed silent by those around him

The Catteni |ooked back and one nmade a long forward step as If to see
the reaction. No-one noved a step but Kris saw bows cone up with notched
arrows and spears readied to throw The Catteni seemed surprised but a shout
fromthe ship had himspeeding up his return.

It seened they had to wait for ever. But the sun was up and the urgency
that had pronpted their arrival was now irrelevant. But, and that thought sent
a surge of pure panic through Kris, the Catteni nmade several drops in a trip,
didn't they? Had they | anded beyond Canmp Rock?

No, Zainal had said that they were coming in at a |anding angle.

This was their first drop? Couldn't Zainal have them drop the whol e | oad
here and save us fromrunning all over the planet, picking up survivors? Kris
thought, irritably. She tried to noisten her throat again and then felt
Mtford press sonething against her: his water bottle. Well, he hadn't run off
at the drop of a hat as she had but kept his cool [ong enough to bring
necessary suppli es.

She swilled the first sip around in her mouth and then 3" finally
swal lowed it, taking a larger drink before she passed the bottle to Sarah
besi de her.

And they waited: Zainal had not visibly noved a nuscle since th&
captain, or whoever, had left him He was |ike a statue, bathed in the very
white light of the glaring spots, making the in-and-out traffic go around him
At length, Kris decided that was funny and began to chuckle to herself.

"I"d like a laugh nyself," Mtford nuttered.

"He's like a traffic island. He's naking them go around hi mbut he's not
nmovi ng an inch. See," and she pointed out a pair who were forced to divert.
"And woul dn't you think, being Catteni, they'd push himout of the way? If
they coul d? If they dared?"

"Yeah, you're right,” Mtford answered in a pensive tone. He raised his
voice a little louder so the others would hear. "Yeah, our Zainal's show ng
them that's for sure.” Kris thought how cl ever of the sergeant to broadcast
his observation. And if Zainal really did Two Catteni cane out with a | argish
carton which they placed to one side of Zainal

Four nore came with small er packages. At that point, Zainal raised his
left arm gesturing broadly for themto approach

Now Mtford snorted, having set matters strai ght on



"Al'l right, let's pick our parcels up," Mtford said and called out five
namnes.

"I"'mcomng, too," Kris said, stepping forward beside Mtford and found
Joe and Sarah in step with her. Wen the sergeant gave her a frowning | ook
she added, "We're his patrol." Mtford grunted. Then, as a phal anx, they
approached the ship, Mtford in front. Kris could feel herself trenbling at
being so close to a Catteni vessel, much less the creatures thensel ves. Two
passed them with their | oads of human bodi es. She'd already noticed that this
drop was a very mixed bag i ndeed. She'd noticed Deskis, Rugarians, nore Turs
and some odd-I| ooki ng trogl odytes she hadn't ever seen on Barevi.

As they neared the hol d openi ng, she becane aware of the stenchemanating
fromthe cargo: sweat, excrenent, the stal e odour of bodies |ong enclosed in
an i nadequate space, and the acrid tang of whatever was used to keep people in
stasis for the I ength of the journey.

"What a pong!" Sarah said, fanning the air in front of her

So they did not dally as they collected the crates. It took four men to
manage the big crate, and the Catteni |aughed to see their struggles with the
mass and the weight, so it was as well that Zainal's patrol elected to cone
al ong.

Even the smaller crates were heavy, and Kris felt her back nuscl es
strain as she picked up hers.

"You com ng?" she nmurmured to Zai nal who had resumed his cross-arm pose.

"Soon. | have not all | want.

"You'll stay with us?" It was extrenely inportant to Kris that he did.
She was in a panic that sonehow she'd | ose hi m now when she had suddenly
reali zed how nuch he neant to her

"I stay.

On the way back to the sidelines, she held herself to slow, even steps,
determ ned that she would not give the Catteni any chance to | augh at her

"Jani emac, what did they put in this?" Lenny Doyl e exclainmed as he
hel ped ease the crate to the ground.

"Careful now, it mght be breakable.

"Naw, Lenny, but we sure are," N nety said, groaning, and he made a big
di splay of rubbing the small of his back

"I's he com ng?" Lenny asked Kris, gesturing to Zainal

"Says he is. They haven't given himall he asked for."

"Let's hope they give himnore than he should get," and, with a sudden
spurt of fury, Kris recognized D ck Aarens' nasty voice.

"Why' n' hel I bring himalong?" Kris denmanded of the Doyl es.

"Only way to be sure he does his share,” Lenny said.

Then he added, "He's getting far too cocky, showing off to everyone that
he was the only one who could figure out how the mechos work and what parts'd
be any good for us.

You don't suppose the Catteni would take hi mback?"

"Fat chance of that - - My God, | ook at the piles of folks," Kris said,
for the original, fairly neat order of the rows had altered and bodi es were
bei ng cramed cl ose toget her.

"That's nmore than were in our drop," Mtford said, obviously doing a
body count. "Many nore. Maybe they're doing us a favour after all, putting the
whol e ni ne yards down in the one spot."

"Yeah, but Sarge, where'll we put "em when they're awake?"

"We' |l nake room A lot of "emare ours!" the sergeant said in a
det erm ned grow .

"Yeah, but enough's enough. W' ve just got confortable and now - -

"So we share. W renenber, don't we, what it was |ike.

So we damitall share!" There was no further argument as the unl oadi ng
continued. "I'd rather have themwi th us, where we can see "em than turning
wi | d and causi ng our canps no end of trouble." Fatigue fromthe tearing run to
get here, as well as hefting that heavy carton, began to take its toll of
Kris's energy. Wearily, she sat herself down on the carton



"I"'ve a |l oaf of bread to share,"” she announced, suddenly renenbering
that she had and reached into the nap case.

She broke off a piece and passed the loaf to Mtford.

"Good idea," Mtford said. "At ease, nen and wonen. Let's watch the big
fat smelly Cats at work." So everyone assumed | oungi ng positions, on the
grass, seated on the Iine of supply cartons or just hunkered down. Joe and
Sarah shared their | oaves and many in Mtford' s group had thought to bring
food which they distributed.

""Lift that bale, tote that barge"," sang Lenny's tenor voice softly.

"I could sure stand getting a little drunk and landing in jail," another
mal e voi ce said and sang the final word down to the bottom of his voice range.

Everyone | aughed and the Cattenis heard.

"They're twitching."

"Let's not lay it on too thick."

"Ah, Sarge!' "Easy does it. You do renenber force-whips, don't you?"

"They're not carrying any."

"Only because everyone's unconscious.”

"Are you counting, Tesco?" Mtford added.

"I would if you - .. eight hundred twenty, one, two and three

don't interrupt ne allatine."

"Let's not make themtoo mad, blokes," Joe Marley said. "They're taking
it out on "em" Everyone shut up, now that Joe had pointed out the rough -
rougher - way the Catteni were depositing the unconscious bodies. Al nost
slami ng theminto the ground.

"Zainal, can you tell themnot to mash the cargo?" Mtford said, raising
his voice to parade ground | evel

Zainal swivelled at the hips and, seeing one Catteni doing exactly what
Mtford protested, snapped a savage bark. The erring Catteni made a big show
of placing his burden down nore carefully. The others, under Zainal's watchful
gaze, behaved nore circunmspectly "Is Zainal going to stay there until they
fini sh?" Lenny asked, |eaning down to Kris, his expression anxious.

"I think so. At |east he can curb their boyish bad habits."

"How does he get away with it?" Lenny asked.

"Because he knows how to give orders,"” Mtford said, alnost admringly.

I dl e conversation continued among the watching gang, but no nmore bursts
of laughter to annoy the Catteni

Tesco had got up to a thousand when Mtford gestured for Dowdall to take
over. Then nore cartons were brought out which the Catteni stacked on the
other side of the field, in a sort of farewell gesture of bad feelings. Stil
Zai nal waited.

Al the soldiers had disappeared within the ship and the silence was
broken only by noises fromthe vessel itself, metallic conplaints and
em ssions of liquid and steam

Suddenly the watchers could all hear the sound of boots on nmetal and a
second del egation, five Catteni this time, appeared in the opening. Two stayed
i nside, three cane down, and two stopped partway.

The remaining Catteni, dressed in a nore el aborate uniformand shorter
by a full head than Zainal, came right up to himand presented first a sheaf
of what Kris thought had to be print-out and then another fol der

These were presented nost punctiliously.

Kris thought for a nonment that the officer was going to click his heels
t oget her and bestow a Teutonic nilitary bow on Zai nal

Zai nal accepted the offerings, alnost diffidently, said a few words in a
| ow voi ce and casually sauntered away fromthe ship. The blinding blue-white
lights went out, the ramp was retracted and they coul d hear warmup engi ne
sounds fromthe ship.

For a nonent Kris feared that the exhaust fromits engines would fry the
nearest bodies. But, whining at a pitch that nade everyone cover their ears
defensively, the big transport lifted vertically in a slow ascent, then edged
forward. When it was several fields beyond its landing site, the rear engines



glowed fromyellowto white to a blue actinic light that made Kris and the
others avert their eyes.

The wind of its passage was enough to knock several watchers off their
feet: the bodies of the latest victins fortunately were | ow enough to be bel ow
t he bl ast path.

Kris could no | onger contain herself but rushed out to Zainal, who had
begun to wal k nore briskly, undisturbed by the take-off w nd.

"Did you get what you wanted? What did you want that took so | ong?" she
cried as she neared him

"I got the explore report "and he held up the folder, "and nedicals on
Deskis." He held up the sheaf. "Treatment for Deskis .

" and he pointed to the carton Kris had | ugged over. "Medicals for
humans and Rugarians," and he indicated the others. "And testers."

"How cone they snapped to for you, Zainal?" Joe asked.

Zai nal grinned. "I may be down but not out.

Kris giggled nervously at his casual use of slang. Go to the head of the
cl ass, she thought.

"I amstill Emassi and they know it," he added, snapping out the "know
"So what's "emassi" when you're at honme?" Joe demanded, cocking his head to
one si de.

"A born rank." Zainal shrugged it off.

"Birth rank,"” Kris corrected automatically. She wanted Zainal to speak
Engli sh properly.

"I understood him" Joe said in tacit reprinand.

Kris firmy closed her lips to a smart retort. Now was not the tine to
bi cker.

"Look at it this way, folks, we've al nost doubl ed our popul ation the
easy way," Mtford announced when he junped to the top of the crate.

"Back at the old stand, huh, Sarge?" someone shout ed.

"Yeah, and we'll follow the same routine. Only this time, we're ahead of
the gane. We know the drill.

Dowdal I, get back to Canp Narrow and organi ze beds and food. Send ne at
| east twenty nore people. Bring sone buckets and pitchers so we can water "em
W'l start sending fol ks back as soon as they're able to wal k.

It's not that far and that's a bl essing. You, you, you and you, start
novi ng anong "em and pick out the injured those Cats really banged sone of
down hard - and any DOAs. Lenny, N nety, break open these cartons.

Su, Jay, start distribution. Then, Jay, you lead the first group of
fifty back to Canp Narrow." Mtford junped down again and stood by Zainal. "It
|l ooks to nme like they enptied their entire load on this one field. That right,
Zai nal ?" Zai nal nodded.

"I's that report readable?" Mtford peered at the gl yphs which resenbl ed
those that Kris had hel ped carve in the hillside.

em

"Yes. | also told themthat this planet is occupied by others of
hi gh-tech skill."
"Did they believe you?"
"No." Zainal's grin was bleakly amused. "But they will tell to those who

need to know' Mtford gave hima sharp stare. "Wiy didn't they believe you?
Did they think you were |lying or sonething, to get off-planet?" Zainal shook
his head. "I told them first, that | amdropped and | stay." He did not | ook
in Kris's direction but she knew, definitely, that he was saying that for her
benefit and her heart did a little painful junp.

St upi d!

But she was so glad that he hadn't gone. "They believe report says this
pl anet...enpty."

"Lord," Joe Marley said in a groan, "how d they m ss the garages.

"CGarages do not show warmblood life forms," Zainal said and grinned.

A nearby groan fromone of the bodies interrupted the conversation and
they sprang into action. Actually, Kris thought as she took Mtford' s own
canteen to the nearby streamto fill it, Zainal, she and the others needn't



have run so fast or risked broken bones to get here.

It had taken the Catteni several hours, at |least, to unload. They
coul d've wal ked, or waited for breakfast, but she was damed gl ad they hadn't.
She' d have missed Zainal standing there like a G braltar Rock

Wul d he have continued to stand there all day if they hadn't been
willing to accede to his requests? O demands? Being an enmassi certainly
granted himprivileges, even if he had been dropped.

Chapter Twel ve

They were so well organi zed, and Mtford harangued so effectively, that
t he "indi genous personnel', as he referred to them were served hot,
revitalizing drinks froma hastily erected canp kitchen before the sun was
hal fway up the sky and, later, sandw ches for lunch. The newl y awakened were
kindly advised to stick to water at first and then slowmy chew down a third of
a ration bar: gorging on enpty stonmachs led to unpl easant reactions.

Mtford had i medi ately sent the medical crates - all but one tester kit
- on to Canp Rock with news of this new drop and a request to Wrry to send
Leon and ot her nedical assistance. The Catteni had broken a few bones of those
t hey had sl ammed down so hard. Sone of the new | ot would have to be
accommodat ed at the Rock, as people were beginning to call the cavern canp,
al nrost affectionately. Kris felt considerable gratification at the thought
that Leon would now be able to treat Coo, Pess and the pregnant female and to
keep the newly arrived Deskis healthy.

By the time the first batch of flfty nmoved slowly out on their way to
Canp Narrow, Mtford had taken Kris off wake-up duty and put her onto
debriefing: getting names, occupations, origins, and lastly but just as
i nportantly, what they m ght know of recent events - recent to them- on
Earth. The nere fact that people were resisting the Catteni continued to boost
noral e. Today's encounter on the field also ranked as a maj or plus.

"Cetting something out of the Cats w thout having to pay for it,
t he happy sunmation

When she took a few nonents to eat her lunch, Mtford approached her for
a synopsi s of her findings.

"So far the humans |'ve got originated from North America, Canadi ans as
well. Then there seens to be a whole raft of English, French and German.
Resi stance', and she grinned, "is increasing and the Catteni have had to cal
in reinforcements to deal with stoppages and sit-downs and all kinds of
passi ve novenents. There's al so active sabotage, too - blow ng up Catten

was

supplies or shipnments destined for Catten or Barevi." "Shipnments? Arty
t hi ngs?"

"Not that | heard

Sonehow, Sarge, | don't think our artistic tastes would parallel
Cat t eni

"Hrmm Possibly. Any useful professional s?"

"Two Canadi an dentists, nineteen teachers - it seens the Catteni enptied
a private school for one reprisal

They took...all the girls away," and the words cane reluctantly out of
her. "Sone of the teachers are nuns.

They resisted the ki dnapping. One said she had had her arm broken. It
| ooks a bit crooked, and | can feel the excess calciumwhere the break was but
basically it's conpletely knitted."

"Along tinme coming here, then. What do they use for this stasis junk?"
Kris shrugged as she flipped over her sheets to pick out the nore interesting
occupations. "Five hairdressers, two masseurs, a reflexol ogist "A what?"

"Makes your feet happy.

“Argh."

"You should try it, Sarge, it can really relax you!"

"I said useful occupations!”

"How about two chenists, five pharmacists, a structural engineer
ni net een housew ves, three with kids still attached, and...you know, there's



not a single person over fifty anong those |'ve talked to."

"Don't give nme nightmares,” Mtford said.

"Two jewel lers, three ex-soldiers and a detective inspector.’
to the end of her report on the norning' s interviews.

It took the rest of the |ong Botany day to process everyone.

Zainal talked to the new Deskis and sent several up to watch for fliers
but Mtford felt that, having di sassenbl ed t he garages, whatever mecho
sumoned the fliers had al so been di sabl ed, but he was quite willing to post
sentinels, "just in case' Three hundred and two dead were left on the field.

Sone could be identified by others who had been captured with them at
the sane time so their nanmes were recorded

Kris had to | ook away fromthe small bodies of the children

Those under five could not endure the stasis.

Their deaths, so needless, so terrible, distressed her

"You never knew them" Zainal nurmured to her when he saw the tears in
her eyes.

"No, and no-one will now

She turned away, fighting with the fact that Zainal was Catteni, too,
and a menber of the species who had caused the deaths. She told herself flrnly
that Catteni or not, Zainal had done all he could to help and certainly he had
been able to reduce unloading injuries. They should al so give thanks that he'd
been able to ensure just one drop site. Even Mtford' s talents as an organi zer
woul d have been stretched to mount nultiple rescue operations and get everyone
undercover before the scavengers energed fromthe night ground.

Zai nal touched her armgently. "W go now. Night falls."

"Yes, it does," she said, heaving a sigh against the stresses of the
very long day in which she had been going all-out nost of the tine.

The rescue teans were somewhat cheered by the hot meal awaiting them at
Canp Narrow. Having so many barns avail able for housing since the resident
popul ati on of the Canp was only a few hundred - nade the difference between
total chaos and mere confusion. Many of the newy arrived did their best to
hel p, either settling their injured conrades, or lending a hand with the chore
of feeding the multitude.

Leon and his nedics had set up an infirmary for the injured and the
weak. Kris saw Zainal and Leon exam ning the contents of the tester kits,
Zainal carefully translating the properties of the various vials to the
doctor.

Since there were a nunber of totally frightened aliens in that category,
Leon had Zainal stay on to translate. Slav could at |east reassure nenbers of
his own species who, Kris noticed as she ate, seenmed quite cheerful. They were
certainly inspecting Slav's weapons and even trying to pull his bow, hissing
in the Rugarian equivalent to | aughter

Several of them were fenal es which might account for Slav preening as
much as he did. She hadn't really thought about how the other species would
manage, either in relationships or propagation. If what was dropped on a
pl anet stayed down, at |east nmating would be possible for all five species.
Except Zainal. She put that exclusion to the back of her nind

Mtford was everywhere, encouraging, detailing jobs, trying - it seened
to Kris watching himfromthe corner of the kitchen barn where she had wearily
slunped - to make hinself known to all the Terrans. To her surprise, she even
heard hi m speaking a few words of German and French to representatives of
those nationalities. She knew French well enough to tell that his usage was
rudi mentary, but he was trying. And the fol ks responded with a little nore
hope in their manner. Then she saw Aarens, hunkering down by a very pretty
girl and chatting her up in what sounded like extremely fluent French. She was
clearly flattered and, as clearly, recovering fromthe shock of the journey.
Aarens, who wore a vest of nmany pockets and a belt of tools including an
assortment of screwdrivers of all sizes, was maki ng her | augh.

"Come," and Zainal held out a hand to her. "You sleep

Tonmorrow i s another day." Ginning at his unwitting use of the fanobus

She came



Scarlett O Hara phrase, she extended her hand and | et him haul her to her
feet. She couldn't help but notice that many eyes foll owed them out of the
barn. Maybe she should paint "one of the good guys' on his forehead. Then she
ffinched, remenbering her own recent and | ess than charitable thoughts. But
she'd been tired and upset when she'd thought them And she'd had the grace
not to voice them She was even nore tired now and where on earth was Zai na
taking her? Hal fway to the Rock? He turned her in at the |ast barn which, she
noted, was relatively enpty. Qthers were already sacked out - or would that be
strawed out ? She giggl ed.

"Soft bed," Zainal said when he had gently herded her to the far corner
where a huge mound had been carefully prepared.

"Ch, thank you thankyou thankyou," and turning, she just let herself
fall backwards into it. She was faintly aware that Zainal was tucking her
agai nst his body and then she was out for the count.

She and Zai nal both drew debriefing duty the next day, she w th hunans
and he with the various aliens. As they were in the same barn for that job,
she saw how he handl ed the different species: the forty Deskis with dignity,
the twenty-nine Morphins with a cool, diffident manner, and the thirty-eight
Turs with a sharp, very Cattenish delivery. Slav had been handling contact
with his own species of whomthere were sixty. Since there were over eight
hundred humans, there were five other debriefers besides Kris, three of whom
coul d speak other |anguages: German, French and Italian

Late that afternoon, Mtford called a neeting in the garage of the
Wl come Committee and his aides to organize the dispersal of the huge addition
to Botany's popul ation. Wrry and Esker had nade the trip over fromthe Rock
Tesco and the Doyl es who were in charge of Canp Narrow were on hand, and
Aarens was conspi cuous by his absence. She'd | ast seen him breakfasting with a
hal f - dozen girls.

Kris was amused to see that pieces of nechos were doubling as stools
whil e the carcasses, in various stages of dismantlenent, had been pushed back
to all ow enough space for the neeting. She noted the veritable snow of
sketches, diagranms and draw ngs that were tacked up on the walls and hung over
di fferent worktops which were littered with conmponents being reused.

Mtford nade a point of having Zainal sit on his right while Slav was on
his left.

"First off, folks, I'd like to say that we owe a lot nore to Zainal here
than we can ever repay. He got us nutrients that'll keep our Deskis alive and
tester kits so we won't have to risk poisoning to find out what is edible. He
got," and now Mtford held up the folder that the Catteni captain had passed
to Zainal, "the "official"

-, and he paused for a sardonic grin, "survey report on this planet. You

will be glad to know that we're on the biggest of Botany's four continents,
t he tenperate one.
Zainal's translated the report and, frankly, | don't think rmuch of the

expl oratory teamthat |anded on this world.

Nei t her does Zainal ."

"Nice to know the Cats aren't as great as they think they are," soneone
said. "No offence, Zainal!"

"None taken,' Zainal said with a cheery wave and a bl and expressi on on
hi s face.

"Zainal will sunmarize the report to us. Floor's yours,"” and Mtford sat
down, gesturing for Zainal to stand.

"The report says that the planet has good air to breathe, good water to
drink, and the...green plants - grow, so plants for other worlds can - - -
grow well, too. True. The report says two...

Cats ..

and Zainal's use of that nicknane in a pejorative tone of voice elicited
grins from his audi ence, "di sappeared one night. Guard saw nmovenent but did
not go see.



He thought nen go to |eak." Zainal mght not be obviously trying to
ingratiate hinself, but he was couching his comments very cleverly indeed.
"Not found anywhere. Guard tells of strange novenent.

Thi s planet has dangers. Two nore are not seen so all sleep inside."
"Ah, c'non, Zainal, how d they m ss the garages and these barns and all?"
Esker wanted to know.

"Sensors look for live flesh and ship lands in cold season." Zai nal
shrugged. "Sensors register netal but not much for..." He turned to Kris,
"those who work in ground "M ners."

"M ners, and no special metals needed by Catteni."

"Some of those necho alloys are very special indeed,” Lenny Doyl e said,
"very special."

"I agree," Zainal said, "but the stupids on survey do not know. Take
dirt, water, stone sanples, and flesh of rock-squats, avians, |oo0-cows and
critters they find on other lands, but...they do not see trees for forest."
Ni nety | aughed aloud at that. "Attaboy, Zainal." Kris had been watching
reactions and, of all there, only Dowdali and Tesco didn't seemto respond in
any way to Zainal: they just sat there, eyes on the Catteni.

Kris wondered fromtheir attitude if they even believed what he was

sayi ng.

"What about winters here, Zainal?" Lenny asked.

"Report of - - -" he frowned and turned to Kris, "what falls from skies,
wet, cold, solid but...runs like water from sun "Snow.

"Ah, snow. "

"Deep snow?" Lenny asked.

"Not when here. Oh, hand wide," and Zainal held his big thick hand flat,
t humb down, to indicate the depth.

"That's deep enough. ™"

"Longer day than Catten, |onger y) "How |l ong?" "Report says,'
held up four fingers, then all five and flnally two.

"Ch Lordee, that's | onger by three nore nonths.

How re we going to feed twenty-five hundred plus all w nter |ong?"

"Find nore silos and start breeding rock-squats in captivity," Mtford
sai d. "Anyone volunteer to farmrock-squats?"

"Hell, Sarge, don't take the fun out of it for us hunter types," Wrry
said plaintively.

"Say, Zainal, how long did this team of surveyors stay on Botany?"

Zai nal | ooked down at the report. "Twenty days.

"Hell's fire, we've surveyed better than they did, haven't we?" N nety
sai d, | aughing.

Zai nal tapped the sheets. "This has tests done which Leon and Joe Marl ey
need. Useful. Sone plants deadly."

"Tell us something we didn't find out the hard way," Tesco nuttered.

"That'll help even at this date,” Mtford said. "Now, would you nind
telling us about your conversation with the Catteni ship captain?" Zainal's
wide lips twisted briefly in mld contenpt.

"Not captain. Below captain. One step.”

"Hi s exec?" Mtford suggested.

Zai nal shrugged. "Emassi nmay commrand, even Enmassi who is drop

They obey. Good habit. They do not believe mechs. Do not wi sh to believe
what is not in report." He gave an amused snort. "They wll.

They al so debrief." He shot a glance at Mtford. "W will see."

"Yeah, but they won't see any mechos if they do a fly-by now, will they,
since we've disabled themall," N nety said, alnpst querul ously.

"So?" Zainal asked. "We are here. W can use nechos.

Next time Catteni drop, different story. | do not stand," and he
imtated his cross-arned stance at the bottomof the ranmp, "and wait." "You'd
attack one of your own ships?" N nety asked, surprised

"Why not?" And Zainal regarded Ninety with anused condescensi on

"A ship useful when nmechos return next year to collect."

and now he



"You mean, you'd nmount an expedition to follow themto their hone
systen?" Kris asked, amazed by his intention

Zai nal nodded. "Be very good to see who farms whol e pl anet."

"Hell, 1'd be scared out of ny wig," Dowdall said, regarding Zainal with
interest. "Wuldn't they be a bit much for you by yoursel f?"

"You cone with ne?" "Me?" Dowdal|l was surprised and then he grinned,
rat her nervously, back at the Catteni. "Man, if you're willing to go, | guess
| would be, too."

"W have six airline pilots now plus two retired NASA mi ssion
specialists,"” Kris said brightly. "Maybe we could Boy, 1'd just give ny
eye-teeth to be in a first contact group."

"No eye-teeth left," Zainal told her with a big grin.

A rather odd silence followed that remark which made Kris bl ush though
no- one was actually | ooking at her

"A lot of us here would, not just those NASA bl okes," Wrry said,
breaking in. "But |I think that's down the road a while. You didn't happen to
find out if they're going to dunp nore people on us, did you?" he asked
wi stfully Zainal shook his head. "Not the question to ask. Captain takes
orders. Low captain. Not smart," and he held up one big hand, rocking it as he
had seen Ninety do. "You Terrans make trouble, get put here. Sinple." He
grinned in what Kris took as approval. "Terrans make big trouble for Catteni."
H s grin broadened.

"And you like that?" Tesco asked, an edge to a voice that was | ouder
than it need be.

"Yes, | do," and he jerked one thunb at his own chest, "other Catteni do
not!" And he shook his head.

"Good on you, he added, "to nmake big trouble. Makes Catteni think."
Wrrell guffawed out |oud. "Good on you, Zainal, too.

Coul dn't be cast off with a nicer bloke."

"So, we can expect nore?" Mtford said, not entirely pleased with that
pr ospect .

"Believe so. But..." and Zainal held up his hand, "maybe report changes
m nds. Maybe .

"But don't count on it, huh?"

"And the Cats would let us take the rap fromthe creatures who own this
pl anet ?" someone at the front of the garage asked in a sharp voice.

"Possession is nine-tenths of the law," Kris said enphatically, having
caught the hostile tone in the nurnured conments around the garage. "W're
here and we're obviously going to stay "Catteni are not the highest. W take
orders, too," Zainal surprised everyone by saying.

"From those Eosi you were telling ne about?" Mtford demanded, scow ing,
hi s body tense.

"W work for the Eosi who own nost planets good for humans, Catteni and
others. You do not want to neet them" Zainal said, shaking his head.

"Ch yes | would if they're the ones responsible for this whole schtick,’
Mtford said, his scow black

"That's what we heard back on Earth at any rate,” Wrrell said.

"Not that we saw any Eosi on Earth. Just their nercenaries.” He grinned.
"W'd made the planet a little too unsafe even for the occupying forces."

"And all this time | thought the Catteni were our enem es?" Dowdal |
said, trying to digest the information

"While they're just hired hands."

"Now you know," Mtford said, scowing.

"How cone we're only finding out about these Eosi now?" asked Dowdal |,
shooting an accusing glance in Zainal's direction. He wasn't a nman who |iked
surpri ses.

Zainal grinned. "First | have no words. Second you do not ask.

Do not debrief me. The Doyl es and Worrell |aughed and Dowdal I, now no
| onger quite as hostile towards Zainal, nmanaged a weak grin.

"Eosi make good use of all peoples, Zainal said. "Very clever species."



"Then let's take all the heat off Zainal," Kris said. "Let's nake the bad guys
the Eosi and spread the word." A second thought struck her and she hurried on
"Do you speak Eosi, if they came to investigate this place again?" Zaina

consi dered that question. "If report goes high enough, | think they send but
not Eosi. Hi gh Emassi

But | do speak with Eosi." He didn't rmuch like to, either, Kris decided
from his expression.

"So, do we wait until some high muckynmuck reads a report sometine this
century or what?" demanded Tesco.

Zai nal | ooked briefly at Mtford who nodded and took over the reply to
Tesco.

"W do as we have been, what we can with what we have. If a necho ship
cones to | ook Botany over, we grab it if we can.”

"And go where with it?" Tesco asked sardonically. "Not even NASA got
beyond Jupiter."

"I take ship. | amspace captain," Zainal said, "but will need crew"
"Well, that's a great idea but how !l you do it? If you Cats don't know about
the species which farnms this planet, how would you know how to pil ot one of
its space ships?"

"If ship has living pilot, we make pilot take us back," 33" Zaina
replied, not at all confounded by the snide query.

"If mecho, it will return to base: that is what it is nmade to do.

W rideonit."”

"And then what ?" Tesco demanded surlily.

Zai nal shrugged. "First, ship has to come here. Where there is nmuch . -
- Yankee in-gen-oo-it-tee." Kris let out a |laughing cheer, seconded by sone of
t he other Americans present.

"Those of us fromQOz aren't that bad in the nmake-do line either," Wrry
sai d staunchly.

"Whi ch ship conmes first, then we make plans. Right?" Zainal said and
turned to Mtford who stood up again

"That's it, Zainal, right on the nose. So, listen up, folks. W gotta
get the latest recruits settled in and |l et "em know the score.

Wrry, you call a neeting at The Rock as soon as you get back and tel
"em what happened. Al patrols are to rmake housing their priority, so hunt out
some nore garages. We'll need to get ready for the next group. 1'll get on the
bl ower to Shutdown and Bell aVista," and he glanced fondly down at the conunit
attached to his belt. "W night even claimBotany as ours! And the hell wth
Eosi or whatever."

"Long live King Mtford facetiously.

Mtford s expression turned sour instantly and he waved an angry fi nger
at Lenny.

"Can that sort of crap, Doyle. I'mno king nor want to be.

Anyone el se wants to carry the can on this planet, they're welconme to
it!" He glared around hi mand no-one doubted the sincerity of his wish to step
down, but no-one offered to take over either

"Ah, | was kidding, Sarge," Lenny said contritely.

"You' re doing great.

Lenny Doyle said "I'll second that," Wrry spoke up, lifing his hand to
rai se a cheer. Wich was unani nous.
"Well," and Mtford was only partially nollified, "I didn't ask for it

but someone had to organize you sorry collection of individuals.”

"Whi ch you have done admirably," Kris said. "No-one el se could have! So
rel ax, Sarge."

"Ahhhh," and he made a nock swi pe at her and then his expression
cleared. "lIs there any of that beer left?" The nonment "beer' was nentioned,
Kris noticed that the tension oozed out of the air. She was willing for a few
pints herself until she saw Zai nal edging towards the door. Wth the genera
nmoverrent and shifting in the room she slipped out after him

It was full dark outside, no moons up yet. She could see Zainal noving



across the light shining out of the next barn door, left partly ajar.

"Zal nal ," she called softly, knowi ng he could hear an even softer
whi sper. She saw hi m pause, saw himstride out a few steps, and then she ran
to catch up with him catching himby the arm "Don't you dare run out on ne,
buddy!" He strode on, making her half-run to keep up

"Do they still not understand? W Catteni are not our own nasters .
either!”
"No, | don't think they did understand. | certainly didn't.
"We do Eosi - - dirty work. Explore for Eosi, fight for Eosi, police for
Eosi, kill..." and that word canme out violently, in great repugnance, "when

killing needed.

Peopl e hate Catteni. They better hate Eosi!" The pent-up outrage within
hi m had carried themwell past the barns now and into the openness where the
neat crates had been stacked.

"I didn't know that, Zainal. | think it will be easier for you when
everyone el se does."

"I do not ask easy," he said, angrily whirling towards her, a dark
shape, his grey skin making himal nmost invisible in the shadows.

"Yeah, but you don't need hate. And there are, | have to say, a couple
of people "Couple? Mre than couple. Couple only two, yes?"

"Yes, perhaps, but they are stupid people who don't |ike anyone not j ust
like they are. So let's nake them hate the real villains, the Eosi. Catten
have to take orders, though it never occurred to me you guys were taking
orders from anyone." She paused, trying to sense if she was saying the right
things. "So what are these Eosi |ike that they can command tough, big, brave
Catteni ?"

"They "and there was nore to Zainal's pause than a search for an
appropriate word. For the first tine she sensed fear fromhim "They are
brains..." and he tapped his forehead, "who know . - - every thing.

"Brainy knowit-alls,"” she began, with | aughing irreverence and he
caught her hands.

"Do not laugh at Eosi until you have net one.

She caught the trenor in his hands and heard it in his voice.

"You have?"

"Yes, as a child, | go with father to be - - exam ned by Eosi." He
i nadvertently squeezed her hands so hard, it took a great effort not to cry
out. The exam nation must have been a painful process if his response to the
menory of it was this fierce.

"You passed?" she asked, nore curious than ffippant.

At that, Zainal straightened his shoul ders and stood nore erect.

He probably hadn't even noticed that he had been unconsciously
contracting in on hinself.

"I am Enassi. W speak to Eosi." Then she could see his teeth, whiter
than his skin even in the shadows he stood in. And he was not snhing.

Kris thought of the Cabots and Lodges of the old Boston proverb

Wll, it was one way of shaking off the aura that Zainal's fearful ness
of the Eosi had put into the atnosphere around them But that chain of command
did explain why the transport captain didn't dare ignore Zal nal

"Maybe no-one will cone to Botany and we won't have to worry about
Catteni or Eosi or even the nechos' makers," she said, soothingly.

Zai nal snorted. "No, they will cone. The Eosi will send high Catteni."
He paused a monent, evidently considering what he had just said.

"And the nechos will send their representative and they'|ll cone together
in a head-on collision and | eave us to get on with our lives." She spread her
hands wi de and then banged both fists together, knuckle to knuckle. "Poof!
They all disappear in a cloud of snmoke and that's that!" He had her in his
strong hands then and she was being lifted up a few inches off the ground so
that they were eye to eye. He was smhing now'ls that how you wi sh it?"

"Sure, why not? The wheels of the universe turn in mysterious ways," she
said, airily bending several aphorisns to her purpose. "Terrans will make so



much trouble that the Eosi will have to give up on our planet. O better yet,
the Catteni will get a dose of the smarts and start collaborating with the
irresistible Terran forces and go out against the Eosi domination and free the
entire gal axy! You do come fromthis galaxy, don't you?"

"We do." He sounded cheerful again. Then his expression altered as he
| ooked down at her. "You like this Catteni?" he asked, "this Emassi, this Eosi
speaker?" She swal |l owed for she picked up on his sudden uncertainty.

"Yes," she said, trying not to sound as eager as she was.

Catteni wouldn't scare off easily, or would th? One kiss, a few hair
t ousl i ngs.

"I go slowy, like Jay," and he grinned. "You are not like Patti Sue -
"I should hope the hell I"mnot."

"But you will have heard things about Catteni - - - "I know you, Catten
Emassi Zainal ," and she jabbed a finger at his chest so hard she nearly
brui sed the tip.

"You're the one | worry about."

"You worry about me?" and if the notion pleased him it also amused.

"Why, they could have shot you where you stood yesterday norning.

My heart was in ny nouth the whole tine."

"You worry about ne?" He caught her by the arms, picking her up as if
she were no nore..

wei ghed no nore than...than a Deski, her |egs dangling.

"Yes, you great |lunmock. And with ne you don't need to go sl ow

|'ve been hoping you' d make sone sort of a nove on ne for the - - He
ki ssed her then, and the nmere touch of his lips to hers was the catalyst for a
storm of enotions within her, emptions and sensations that coursed up her
vei ns and bones so that she had to fling her arnms about his neck to be sure
she wasn't reeling.

But Catteni don't kiss, she thought irrationally along with sone other
nore sensual observations. His lips were firmand he seened to know exactly
how to kiss with great effectiveness. Onh, Lordee, but of course he'd seen Joe
and Sarah exchangi ng affectionate kisses in the evenings. Ch, Lordee, but he'd
| earned fast.

Wth one arm pinning her to him his other hand made short and
devastatingly accurate exani nations of her body. But he'd said, back in the
ffitter - oh, ages ago - that he hadn't tried a Terran before.

That was when she'd had to deck him She wanted to deck with him

"Catteni are good lovers," soneone el se had told her nore recently.

Wl l, she was going to find out, like real soon. She wiggled a bit to
get some space and shoved her hand into his coverall to feel the sexily smooth
skin she had adnmired during his illness.

He nurnured agai nst her |ips and then began to nmove off, taking great
eager strides to wherever he was hauling her. \Wherever could he be taking her?
There was so little privacy to he had in any canp and Kris woul dn't have
t hought they could find a secluded spot in a place currently jam packed wth
bodi es, but Zainal seemed to know exactly where he was goi ng. Had he pl anned
any of this? Then he altered his stride, grunted as he clinbed up and over and
into something nmetallic.

By the snell she knew it had to be one of the reconverted mechos she'd
heard about and she was now being laid down in the | oad bed. On piles of
bl ankets. Ch, they were in one of the reconstructed air cushion vehicles that
had coll ected the stores fromthe drop field.

She didn't think about nuch after that because Zainal's hands, gentle
for all their size and strength, were peeling off her coverall and she was
trying to do the sane with his, only their hands kept getting entangl ed.

"Always you nust help - -" he said on a | aughing note.
She threw her arms over her head. "So you do it. Nor did he waste tine.
He had haul ed off her boots and shucked her out of the coverall in seconds.

Then she saw him a grey blur above her, as his hands pushed back her hair and
his fingers outlined her face, in such a gentle, tender, |overly fashion that



her senses were overwhel ned.

Who' d' ve thought a Catteni could behave like this?

She felt himlean into her, carefully, as if afraid to crush her body
with his mass. One other fact about Cattenis sprang to mind: they were big!
She could feel that he was, too. And she had a pang of fright.

"I do not hurt you," and his voice was no nore than a hoarse whi sper
"Not you, Kris. Do you believe? | go slow, slow slow..

" and she could feel the pressure that was slow oh, nmuch too sl ow

She squirmed, trying to force herself down and himin.

She heard his gasp, but he would not accede to her whispers and kept up
the sl ow penetration until she was noaning for conpletion

Never in her albeit brief experience at this sort of dalliance had she
been so eager to accept all a man could give. Not even with Brace Tennemann
and she'd thought he was the best-looking man on the football teamin her
sophonore year.

"You go too slow, Zainal," she cried, again trying to pull himas close
as his fir'nmy propped arms would | et her, kissing whatever part of himwas in
reach, sensuously caressing the nmarvel ous skin of his body.

"Slow makes it better," he said, his tone rippling with |aughter
possibly with delighi at her urgency. "Slowis better for ne, too." And slowy
he continued his seduction of her willing self, until she was so strung out
with the incredible sensations he was produci ng that she wondered how she
could survive the climax. Then it cane over her, and himat the sane instant,
for they cried aloud in the sane instant: cries of joy and i nmeasurable
el ation.

Just when she felt she could stand no nore of the exquisite relief, it

began to ease, and she was able to feel the shudders still rippling through
him They were both gasping for breath and he fell to one side of her, linp
with such a nmassive rel ease

"You go that slow the next time, Zainal, and I'll kill you," she
nmur mur ed.

"Slow is better for you and very, very good for me," he said, alnpst
snmugly but his hand, running softly down her body, expressed his tender
concern for her.

"This is going to be an equal opportunity partnership, buddy," she said.
"I get to call the pace now and then."

"Ch, do you?" To her total astonishnment, he noved to cover her again.

"My God!" Where did he find the energy so quickly?

He chuckled in her ear. "Like the thorns of Barevi, it doesn't take a
Catteni long to re-arm"
"Ch, ny CGod!"

"No, 0 boy, O boy, 0 boy?" he asked teasingly.

"No, man, 0 man, O man!" She paused, taking a deep gul p of breath.
"I think we...do...it your way again.

Pl ease! " Emassi Zainal was only too happy to oblige.

Sonetime during the night, Zainal noved her back to her assigned

sl eeping place, clothes and all. She grinned when she woke up and found
hersel f discreetly clothed, her boots at the side of the straw nound she was
occupyi ng.

Zainal was, it was true, on the other side of her, but beyond him were
Joe and Sarah, much as they had bedded down all together during the patrol. It
was very considerate of himto think of her reputation: if, indeed, he had
given it a noment's thought in the midst of last night's ardour. She was, when
she stretched, quite sore, despite his go-slow policy, and understood
preci sely why nost human femal es would have felt terribly violated by their
treatment in Catteni hands. But it does indeed depend on the man! Catteni or
human!

Soneone was noving outside in the aisle, rattling each barn door in turn
to rouse the residents. Another Botanical day was starting.

This one was filled with sending people on to BellaVista, Shutdown or



the Rock. The word was that Canp Narrow woul d concentrate its efforts on
recycling the mechos, so those with mechanical skills or technical training
woul d be based there. Now that they had the two vehicles, they could collect
what they needed fromthe other garages, including "body' parts to nake nore
useful vehicles. Mre conunits were being assenbled and nore nobile carriers
made out of existing chassis.

"Not speedy, but they sure do manoeuvre the obstacles,"” Lenny told her
at noontine. "Some of these lads are really clever,"” he went on
ent husi astically. "They figured out howto short circuit, or whatever it is
you do w th progranm ng

chits ..

"Chi ps, then, how to keep the versatility but give control to the
driver. dev-ver!"

"l ndeed. "
"They don't have nuch speed which the lads are still trying to inprove
"Personally, 1'd rather not ride over this |andscape at speed,"” Kris said.

Lenny just grinned. "You' ve never done it." Kris went back to
debriefing, but was called over to help Mtford and his aides figure out where
best to place the remaining recruits.

"How | ong does it take a person to becone the "indi genous personnel"?"
she asked Mtford at one point. She was finding it necessary to shift position
a lot to ease her soreness. But it had been worth it. Zainal smled a |ot
today as he went from one group of aliens to another

"Huh? Oh," and Mtford grinned, |eaning back to stretch his arms and
ease his shoul der nuscles. "Here, let's just say until they have to help a new
batch in-flow Say, tell me about this seaside building your patrol found?"

"There's not much to tell. It was closed up tight even though Zai na
tried every which way to get inside. Maybe the fish aren't running."

"I do like sea food. Like clam chowder, too," and Mtford for once
sounded a little wistful. Kris was rather pleased that she was audi ence to
t hat nood.

"Wth one of those air-cushions, we could start at dawn and be back by
nightfall with a sack of clans," Kris suggested.

"You could at that. If Dowdall hadn't interrupted just then, Kris was
sure they m ght have been given a go-ahead on such a luxury run

But the vehicles were nore urgently needed for other tasks.

On the third day, she, Zainal, Joe and Sarah escorted an air-cushion
car, carrying some of the Iess able recruits on their way to BellaVista via
the Rock. Worry greeted Zainal and the others effusively fromhis office.

"Your patrol needs to hunt for us," he told them "and you're to break
in sone of a m xed bag of the new bl okes and sheilas. The Rock's going to be
Supply Depot for meats and green groceries.

"M xed bag?" Kris asked.

34" "Too right, since you' ve got Zainal and he can speak Deski, Rugarian
and Turs."

"Ch, that kind of nixed bag," Kris said. If they had Turs to train,

Zai nal was the right teacher

"W al so need you on short day-trips,"” Wrry said nore confidentially to
Kris. "lIn case of you know what?" And he tilted his chin skyward.

"Ch, in case we get surveyed again," Kris said, |ooking at Zainal who
now sported a conunit.

Mtford expected to be back at the Rock the next day but he'd had a
private word with Kris.

"Keep pretty close to Zainal, will you, Kris?"

"Why?" she'd asked, glaring at Mtford.

"I don't want to | ose our nost valuable alien asset. "You won't |ose

him™"
"Not by his choice, |I don't think," and Mtford gave Kris a searching
| ook which she returned wi thout a bl ush

He nodded, as if he knew nore than he would conirnit to words.



"He's emassi and can deal with Eosi...l guess they permt emassi Catten
to speak to them W might need himbadly to deal, for us, with these Eosi

That is, if one of themever does see a report on this planet."

"Zainal is sure they'll send sone sort of emassi, higher in rank than he
is. Eventually,"” and then Kris realized she'd reassured the sergeant on the
very point that concerned him

"There's a |l ot nore going on, on Earth, on Barevi and Catten, than any
of us knew," he went on

"That's for darnn sure,” Kris said.

"Just so's you know I'mcounting on you, Bjornsen." She gave the
sergeant a level |ook, noticing the new lines around his eyes, the nuddy | ook
in the pupils fromthe many probl enms he was dealing wth.

"You can count on ne, Sergeant, she said and this time, she did give him
a formal salute

He grinned as he returned it.

They were still bunked in the Mtchel stown cave and t he possessions they
had | eft behind were untouched. Fresh coveralls and pairs of boots had been
added to each shelf.

Seeing these, Kris and Sarah voted on a dip in the |ake so they could
wash thensel ves and their coveralls, since they now had fresh ones to wear.

Not that the coveralls showed any of the hard usage they' d been given over the
past five weeks.

A youngster, not one of the rookies, caught them before they left their
quarters.

"Kris Bjornsen?" he asked, |ooking fromKris to Sarah

"Yes," Kris said.

"Dr Dane wants you to come speak to him When you can. It's not urgent,
he said."

"Tell himwe got his nessage and will see himshortly.

And what's your name?"

"I"m Buzz," and the boy grinned to show two m ssing front teeth,
"because | buzz abojit the place |like a hornet.

Mom says |'mtoo noisy to be a bee and there aren't bees on Botany
anyway. My real nane's Parker but | don't like it at all."

"Buzz is a grand nane for an active boy like you," Kris said and sniled
back at him "See you around."

"You will," he answered cheerfully over one shoul der, already "buzzing'
of f.

Leon wanted to report on sone of the findings now that he had test kits.
The informati on woul d be invaluable to any hunting party since Leon and his
assistants had been able to identify other nutritionally rich plants, berries
and nuts.

"We've put some of the younger nenbers of the Rock out |ooking for
these," and he tapped the nut-like shells.

"I"ve seen themin quantities around here. And these berries are rich in
C and A" He pointed to sone of the green gl obes that Joe had thought mi ght be
di gesti bl e.

"We're trying to dry them for storage. | know you hunter types would
prefer to go for the neat but these can be just as inmportant to a properly
bal anced diet."

"Can we see Coo?" asked Kris.

"I'f you can catch him" Leon said drily. "That stuff was magical on al
the Deskis. |I'mkeeping a real close watch on Murn, the fenale.

Even Pess is back on duty.

Thanks, Zainal." And Leon gave hima conradely clap on the arm

"You saved their lives, you know " Zainal nerely flicked his eyebrows up
but Kris had a sense that he was not as diffident as he appeared.

Leon was obviously of the sane nind.

The Rock was full again. That seened as it should be to Kris.

Furt hernore, many nore of the indigenous personnel waved or sniled at



Zai nal when they met him

They hunted the next day, returning hone | aden with rock-squats and
anot her | oo-cow, since Bart and Pete in the Cheddar wanted to roast one whol e
to show the rookies that it could be done and that the neat was tasty.

They hunted the next two days, in different directions, and spent part
of the day picking the nuts and stripping the branches of every berry-shrub
t hey | ocat ed.

"We' d've had nore," Sarah said with a jaundiced glare at Joe Marley, "if
nore had actually landed up in the sack!" Joe nerely raised his eyes in
i nnocent surprise. Oskar guffawed al oud as he handed over a heavier sack than
Joe's.

They did not hunt the next day, although that was the plan. Just past
third noonrise a sentry excitedly stanped into Mtchel stown cave and call ed
out Zainal's nane.

"Yes?"

"You gotta come. Sonething's about to land. Not as big as the others but
bi g enough," and with that, the man ran out.

"Wake Worrell," Zainal called after him

"That's where |'mgoing,"” the man cried over his shoul der and was told
to keep his bl oody voice down as he proceeded down the corridor to Wrry's
quarters.

"Al'l cone," Zainal said, pushing his large feet into his boots.

The sentry's arrival had awakened everyone but they hadn't noved to
dress. Now they did. In a hurry. But when Joe and Gskar reached for their
spears, Zainal stopped them

"No use agai nst Catteni hand-weapons and shows bad faith," he said.

"Who do you think it is, Zainal?" Joe asked before Kris could.

"Catteni. And early even for them" It was two-noon tinme, so the night
was bright with them and clear. Wen they went up to the height with Wrrel
in tow, they could see the approach of the ship, its running lights tw nkling.

"Smal |, fast ship," Zainal said. "It is heading for that field,
think," and he pointed to what was the nearest expanse, a twenty-m nute hike
fromthe Rock.

"They know where we are?" Wirry sounded upset.

"Life-formreadings," Zainal said succinctly. "They an effort to rel ax
conpletely as he listened to what

know where transport | anded. The Rock shows many people."

"Not dunb. Well, these Catteni at least," Wrry said and started down
fromthe heights. "No offence intended, Zainal."

"None taken," was the easy answer.

"Maybe we should let themwait | ong enough to discover the scavengers?"
Joe suggested slyly.

Zainal only grunted but Kris thought the notion held a certain charmfor
himas well. So it wasn't surprising when Zainal neatly sling-shot a
rock-squat fast asleep on a boulder and hauled it along with them as they
traversed the rocky hillside

The craft had | anded | ong before they reached it. An open portal spilled
light onto the stubble of the field.

Light didn't attract scavengers: it repelled them Just outside the
illum nated area, Zainal casually dropped the rock-squat.

"How | ong does it usually take?" Joe nuttered.

"Longer near light," Zainal said and continued on his way to the ship.

It was a sleek one, Kris saw, and | ooked like it was nmeant for speed and
manoeuvrability with its swept back wi ngs and tapered nose.

But it was a large affair, not as big as the Chall enger had been nor the
Enterprise, but a fair size - three, four times the height of Zainal and about
as long as a Boeing 727 but rmuch w der.

Zainal halted right in front of the door and cracked out sharp Catten
wor ds.

Instantly three Catteni filled the doorway, one of them striding down



the ranp towards Zainal. Watching his face, Kris saw his eyes widen for an
instant, in surprise, she thought, and his right hand, which she could see,
briefly clenched into a fist. Then he seenmed to nake was sai d.

"My report cause trouble,” he said to the others in a brief aside before
spitting out nmore Catteni phrases

The officer, for that's what Kris deci ded he was, was of high rank, to
judge by the excellent fit of his tunic and the conplexity of insignia on his
col lar and cuff.

Zainal didn't seemin awe of him or even respectful, unless Cattenis
al ways snapped at each other: sort of like the English who are scrupul ously
polite to people they do not like and continually insult their intinmate
friends.

The Catteni |anguage sounded as if it was conposed of grow s, grunts,
gutturals and fricatives, without a single mellow ng vowel.

However, it mght only sound vicious.

You' d think the Chinese were cursing each other until they smled and
bowed so politely "There is other trouble," Zainal said after a spate of raw
staccato noise. "Wth Terrans and with Eosi." Now he grinned mal evolently...at
| east his nouth | ooked mal evolent in proffle.

"And " Worry pronpted.

"I amdrop. | stay drop. He say it is duty to come. | say | drop,
stay. H s loss, your gain." Then he turned his grin on Wrry, and Kris thought
his | ook was as nischievous as if he was hol ding sone kind of a royal flush in
his hand in a high stakes poker gane.

"Ughh," Sarah sai d suddenly, noving closer to Joe.

Zai nal | ooked over his shoulder and so did Kris, so they both saw the
first tentacular strands of a scavenger feeling its way out of the ground to
encircle the dead rock-squat.

Zai nal said sonething and stepped aside for the captain to see.

Al t hough the tentacles seemed to avoid the |lighted area of the body,
they gleaned slimly in the shadows.

Strips of the squat aninal noticeably disappeared at an ever increasing
rate as the scavenger decided its victimwas tasty.

Then Zai nal held out his comunit, pointing to various elenents of it,
patently displaying irrefutable evidence of alien artefacts that had been
recycled. That elicited a surprised exclamation fromthe captain and the other
two Catteni who bent closer to see the device.

For one noment, Kris was afraid Zainal would |let them have it.

That was when Kris thought Zainal began his own demands, for the captain
shook his head vehenmently at first but, as Zai nal becane insistent, he seened
to relent and ask questions of his own to which Zainal replied with a quick
shake of his head or an affirmative nod.

Then the captain said something to one of the others who went off, down
the blue-white Iit conpani onway to the bow of the ship.

The captain continued his interrogation. Some of his questions Zaina
answered. O hers he shrugged off, inpatiently or irritably or with an anused,
superi or expression

The nessenger returned with a handful of print-outs, some crunpled. The
captain barked at himand, with a startled and penitent | ook, the man hastily
reassenbl ed themin good order before passing themover to the captain, who
gl anced down at the first sheet before he gave all to Zainal. Zaina
i medi ately passed themto Wrrell

"Maps of this world from space," Zainal nurnured

"Show mount ai ns, nmetal deposits, other data. He does do not want to
give." Kris could see that only the sternest self-control kept Wbrrell from
peering avidly at the nmaterial.

Zai nal now stepped back fromthe open portal but the captain followed
hima step or two, managi ng sharp and penetrating gl ances at the indigenous
personnel, as if determined to store their faces for future reference. Kris
did not like that scrutiny though it gave her a chance to identify this



Catteni as another enmssi like Zainal with his fine, alnobst patrician

features. Wth his gaze still on Kris, the captain asked a short question
Zai nal answered with a sort of supercilious expression on his face. Shock
regi stered on the other nman's face and he gave Kris a second startled | ook

"I tell themyou are very smart Terrans, all of you, and | amproud to
be in your patrol, Kris."

"Thanks a peach skin, Zainal." If this fellow ever |anded on Botany and
started | ooki ng around for her, she'd make herself very scarce. He nust bl ane
her for Zainal's decision not to "take up his duty' Then his | ook turned
"knowi ng' and sly. He said two short words.

So fast that his novenments blurred, Zainal shot out a fist and decked
him ignoring the weapons which the other two i Mmediately almed at him He
stood back, arns crossed on his chest - old Stoneface while the captain,
wavi ng asi de the guards, got to his feet, rubbing his jaw

"Nice to know he gets a bit of his own back, Worry murmured to Kris.
"What ' d the bl oke say?"

"How woul d | know?" Kris muttered out of the side of her nouth but, from
the I ook on the captain's face, she also decided to get into the act. Zaina
had given her the clue - he was in her patrol. She gave Zainal a stern | ook as
if he shouldn't have retaliated. "Now wasn't that a half-ass thing to do when
all we have to defend ourselves with is slingshots?" she said to Zainal in as
i nperious a tone as she could nmuster, as if telling himoff. \Wich she was,
since the drawn weapons had scared her badly. She'd seen themin action and
the charge they propelled jerked every nerve in a body unless you were | ucky
enough to be knocked out first.

"Worth it," Zainal said but he made a subservient nod of his head at her
and, stepping back slightly behind her, crossed his arnms again.

The captain asked one nore question, his tone al nost plaintive as he
rubbed his jaw.

Zai nal gave a "that's inpossible' sort of hitch of his shoul der

The captain said sonething el se, nore briskly now, waving at his two
subor di nat es who noved off into the body of the ship. Wth a very respectful
salute to Zainal, and a crisp but equally respectful bowto Kris, the captain
st epped back into the ship and the portal slid shut, putting themin a
darkness lit only by the one remai ning moon in the sky.

"Hey, couldn't they |leave the lights on until we got safely off this
fiel d?" Sarah cried.

"Stanp as you go," Zainal said, turning and trotting away fromthe ship,
com ng down hard every third step

"You'll tell us what we coul dn't understand?" Wrry asked, trying to
pace Zainal but his shorter |egs were unequal to it.

"I will." They were safely away fromthe ship when it raised vertically,
as the transport had done, and then gathered speed in an ascent angle.

"VTOL! Ww " Joe said. "Do all your ships have that capacity, Zainal?"
He mined the action.

"The ones that |and, yes. Biggest, stay above,’
continued on.

St anpi ng, even every third or fourth step, jarred her tired body, but
every time Kris felt herself slacking off, she thought of the sliny look to
t he scavengers' tentacles or feelers and that reinforced her step. They
reached stony footing and, as one, |eaned against the safety of the nearest
r ock.

Zainal replied and

"That last bit he said, before you socked him" Kris asked firmy.

"Socked hin?" Zainal asked.

He wasn't temporizing because she realized "hitting' and its synonyms
nm ght not yet have cone up m conversation. She denonstrated.

"In Catten wonen | ead only other wonen," Zainal said.

"But special...ah, rank of women do command even Enassi."

"Why did you hit hinP" Zainal's lips curled in a snarl before he
answered. "He put a bad nane on you. A wong nane."



"Thanks, but didn't you take a chance? They m ght have shot us because
you hit their leader. That sort of thing got you in trouble before, you know. "
Zai nal grinned, pressing his thunb against his chest.

"The trouble is mine. | do not "sock"” to kill so the others do not fire.
They only...how do you say..." and he crouched, reacting with his hand
standi ng for, the weapon.

"Refl ex action?" Joe suggested.

"Hrmm " Zai nal said although he had not quite understood the tem

"Let's | eave the subject of Kris's honour aside," Wrry said.

"Way did you want these?" He was unfolding the sheets. "Can't even see
what they show in the dark."

"Maps of this planet fromspace to tell us where we are

Where to go. Wiere..." and now he paused, frowning, unable to find words
to use, "where biggest garage is."

"Real | y? Had your bl okes found it?" He shook his head. "Show where netal
is. Avery oh, funny?

No, not funny."

"An anomal y?"

"How i n hell would he understand "anomal y"?" Wrry asked.

"Ch, hush, 1'Il explain it. An anomaly is sonething that should not be
where it is. A deviation fromthe normal. A queer difference."

"Ah, yes." Zainal becane quite agitated. "That is it.

More netal than good to be there. Many places. Lots of netal.

Not right nmetal. Anomaly...hmmm" and he al nost tasted the word.

"Something that is different."

"They didn't want to give you these maps?" Sarah asked, also trying to
di scern details fromthe print-out.

"No. "

"They wanted you to go with them didn't they?" Kris asked pointedly.

"Yes, they said all was OK', and his grin was broad with malice, "to
cone hone. More than one day. Catteni drop me here. | stay here.

They cannot nmake one rule for nme, because | amuseful to them and one
for other Catteni."

"Man's got a sense of honour, so he has,’

"Why not?" Kris snapped back

"Why not indeed," Joe said in a placatory fashion

"Why didn't you go, when, you coul d? What was the duty they want you

He struggled, turning to Kris to help himout.

Joe said in nmld surprise.

for?"

"Emassi duty," and Zainal's voice turned inflexible.

"Too late for that duty now Once | wanted that duty. Not now.

Much has happened. They drop nme. | stay drop."

"Dropped,” Kris said automatically.

"Dropped. Funny | anguage, English."

"You're not the first to think so." "Nor will | be last,"” and he grinned
in the night at her.

"So," Worry said, "they wanted you for a duty you no | onger feel, you
need do?"

"Ri ght. No-one believes what | told transport men about mecho makers."

"So that's why you showed himthe conunit," Sarah carried on, "because
he knows what supplies came with us and that certainly wasn't included."

"Right," Zainal said.

"So you showed himand now they will have to believe you,'
on, "but why wouldn't they believe you?"

"I dropped,"” and he enphasized the final d of the past tense.

"So now what?" Kris asked, worried.

"W wait. W see.”

"And if the Eosi cone before the mechos' makers?" "Not Eosi but someone
hi gher than "Zainal jerked his thunb upwards indicating the late captain. "W
wai t .

Sar ah went

W see."



"I don't like this," Wrry said. Then the conunit he wore at his belt
bl eeped, a curious intrusion in the night.

"Worrell here...Ch, Mtford. Yes, Zainal did nake contact with the
spacecraft. Here," and Worry handed the unit to Zainal. "He shoulda called on
yours." The conversati on was one-sided but since everyone |listening knew what
had happened from Zai nal's point of view, sone of his responses were amusing,
t hough possibly not on Mtford's end, or in the mddle of a cold night - and
Kris was beginning to feel the chill in the air. Finally Zainal gave a series
of "OKs' in response to Mtford's instructions, depressed the "off' button and
passed the device back to Wrry.

"He knows. We know. W say nothing," Zainal informed them

"Say not hi ng?" Wbrry excl ai med. "The whol e canp got wakened by that
dammed sentry rousing you and then ne.

They' Il demand to know.
Zai nal shrugged and struck off up the next tier of rock.
"False alarm that's what we'll tell them It was a false alarm

Ship just flew over," Wrry went on
"Wong tine of night to overfly anything,"’
behi nd Wrry. "Mons went down early."

Joe suggested, climbing

"Nonsense," Kris said firmy as she foll owed Joe, Wrry and Zainal. "W
tell the truth, or howw Il they trust us?"

"Good point," Sarah said, starting up. "W want to build trust, not
destroy it."

"Say nothing," Zainal called down to them "Snile and say nothing. Sarge
will tell themwhat they need to know. " "He's got a point there," Wrry said

"One thing puzzles nme," Joe said, spacing out words as he clinbed, "why
your survey didn't tunble to the fact that this world - well, this continent
at least - is all carved up into neat fields? Surely they nust have seen the

anomaly in that...a clear indication that this planet was, had been
cultivated?" Zainal answered. "Loo-cows and rock-squats not smart so planet is
not occupi ed! They do not "see" the machinery." He added a plainly derogatory
phrase in the harsh Catteni

Then they all had to save their breath for clinbing.

When they reached the Rock, only the sentries were awake, as they should
be, and Worry brushed off their questions with a "Nothing to worry about. Tel
you in the norning, |I'mbushed."

Chapter Thirteen

Mtford arrived the next nmorning in a refitted tractor which had been
altered to carry six passengers. Mtford had with himthe two NASA m ssion
speci alists, both of whom he said, had had training in discerning planetary
features from space. Kris, Zainal and the others had breakfasted and were well
prepared for a Mtford debriefing. The Mss - a man and a wonan with really
not hing to distinguish themfrom anyone el se except that they had been in
space - took charge of the maps at one end of Mtford' s desk which Wirry had
hastily surrendered to the sergeant.

"Way'n't you take off with "en?" was Mtford' s first sharp question to

Zai nal

He smiled. "I like it here better. Zainal didn't |ook at Kris but
Mtford did and she nmildly returned his stare in a "none of your business'
attitude. "l dropped,"” and again he nade nuch of the past tense, enphasizing
the t sound. "I stay." She really didn't think it was only her presence that

had caused Zainal to stay: he had nade it clear to the ship captain that he
felt bound by some obscure point of honour, though he m ght have used that as
an excuse, she thought.

Still and all, they nust have really wanted hi mback to send a speci al
fast courier to collect him

Hadn't they known where Emassi Zainal had been taken, considering the
circunmst ances of his capture before the grace period had expired?



The captain had registered surprise, not pleasant, either, on seeing
Zainal at his portal. Possibly the captain hadn't known whom he was going to
nmeet on this planet.

She found it hard to believe: did Zainal |ike her so nuch he coul dn't
live without her? Kris gave her head a little shake of denial but she coul dn't
hel p grinning slightly. Catteni and human were biologically sterile, even if
they could enjoy sexual relations - and "enjoy' was a pale word to apply to
t hat tempestuous event. She was sort of hoping he'd ask for nore: not that
they'd had tinme for any further such... enjoynments. She didn't consider
hersel f remarkably sexy - well, until Zainal had aroused her. Even wi thout the
sexual rapport, she liked Zainal. He was a conpl ex man. Man, oh man, wasn't he
just! And he had conducted hinself with tact and a respect for others during a
very difficult few weeks. Back on Barevi, having a Catteni "interested in you
was not what you wanted. Zainal was, in all respects, different.

She had to wench her thoughts back. The NASA pair were excited about
some aspect of the synbols Zainal was translating fromthe map | egend. Craning
her head, she could see that not only were there overvi ews of each hem sphere
of the planet but close-ups, if you wanted to call pictures of entire
continents "cl ose-ups', showi ng contours, nountains, valleys. There were even
sea- scapes of the ocean floors and their nounts and abysses. Conpl ete! Then
she gave full attention to what was bei ng said.

"The position is perfect for a command post, Sarge, the man - Bert Put -
was sayi ng, tapping an el evation point, alnost dead centre of this, the main
continent. "Not easy to get to but that's only a sensible precaution and
here..

he pointed a blunt finger again, "is another concentration that matches
the sane synbol of the abattoir which we've al ready discovered.

Possi bly a garage, situated below the main facility. Everything' s on
renote so it doesn't matter how far above the garage the command point is.”

"That location's not all that far..." Mtford said, pulling at his | ower
lip in a pensive fashion. "Hmm " He wal ked his fingers the distance. "Wll, a
good week's march."

"Not now we have that vehicle,' Wrry said eagerly.

"We've only got the one big one in operation .. Mtford began, "but
hell's bells, it'll get a patrol there and back faster "n' safer than they
could trot it. OK, Zainal, Kris, Bert, Sarah as nedic, Joe as hunter, and
you'll need a good nechanic.” Mtford winced. "He's a pain in the butt, |

know, folks, but the best mechanic we've got is Dick Aarens.

"Aw, Sarge," Kris began in protest.

"Now," and Mtford held up a placatory hand and stared her down, "he's
not going to trouble you with Zainal along."

"He hates aliens' guts,' Kris conplained.

"He may but he's proved that he can read the neco nakers' schematics and
alter themas easily as you'd play with a Lego set.

This is not an outing. This is a patrol! You gotta pass by Canp Narrow
on your way, so I'Il go with you and give Aarens the business.

You ." and Mtford turned to Zainal, including Joe and Sarah in the sane
gl ance, "discipline as and when he needs it. As hard as need be.

The trip may even do hi m good. "

"We' || see that it does,"” Kris pronised caustically but she wasn't at
all pleased at Aarens' inclusion in what should have been a great jaunt wth
good peopl e she trusted. Even if she didn't know Bert Put well, she liked his
frank, open face and ent husiasm and the avid way he had exam ned the alien
charts, like a boy with a gi zno he had never expected to own.

Careful inspection of the terrain to be crossed suggested this would
take three, possibly four days, at the speed the nodified tractor could make.

"We run faster," Zainal said with a little grunt.

"Not over sone of the ground, mfriend," Mtford said, pointing out
several areas that appeared to be significant heights and rivers.

"That thing hops barriers Iike a gazelle, saves you having to take the



long way round. W tested its stability on every sort of terrain and it's
better'n" a tank. Can't tip because it just lifts on its air cushions. Mre
confortable than the tractors | remenber as a kid.

"Sarge, you were never a kid!" Kris said, teasingly.

"I begin to think you're right, Bjornsen," and he slipped the map over

to Dowdal|. "Dow Il nmake you a copy to take along. The originals aren't going
out of ny possession. Now, figure out the supplies you'll need and you're to
take along some furs. You'll be at altitude and it's bound to be colder this

time of year." Zainal |ooked even larger in the fur vest that had been nade
for him But he wore it with an air that nade it seemregal ermne

"Bi ggest damm rock-squat | ever saw," Sarah said, grinning fromear to
ear.

"I am funny?" Zainal asked in nock indignation. He flexed his shoul ders.
"It fit well. WVArm" He slid out of it and, folding it up with care, tied the
bundl e with a thong.

There were fur rugs as well as vests for each menber of the expedition
i ncluding Dick Aarens. Kris was still struggling to accept the necessity of
hi m j oi ning the patrol

"I know he's a horse's ass, Kris, but he hel ped put this vehicle

t oget her and he knows how to get the nmost out of it. You will need himon the
team"

"I will not like it, Sarge, and if he so nmuch as - - "C obber him O
better still, let Zalnal do it. Only not too hard.

You may need hi mundamaged."” Mtford gripped her armin a firm but
friendly enphasis to his orders.

Bert Put's presence hel ped a great deal, even when all he had to | ook at
was the relevant section of map that Dowdal| had conpetently produced. They
let Mtford off at Canp Narrow and reluctantly collected a cockily grinning
Di ck Aarens, who was still festooned with his belt of tools and vest of
pockets which bulged with unidentifiable |unps.

"Ready when you are,"” he said jauntily, clinbing up to the seat Mtford
had vacated between Joe Marley and Sarah MDoual | .

"Just don't let it go to your head, buddy, Kris said, glaring at him
because he was deliberately playing kneesies with her.

"Only trying to be friendly," Aarens said in an al nost plaintive whine.
"Maybe | should drive. | know this baby inside out."

"I drive," Zainal said and that was that. Mtford had tested his skil
on the way to Narrow and this wasn't the first ground vehicle Zainal had ever
driven.

Zai nal turned the control handl e and the Hopper noved forward. It had
been so naned on the trip down since it invariably "hopped any terrain that
exceeded its pre-progranmed optimum angle. They had all |earned to hang on to
somet hing to be secure agai nst unexpected manoeuvres. Cenerally the
ai r-cushi oned vehicle proceeded snmoothly Aarens' attenpts to chat up Sarah
fail ed when she made it obvious - by linking one armthrough Joe's that she
was uninterested. Aarens sul ked until Bert Put's |ook of disbelief at such
chi l di sh behavi our shamed himinto neutrality The Hopper m ght be faster than
the average tank but it was no McLaren on a Grand Prix circuit. It also "flew
neatly over a wi de neandering river and three narrower ravines they
encountered the first day. Wen they canped for the night on a rock | edge,
above a small cataract and pool, Zainal and Bert figured they had covered
nearly seventy mles.

Rock-squats and sone tasty little fish taken fromthe stream provided
supper. After reporting in to Mtford, Zainal assigned watches and gave Aarens
t he dog wat ch.

When Kri s woke the next norning, she found Aarens asl eep

"What is there to watch for?" Aarens denanded in outrage when Zai na
roughly shook hi mawake. "Hey, take it easy. Scavengers can't attack on rock
and no-one's ever seen fiiers out at night."

"There're renegades still unaccounted for,"'

Kris said, "and you know



dammed good and well they'd want this Hopper."

"W haven't seen ANYone," he protested.

"Do you think they'd be stupid enough to expose thenselves until they
were ready to attack?" Kris went on, livid with rage at his stupid arrogance,
clutching her hands at her sides because she was afraid she'd deck Aarens.
Even as she thought of the joy she'd have in seeing himprostrate on the hard
rock underfoot, she realized the unwi sdom of such retaliation. They m ght
i ndeed need Aarens if the machine fail ed.

"But no-one did attack us," he replied in sullen self-defence.

That ni ght he was made to gather firewood and rocksquat dung as
puni shrent for dereliction. Nervously, Kris woke several times that night
during Aarens' watch, to be sure he remai ned awake. Evidently Zainal did the
same thing. The time they woke together, Zainal pulled her close to himand
af fectionately nuzzled her neck but that, unfortunately Kris thought, was as
anorous as he got. She was gl ad of that much, though she ached for nore.

It took them six days to make the designated point and the garage they
found was visible for mles above the barren wastel and that spread out before
it.

"Strange place for a garage,"” Joe Marley said, trying to gauge the
hei ght of the doors.

"The conmand post is directly above this, isn't it?" Kris said, peering
over Bert's shoul der to check the map.

"I't would appear to be - - - up there," Bert replied, pointing and then
sighing at the sheer faade of the cliff it topped. Only the solar panels, too
regul ar in shape to be a natural formation, marked its location. "I wonder if

we can get the Hopper up there from another approach

and he | ooked eastward al ong the range.

"No, we have rope," and Zainal hefted the coil fromthe storage shelf of
t he Hopper.

"And pitons," Joe said, gratefully, having watched Jay G eene include
those recently manufactured itenms in their supplies.

"I'f you'll bring the Hopper alongside, I'll just start disnmantling those
sol ar panels," Aarens said, speaking for the first time that day.

"I wouldn't want anything fall down on you guys while you're climnbing
that cliff," he added with a sneer

"Too right," Joe Marley said. "I'lIl help you. W don't all need to
clinmb." Zainal peered at the sun, already well down the sky.

"Not today. Tonmorrow. Today we all help renove panels. Get inside, too."
But he did not appear too sangui ne about that possibility as he inspected the
huge grey-netall ed doors. "No crack." Wen they reported in to Mtford, he was
glad to hear they'd reached their destination but warned themto go slowif
this appeared to be a totally different sort of installation. Since it m ght
wel | be the control point for an entire planet, the Mec Makers m ght well have
equi pped it with safeguards.

Aarens took down the solar panels. "That's what |'mhere for, isn't it?"
he demanded nastily. "Wat |'mgood at. You guys'll take forever and you..."
and his hostile gaze settled accusingly on Zainal's heavy fingers, " m ght
damage the panels. Sone were danmaged beyond use, you know. You guys don't
respect technol ogy |Iike you should." Knowi ng how the patrol had had to
struggle with the solar panels, Kris reluctantly had to adnmit that Aarens did
it faster, and probably better than anyone el se coul d.

The fact did not endear Aarens to anyone and he had to stand watch that
ni ght, too, though he conpl ai ned about the duty.

"I have big hands," Zainal said, raising one big fist and exanining it
as if he'd never seen it before. He smiled and turned towards Aarens, his
intent very clear. "Big hand, big damage."

"You woul dn't dare,"” and Aarens noved around the fire near Sarah, who
promptly resettled herself, leaving himall alone again. "You need ne as your
nmechanic. To tell you what's up there.”

"Perhaps," Zainal said, "but | have pilot spaceship many years now. |



know a thing or two about circuits and nore about spaceships." Aarens
retreated into dour silence again, glaring across the canpfire at them

"Wake me for the dog watch, Joe said in a low voice to Zainal. "I don't
trust him"

"\Where he go?" Zainal asked, with a shrug.

"Not so much where would he go, but what would he do? Like disable the
Hopper for spite or slip sone of those poisonous | eaves in our norning tea?
Hel I, I wouldn't trust himnot to usher renegades in and | augh while they slit
our throats," said Joe.

Aarens sai d nothing the next norning when he was awakened at dawn with
the others. But he had a snmug sort of twist to his features as if he'd won a
round by not having to stand a watch as the others did.

Whi ch he had, Kris thought, disgruntled.

Try as they could, and Aarens was doing his |evel best to solve the
problem they could not find out how the door opened, and there was only the
one.

So, having spent a fruitless norning, Zainal decided to use the
aft ernoon daylight to nmake the clinb.

"Way'n't we start tonorrow, early, first thing?" Aarens denanded in a
suddenly nervous twitch. "Get sonme rest today. Hunt."

"No, we clinb,' and Zainal slung one coil of rope to his shoulders. "I
Kris, Bert. Aarens, you go hunt greens by river. Joe, Sarah, watch. Kris, give
Joe your conunit." When she had, Zainal approached the cliff beside the garage
where there were sone irregularities providing footand hand-holds. At |least in
the first fifty or so feet.

It wasn't as hard a clinb as it seened |looking up at it. Indeed, the
rock-face was nost obliging even though it had an outward bul ge that was a
trifle awkward to manoeuvre. Then they cane to the area of squared-off,
dressed stone which nust be the control post. A further twenty feet, easily
scal ed, got themto the array of solar panels crowning the cliff top. But,
once again, no discernible way into the facility which they knew rmust be
cont ai ned behind the rock. That is, until Kris, exasperated with the whole
thing, clinbed well above the panels and discovered the vents.

"Well, they had to have venting sonewhere, didn't they?" she said when
she had called Bert and Zainal to inspect her find. Then she saw both nen
regardi ng her, and she | ooked back at the vents and realized she was the
sl enderest one anmong them "I knew we shoul d have brought Lenny.

It took a good two hours to pry the grill off the vent with the use of
t he heavi est chisel of the ones Zainal "borrowed' froma protesting Aarens. He
had showered inprecations on themif they nicked any of the bl ades. Wen
Zai nal had chi pped enough space for his fingers, he gave one mghty pull and
wrenched the vent cover off.

They slung a rope under Kris's arns and, not w thout scratching herself,
she squeezed into the opening and was | et down. A long way down into nusty
dar kness.

Then, as soon as she touched the ground with her feet, lights canme up
an orangey glow rather than the blue-white of the Iighting the Catteni used.
She coul d see the panels that lined the "front' of the facility and then the
| ong boxy rectangl es that ranged al ong the back

There was not hing that resenbled seating, nothing that resenbled
anything she was famliar with, bar the sloping control panels with their
regul ar indentations. There were six rectangles of an opaque material which
| ooked |i ke screens, placed high up on the walls, and a larger one like a
bl ank picture window in front.

"I think Bert better get down here, or you, Zainal," she said. "I
haven't a clue what to do next." Bert's head appeared in the vent aperture.
"Tell me what you have in front of you, Kris. Maybe | can talk you through it.

"Ha!" She ran her fingers lightly over the | eft-hand group of
i ndentations and, in the next instant, everything lit up

"Ch, Lord, | hit sonething. Hey, and there're sorts of pictograns that



even | can read. And one of them | ooks |ike doors." She pressed her fingers
together, ditheringly, and felt totally out of her depth to be confronted with
such technol ogy. She could now feel a hum ning through the soles of her boots,
| ow and not nenaci ng. She told them about it.

"W hear, too," Zainal said, his voice encouraging.

"How many door pictograns?" Bert asked.

"Five."

"Do they differ in any way?"

"You nmean in size? Yes."

"Try the small est and see what happens."” Reluctantly she put her finger
in the depression beside the small door pictogram She heard a whoosh and saw
a door panel swi ng open behind her "I've got access to the inside." "Take a
| ook around, then." She did and came on to a blind corridor, wide and tall
cut into the rock. She reported.

"Try the next door glyph." She did and heard a roar fromboth of them
then Bert's raucous "Qpen sesane!" She felt the cool air before she realized
that she had inadvertently opened the outer door. She was overwhel m ngly
relieved, however, when Bert and Zainal entered the room

Bert's face was a study - the eager boy on Christmas norning with al
t he ganes he'd asked Santa for - as he pored over the control panel. Zaina

was nore interested in the rectangles on the inner wall, |ooking for the way
in to their innards.
"Well, here goes on the Big Daddy Bear," Bert said in a tone of decision

and pressed the last of the line of "doors' Inmediately Zainal's comunit
bl eeped.

"Hey, man," and Joe's triunphant tones were audible to all three, "you
did it. The main portal's sliding back inside the cliff, snpboth as a baby's
ass. And, wow "

"What' s inside?"

"Some kind of aircraft: one, no, two of "em parked in tandem Stubby
wi ngs, look like air-cushion lobs as | can't find any wheels but 1'd say they
wer e at nospheric planes. Maybe for the inspector general to have a | ook round,
see if all the nmechos are doing their jobs right.

Hey, now, wait just a sec, there, Aarens..
cut off.

Zainal leapt for the outer door, Bert and Kris al nbst bunping into each
other to foll ow

Over the bulge of the cliff, they couldn't see what was happening at the
base by the garage until Zainal's unit beeped again.

"S all right here," Joe said. "Sorry to panic but that fool got hinself
i nside one of the planes and |I didn't know what woul d happen.” "W need that
fool up here, Zainal said, scowing, and Kris just w shed that Aarens could
see that expression: he'd take less risks if he had Zainal to account to.

Wil e they awaited Aarens' arrival, Bert studied the pane
hi er ogl yphics, trying to figure out what did what.

There were only a few identifying signs that nmade any sense, the doors
bei ng one. Another was a line of six depressions, marked with a bl unt-nosed
object, sone sort of a projectile. One space did not |ight up

"Coul d have fired one off," Bert said. "A probe? Some kind of a
capsul e?"

"Or a torpedo,” was Kris's guess.

"Yeah, could be any one of those.

"Zainal ?" The Catteni came in to study the line, shaking his head after
a few moments, though he passed a hand over the torpedo/probegl yph. The
conmuni t bl eeped.

"He won't go," Joe said, thoroughly disgusted.

"He won't go?" Zainal repeated, blinking.

"He won't clinmb up. Seens he's afraid of heights."

"Afraid of heights?" Zainal echoed, as if he didn't believe his ears, or
t hought he had mi sunderstood the words.

Abruptly the transm ssion



"Wul dn't you know?" Kris said.

"He will clinb," Zainal said flatly. The look on his face boded no good
for Aarens.

"Il help," Kris said happily, |ooking forward to Aarens' reaction when
he realized he couldn't pull that sort of an act on a Catteni

They rappell ed down, Kris revelling in the manoeuvre, for she'd al ways
liked this exercise in her survival course.

Joe and Sarah now had Aarens cornered in the garage, behind the two

st ubby-w nged pl anes nose to tail in the |long building. The garage was nuch
hi gher than it needed to be to accommpdate just the two planes. The garage was
also lit, so all its functions were controlled from above.

Kris wondered if the planes were also renote control devices.

Maybe t hat was what the screens beside the control panels were for
renote view ng. Zainal now confronted Aarens, picked himup by the fold of his
coverall and carried him one-handed, to the front.

"No, no, | tell youl won't go. | can't handle heights. 1'll faint. ["l
be sick all over you " Aarens was protesting, batting vainly at the hand that
carried him

"You are needed up. You will go up!" Zainal told himand then gestured
at Joe to bring the spare rope.

W thout actually releasing the now violently struggling mechanic, Zaina
created a harness that strapped his arms tight to his chest, with | oops under
his arms for him Then Zainal fastened the |oose ends of the harness to
hi nsel f and started up the rock-face, hauling Aarens who was flailing hard
with his legs to inpede his upward progress.

"You' d better use your legs to keep from bruising yourself against the
rock," Sarah suggested with objective indifference.

"Ah, | can't. | can't stand heights. Ch, God, oh, God, oh God," and he
kept up that litany as Zainal inexorably hoisted him dangling and bangi ng
against the cliff-face.

"Ch God, oh God." Kris followed behind, not that she could have rescued
Aarens, or even wanted to, or would need to since Zainal had the exercise
under conplete control

"Ch God oh God, oh God," Aarens' voice rose to an hysterical pitch

"Keep your eyes shut then, you damm fool," Kris advised. "Don't |ook
Don't | ook down Aarens did not becone sick but he did have an epi sode of
i ncontinence. Kris was able to nove out of the way of it which was as well, as
it left a wet streak down the cliff.

The "o God o Gods' became piteous and hoarse but Zainal ignored them and
then Bert hel ped haul the terrified nan up onto the shall ow | edge and t hrough
to the door into the control room

"Pull yourseif together,"” Bert said with disgust to the quivering
mechani ¢ as he untied the ropes. Zainal was shruggi ng out of his harness.
"This conpl ex goes deep into the nmountain, Zainal. Care to have a | ook?"

"No, | stay here," Zainal said, |ooking down at the sorry sight Aarens
presented. "He nust do work." Kris was glad to | eave the cl ose confines of the
control room because Aarens' accident was snelling the place up

She didn't know how Zainal could stand it, but the door was |eft open
and perhaps the wind at this height would clean the air and dry Aarens off.

Bert | ed her out of the control room through one door and then down a
short flight of very wide steps with lowrisers. Lights came up, brightening
slowy, as if slow fromdisuse, to the sane orange gl ow that shone in the
control room They entered the first roomand it was enpty of everything but a
sort of long pedestal table; no chairs or stools or anything to sit or rest
on. The table did | ook used, with sone edges snoothed and sone scratches
marring its surface. Scratches fromwhat? Bert urged her to the roomon one
si de.

"I don't know if these are beds or what," he said, pointing to |arge
square platforns, built up a foot off the floor surface. "Mich | ess this?" and
he showed her an equally |arge room beyond, which had a square depression in



its centre with what seened to be a drain in the mddle. "I can't find any

water outlets or hoses or anything." They prow ed here and there about the

roons and deci ded that those that had the sanme built-in equipnment mght be

sl eepi ng accommodati on. The purpose of others was not inmedi ately apparent.
Sone had | arge rectangul ar coffers which defied their attenpts to open them
The wal |l shelving was all above her shoul der hei ght.

"Bi g creatures? Appendages at this level ?" Kris asked, pretending to
renove sonet hing froma shel f.

"Not been used in yonks," Bert allowed, scuffing the dust on the floor

"I don't know what this is," Aarens voice said, issuing from sonewhere
near the ceiling. "No reaction anywhere." Bert and Kris grinned at each other

"Maybe we better tell themthat they're on intercom” Kris said.

Bert shrugged. "Wy?"

"Why are you touching the bullets glyphs?" Zainal was saying, a note of
concern in his deep voice.

"They're for those torpedo-type giznos on a rack in the garage," Aarens
was saying in a smooth sly tone. "Could be "Don't!" Zainal's command crackl ed.
Just then they heard a runbling that echoed up from below. Wth one

accord they ran back to the control room

Zai nal was standing over the prone body of Dick Aarens, his right hand
still clenched in a fist. In his left hand he held the conunit, its "on" |ight
gl owi ng.

"I decked him" Zainal said. Then he pointed to the panel where one pf
the bull et depressions shone red.

Was red al ways the col our of alarn®

"He pressed it. It go off."

"Thanks, Zainal," Joe's voice could be faintly heard fromthe comunit.
"W noved. The right way. Thing |launched in a blaze and we'd' ve been all too
close to its exhaust.

Wait till | get a hold of that Aarens!"”

"You'll have to stand in line,' Kris said, pulling the comunit over to
her so that she could register her priority.

"When he cones to, that is." She toed the prone body.

"What did he think he was doi ng, Zainal?"

"Make trouble," Zainal said.

"Ch!" That was from Bert Put because Kris was shocked into immbility by
the very thought of deliberately sumonng the necos' mekers, and having to
answer to whatever used solid rock as a bed and ate at a table without sitting
and had shoul der-hi gh storage units.

"Ch ny God!" she finally said, |eaning weakly agai nst Zainal

"Maybe good idea after all," he said at | ength, nodding his head.

"Then we know worst, or best."

"How could it be best?" Kris asked, very glad when Zainal put a
supporting armaround her, his fingers tightening briefly on her shoul der
encour agi ngl y.

"First, best to know Second, fun to find out who makes nechos." He
grinned at her exclamation of protest.

"If the condition of this place is any evidence, no one or no thing has
been here in a long tinme, Zainal," Bert said, shaking his head. "Wsh | could
have seen it go," he added sorrowfully.

"Ask Joe when we get down again.”

"And what do we do with sl eeping beauty?" Kris asked, proddi ng Aarens'
shoul der agai n.

Zai nal took a deep breath and then let it out.

"I't'd be nore fun to | ower hi mdown when he knows he's up high," Bert
said with a malicious expression on his usually pleasant face.

"And listen to the O God-O God-O Gods for hours?" Kris said.

"Well, if | promise not to touch anything, can | stay up here and see if
I can figure out any nore of what that panel control s?" Bert asked.

Zai nal shrugged and | ooked at Kris. "I don't see why not, NASA-man,' she



said with a grin.

"First, we report to Mtford," Zainal said.

"He's not going to like this," Kris said, shaking her head.

"Especially since | think we were probably supposed to prevent just such
a t hi ng happeni ng.

To her surprise, Mtford took somewhat the sane attitude Zainal had: he
woul dn't have authorized sending a nessage, if that was indeed what Aarens had
managed to do. But he was, in a way, relieved that it had gone off "And if
your guys are watching this planet, Zainal, it's going to give thema shock."

"There is that," Zainal replied.

"Shoul d we conme back to the Rock, Sarge?" Kris asked.

"M ght as well, but on your way back check out the other sites on the
part of the map | gave Bert." Then Mtford signed off.

In the end, Zainal |owered the unconscious Aarens down the rockface,
with Kris guiding the strapped body's descent. It wasn't what she'd rather
have done with Aarens but that would have been playing the gane on his |evel.
Sarah and Joe | oaded up a sack of food, water and furs which Zainal then
haul ed nore carefully up to Bert. He would | eave his comunit with Bert so the
M5 could stay in contact.

"Tell Bert there's no real rush for himto cone down," Joe said to
Zainal on the com winking at Sarah in a conspiratorial fashion

They decided not to untie the unconsci ous Aarens but put himin the
Hopper, between the seats. Sarah flung his fur over him

"It may stink in the norning but that's his probl em she said.

"There's stew for supper,” she added. "Just the four of us." Then Sarah
smled, a different sort of knowing smle. It didn't take a nonent for Kris to
catch on and she grinned back, noddi ng her head.

"We coul d stand our watches together tonight. Be sort of cosy, wouldn't
it?"

"Great idea," Kris said, her eyes wandering over the area to see where
she woul d pl ace hers and Zainal's bl ankets and furs.

Certainly far enough away from Aarens to be able to ignore any
conpl aints from himwhen he finally came to, and far enough not to inpinge on
the privacy of Joe and Sarah.

"I hear Catteni mmke great |overs," Sarah went on conversationally.

"You have?"

"Yeah. Back on Earth, | knew a couple of girls who took up with Catten

on purpose, to find out what they could," Sarah hastened to add.

"Ah, line of duty," Kris said.

"Well, the word | got was that giving out was not the hard part of the
job." Sarah winked at Kris, and waited a nonent, evidently wanting sone
i ndi cation of how Kris accepted the information. "In fact, they used to cone
hone smiling. Oh, | know there were plenty yelling rape, and | heard all about

Patti Sue, and | know sone of the rougher types were brutal. But Zainal's
different. Oh ny word, but he's different and if | hadn't net Joe..." Sarah's
smle was enviously wi stful

Then her expression changed to her usual forthright candi dness. "Wat
I"'mtrying to say is, don't worry about |iking Zainal that way, Kris.

And | think you do like him"

"Hmm | think | do, too, Sarah. And thanks." Then, while Sarah went
back to the fire to stir the stew, Kris watched Zainal rapelling down the
faade, his novenments deft and graceful. But then she was accustomed to his
size and she certainly was no | onger going to be worried about what other
peopl e t hought.

Still it was good of Sarah to speak up as she had. Especially since a
| ot of people now on Botany had nentally paired Zainal and herself off a |ong
time ago. She watched while he untethered hinself, neatly coiled the rope for
future use and then entered the garage. She watched hi mhave a good | ook at
the launch tube that had rel eased the capsule and the other lour sitting in
their tubes. Ventilators had conme on when the missile had surged out of the



garage so that the fumes had di spersed, but he sniffed, trying to decide what
fuel had been used, she thought. Then he inspected the rest of the puzzling
cabi nets, panels and equi pnent.

He settled hinself on the sloping stubby wing of the |last plane and took
some bark paper and his carbon pencil out of a thigh pocket.

She j oi ned hi m when he began to make accurate sketches of the interior

"I's Bert doing the sane upstairs?"

"Upstairs?" Zainal asked, puzzled. Wen she pointed upwards, he grinned.
"Yes. W get it all down for Sarge.

For report." Kris liked watching Zainal work, the deft way his fingers
noved, big but not clumsy. She thought of how they woul d nove on her, while
they stood their double watches that night, and shivered with anticipation

He had considerable skill as a draftsman because he only needed a quick
gl ance before he sketched in a whole section accurately, frowning as he held
t he sketch up against the nodel to be sure he had done it with precision

"You're a man of many talents, aren't you, Zainal ?" she said when he had
finished the |ob.

"Not so many," he said in an abstracted tone. Then he put pencil and
paper to one side and, catching her arm pulled her against him all his
attention on her.

"How about standing a double watch with nme toni ght?" she asked, al npst
coyly. She disliked "coy' because girls who are five-foot ten don't do "coy
wel | but Zainal had changed many of her attitudes.

He ruffled her hair which was growi ng | ong again and woul d soon have to
be braided or it would get in the way.

"I can possibly do that, he replied am ably.

"Sonetines, Zainal," she began, tsck-tscking in surprise, "you sound
nore Anmerican than | do."

"That's good?"

"I mean, it's great you've learnt English so well so quickly."

"I like to learn sonething el se quickly and well," he said and nuzzl ed
her neck, biting her ever so gently.

"Are | ovebites part of a Catteni wooi ng?"

"Whoi ng?" he asked agai nst her neck

"Maki ng | ove."

"I think so. | have not |loved a Catteni." Hi s phrasing nade her catch
her breath. If he hadn't loved a Catteni, did he love her? Don't be stupid,
Kris girl. He's an Emassi where he comes from and has net Eosi. He's too
i mportant for a girl like you fromol' backwater-"f-the-gal axy Terra. But her
arm of its own accord, tightened around his neck and she ki ssed his cheek
Hi s snooth cheek

"Don't you Catteni ever need to shave?" She had no i dea what possessed
her to ask a question like that then, but that was her all over.

He | aughed down at her. "Shave? Ah, take off face hair. No face hair on
Catteni." Then he rubbed his cheek agai nst hers.

"HEY, YOQU HAIRY LOT," Sarah called fromthe canpfire, unaware of the
topic of their conversation.

"DINNER!' " Zainal slipped his arm about her waist and pushed her off
towards the fire and their dinner

"When we stand watch tonight, | do not think we stand long," he said so
only she could hear him "though of course it can be done that way, too."

"What ever," she managed to reply though the idea fascinated her

Over the stew, Joe Marley was full of specul ation about the prospect of
a reaction to the homing capsul e.

"Maybe it is not homing," Zainal suggested.

"What else could it be?" Joe replied. "Nothing' s been bl own up anywhere,
if it was a torpedo, or Mtford would have told us. Besides, those nothers are
big, conplex affairs. It was fuelled, too, judging by the stink it left
behi nd. So, possibly it could be a honer."

"True.



"And maybe now we've got into this place," and Joe jerked his finger at
the maw of the garage, the orange light so dimthey could not even see the
tail of the first plane, "we mght figure out howto get into the seaside

facility."

"Not if we have to take Aarens along with us to get it to open," Kris
said firmy.

"Bert cones," Zainal said.

"I'f we have tine for it before the nmecos' nmkers cone back at us," Joe

said gloomly

"It could take decades for the homer to reach its destination."”

"Then what good is a honer?" Joe demanded. "No, to be efficient, and
t hese Meco Makers are damed efficient engineers, it would have to reach hone
in arelatively short period of tine." He wasn't happy at the thought of what
response woul d be made.

"Why borrow trouble, Joe?" Kris asked.

"Well, it's only smart to think ahead, to plan for contingencies.

"That's Mtford's job," Kris said easily. "And Wrry's.

Let himdo that for all of us." Her stomach was full and it was great to
be able to | ounge around the fire, close to Zainal, and knowi ng he was cl ose
to her and woul d be cl oser once they got Joe and Sarah off to their own bed.

"Honest, Zainal, d you think we'll get a response soon?"

"W get one sooner fromCatteni is ny say, he said, hands cl asped behind
his head, his eyes gleaming gold in the firelight. He | ooked both alien and
wonderfully famliar to Kris.

"Why? Woul d they have put up a satellite er something?' They had to
expl ain what kind of satellite Joe meant and Zai nal agreed that Catteni had
such equi pnent .

"But they do not yet believe in the Mecho Makers.

Though maybe since - - -" and he paused, a slight frown creasing his
f or ehead.

"Since that captain came?" Kris said,- pronpting

Zai nal grinned at her. "He believe and is able to act without order."
"Was he under Eosi orders to cone here, then?" Zainal shook his head. "He cane
to get ne."

"But you were dropped and you stay," Sarah said, teasingly.

Kris, who was aware that that had been a far nore significant encounter
t han anyone el se could know, gl anced quickly at Zainal to see how he reacted.

"I stay," he said and then grinned.

"But he might have activated a warning device?" Joe asked, getting the
matter straight in his own m nd

"That is possible.

"So they woul d know somet hing's been | aunched." Zai nal nodded.

"Maybe they won't drop any nore unwilling pioneers on us then," Sarah
sai d hopeful |y Zainal chuckled. "They had nore Terrans to drop in safe place.
Many nore."

"Ch Lord, however will we nanage?" Sarah cried.

"We've done very well so far," Kris said with sone asperity.

Sarah and Joe were late droppers-in and acting as if they' d been here
all along. Well, what's wong with that? Kris chided herself. At |east they
want to be part of this cra col ony.

"So we have," and Zai nal unfolded hinself fromthe ground. "W take
first watch," he added casually.

"No, you'd fall asleep after all that |ugging of bodies up and down t hat
clifface," Joe said as casually.

"We shoul d do sonet hi ng about feeding Aarens,"” Sarah remarked with no
ent husiasm for the task. "And changing himor that Hopper will sure stink
tomorrow "He's not awake," Zalnal said with a shrug.

"You didn't hit himtoo hard, did you, Zainal?" Kris asked wistfully.

"Naw, " Joe answered. "I|'ve been checking him Zainal just decked him
right proper, that's all. Something we've all wanted to do, | night add.



"Ch God, oh God, oh God, not you, too?" Kris said m schievously.

That brought a laugh fromthe others.

The conunit beeped and Joe answered it. "Bert checking in, are you?
Naw, we wouldn't go off and | eave you to explain to the Meco Makers. W're

about ready to sack out now. Found nothing new, all right Oh...Wll, we have
had a day full of surprises, at that.

You'll stand first watch? Ch, that's good of you, mate.

You got the place to watch fromall right. Over and out.

Then he grinned at Zainal. "He's first watch. He'll wake ne.

And 1'Il wake you. I'll check Aarens again now. "

"Just give nme a shout," Zainal said. He held out his hand to Kris who
et himpull her up and into his arnms as Sarah di sappeared into the dark after
Joe. In the firelight, his eyes were golden. "I do not know your thought,

Bj ornsen, " he said, "but I amlucky you were in the thorn-bushes of Barevi."

"You think you were lucky? Mer all that's happened since then?" She
| eaned back against his arms to catch the look in his eyes.

"You change ny life. Not many change a Catteni."

"No, | don't think many do," she could agree whol eheartedly.

"Now, there is a long tinme before we stand our watch." There was
devilment in his yell ow eyes as he | ooked down at her. "Wat shall we do with
all that time by ourselves?"

"Hrmm oh, | think we can find sonething to do." And, of course, they
di d.

L "EN VA Sergeant Chuck Mtford kept to hinself the news that Aarens
had sent off what appeared to be a homing projectile. Danm the man! Just |ike
himto act with malicious intent. Before he'd heard who was | eading the
patrol, he'd been eager for the expedition to the putative control facility.
Anot her chance to show off how cl ever Dick Aarens was. And the nman did have a
genui ne -nmechanical bent. Al the experts agreed. But that didn't keep him
frombeing a royal pain in the butt! And he'd been equally eager to
devol unt eer when he knew that he'd have to deal with Zainal. And that the
Bj ornsen girl was part of the team

"D you know about then?" Aarens had ranted. "D you know she's sl eeping
with that Cat?"

"If sheis, it's her own business, Aarens, and | wouldn't put on that
i nnocent | ook were | you," Mtford had replied.

"You're quite the lover-boy on your own, aren't you? However, |'m
warni ng you, | get one nore conplaint of harassment and, not only will | put
you in the stocks every night so we'll know where you are, I'll get Dane to
castrate you.

Get me!”

"You woul dn't dare?" That had shaken the nechani cal genius because he
knew all too well by now that Mtford did not nmake fal se promi ses.

So Aarens had taken the initiative the first chance he saw. But then
t here woul d have been no nessage in the homing device, if that's what it was.
Per haps the Meco Makers would ignore its return. Fal se al arm

Mtford sighed and |inked his fingers behind his head.

He'd hate it if all he'd built out of SFA here on Botany went down the
tubes. He was rather proud of the order he'd been able to achi eve out of
nothing. And it had been pure heaven to be w thout any smartass captains and
lieutenants with their smartass West Point training to tell himhalf of what
he did wasn't in the Book. Well, it wasn't because he was witing this book
hi nmsel f.

He hadn't wanted the job but he'd cone to enjoy it.

Starting off fresh and naking one world the way it should be. Not nany
men get that chance.

Tomorrow norni ng, he'd start on contingency pl ans.

One thing for sure, they mght be in for sonme serious trouble fromthe
Meco Makers for nessing up their machines. They'd probably have to | eave the
garages and barn facilities, so he'd better scout for nore caves where they



could hide and carry on in spite of owner occupation

And then there were the Catteni. Wuld they maybe have dunped sone sort
of a satellite spy-eye to orbit the planet? To see if there was any contact
with a technically advanced species who had a prior claimon the planet. He'd
have to check with Zainal. Mtford had a hunch that nore went on in that early
nmorni ng neeting with the emassi ship than Zainal had reported. But he
respected Zainal far too rmuch to grill him That guy was honourabl e and people
wre beginning to see himin that light. Wiich was another load off Mtford's
shoul ders If the emassi were up to sonmething that would affect Botany, Mtford
was pretty certain Zainal would level with him

Mtford grunted and nmuttered to hinself, "I drop, | stay. And chuckl ed.
G ad he hadn't listened to those who'd wanted to waste the Catteni on that
field.

He wasn't all that happy that the Bjornsen girl had taken up with him
t hough. He'd've fancied her hinself.

A |l eader had a few privil eges. Dammed few.

He suspected nothing was going to change the Catteni's plans for Botany.
This was such a conveni ent dunping spot for all the troubl esonme dissidents the
Catteni couldn't handle on Earth...and Barevi.

Wl |, possession is nine-tenths of the law Only what |aw applied to
Bot any? He'd make it his if he could. He was getting pretty good at this
governi ng busi ness. Making a better show than either Denobcrats or Republicans
ever had.

O would they all be caught in between two master races...the mysterious
Eosi and the even nore unknown quantity of the Mec Makers?

Could be interesting. Could be fatal. Wll, he wouldn't worry about
that. This was a | arge continent.

He nust remenber to get in nore bark sheets or have soneone start to
manuf acture paper. They'd need nore copies of the maps, geographical and
spatial. Surely there was soneone anong his | ot of individuals who knew how to
make decent paper! He funbled at his breast pocket, got out the slip of bark
he kept there and one of the newer, nore streamined pencils and jotted down a
note. There!

Tomorrow he'd start figuring out how to cope with invasions. Wuld he,
as planetary | eader, get a chance to confront representatives of either
facti on? Hmm Maybe he could get themto accept a conprom se? To turn the
pl anet over to him Fat chance of that but Mtford chuckled at his
presunpti on.

ASU- ME, he thought, renenbering the old axi om of assunung too nuch.

What ever!

He'd get his six hours' sleep first, get his mind rested for the duties
of the norning. So he turned over, socked the fluff-filled pillow into proper
order, and sl ept.

The [ aunch had been observed. The spatial direction of the torpedo noted
and the report forwarded to those concerned with such matters.

THE END



