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  About the Book


  They had called the planet Botany, after the old penal colony on Earth. For that is what they were  prisoners and dissidents from other worlds whom the hated Catteni had banished to an empty planet  or what they thought was an empty planet.


  Kris Bjornsen and her fellow slaves had survived very well  and one reason was that amongst their number was Zainal, a high-ranking Catteni who was as trapped on Botany as they were. Zainal knew the ways and technology of his people, and he had plans for fighting back. For, as he explained, the Catteni too were victims  subject to the mighty and terrifying Eosi race, who used them as a galactic police force  and also used them in more grisly and horrifying ways.


  And over Zainal’s daring and secret plans hung a further mystery  to whom did Botany really belong? Who had created the giant grain sheds  the mammoth machinery that tilled the great fields? The new inhabitants of Botany called them the ‘Farmers’  and waited for the day they would come to harvest their crops.


  And when that happened, the refugees were awed into silence  for the Farmers were greater than anything the universe had ever seen.
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  Preface


  When the Catteni, mercenaries for a race called the Eosi, invaded Earth, they used their standard tactic of domination by landing in fifty cities across the planet and removing entire urban populations. These were distributed throughout the Catteni worlds and sold as slaves along with other conquered species.


  Since slavery did not sit well with many of the first-world countries, the conquerors met with considerably more resistance than had been anticipated. The size and general brutality of the Catteni soldier generally inculcated sufficient fear and obedience to inhibit active resistance on many of their previous invasions. However, since many M-type planets had been discovered by the Eosi, the Catteni were advised to round up sufficient dissidents and felons alike, deposit them on whatever M-type planet was currently available for occupation and let them fend for themselves.


  Not all M-type worlds are suitable for colonization but, since the Catteni had quantities of expendable personnel, they could utilize an empirical method of discovering which was fertile and friendly, and which contained dangers making them inimical. A check was kept on the survival rate of such inadvertent settlers. If few remained alive, the world was abandoned. If the survival rate was high, more deliveries were made. When the imposed population had made the world tenable, the Catteni would install an overlord and exact a percentage of the gross planetary product. Any dissenters to this procedure were then rounded up and deposited on yet another potential colonial world.


  Botany was one such colonial world on which the Catteni, emptying holding cells on Barevi and Earth, dropped several species to see how they survived  each other as well as the peculiar, but as yet unidentified, denizens.


  The Catteni outfitted each of the unsuspecting colonists with durable clothing, a blanket and a packet of dry rations. The ‘shipment’ spent the voyage in a form of suspended animation and were deposited on the planet where knives, hatchets and rudimentary medical kits were left for their use, or abuse.


  On Botany, however, a former staff sergeant took charge of those dropped with him and, warned by one of the alien species, the Deski, managed to avoid one of the local avian predators.


  Zainal, the one Catteni who had been shanghaied in that shipment, remembered other vague problems about this planet from a cursory reading of the original exploration report. Although some of the stranded people wanted to revenge themselves by taking the Catteni’s life, Kris Bjornsen forestalled the attempt, suggesting that he knew more than anyone else did about this planet and they’d better keep him alive for a while. Sergeant Chuck Mitford saw the wisdom in that  and also in the Catteni’s advice to seek higher, stonier ground if they wished to survive. In a forced march to the safety of the nearby hills, Mitford realized that Zainal could be useful for quite a few reasons.


  Establishing a base camp, hunting for edible life forms and foods, occupied every one of the survivors under Mitford’s command. The settlers discovered that this planet was not as unoccupied as the Catteni report suggested. In fact, it seemed to be a planet extensively farmed by mechanized, highly sophisticated machinery, operating without any ‘live’ supervision. On a scouting mission, Kris Bjornsen and Zainal encountered more humans, as well as representatives of the other four races also dumped on Botany.


  In order to save the Deski from dying of malnutrition, since Botany did not produce a basic dietary requirement, Zainal forced a confrontation with the Catteni captain of a second transport which was dumping a new load of people. He also sent back the message that this planet was obviously an agricultural subsidiary of a heretofore undiscovered sophisticated race.


  Then he was summoned to a covert meeting with another Emassi high-ranking official, with an offer to be returned to his rank and duties: an offer he summarily rejected.


  By then, there were sufficient technicians and engineers available to redesign some of the available equipment into useful appliances and machines, supplying communications and useful equipment to assist the settlers.


  Using the aerial maps reluctantly supplied him, Zainal led a group to what might be a command centre on the planet. However although it had obviously not been occupied for a very long time, a garage held several aerial devices and smaller missiles of a homing device design. One of these was deliberately launched by Dick Aarens.


  The launch is observed by interested agencies  and so begins the second part of the Catteni story.


  Prologue


  Part One


  The satellite logged the departure of a missile from the surface of the planet under observation. It analysed the components and attempted to correlate the information within its memory banks, but found no match. The unusual speed and approximate direction of the device was also noted as it headed galactically north and east towards the furthest edge of the Milky Way. Just as the missile reached the heliopause of the system, it disappeared. A scan produced no debris; no ion or any other trace of what had powered its drive could be detected. It had vanished: a fact that was unacceptable to the monitoring program and caused a functional error which required internal investigation and repair. Although its earlier tracking was recorded, the satellite did not  due to the anomalies  immediately forward the data to its servor.


  Consequently, without a requisite emergency code, the information went through several processings before the anomalies were noticed. It was then immediately reported to the proper authority. A team was despatched to correct the malfunction, but none was found even after a complete overhaul and maintenance check of the satellite. The data were therefore suspect as a malfunction in themselves, rather than the recording of an event. The planet was, after all, a penal colony; the exiles equipped with the barest essentials for survival and no technological equipment whatever. It was only by chance that the report was ever seen by persons with the essential information to realize the significance of the sighting, and the mysterious disappearance of the homing device.


  Part Two


  ‘You say that he refused to answer the summons?’ The speaker scowled at the Emassi captain.


  As they were also father and son, the son was accustomed to his sire’s scowls; he almost enjoyed the reaction, knowing that Zainal’s refusal to return and accept the duty imposed on his rank and family would blacken his brother’s previously spotless reputation in their father’s estimation.


  ‘He was chosen,’ Perizec continued, bashing one huge fist onto the pervalloy worktop. ‘He cannot refuse the summons.’


  ‘He did,’ Lenvec said, with an imperturbable shrug of one shoulder. ‘“I’m dropped, I stay.” You know the convention.’


  Perizec crashed both fists onto the worktop, bouncing everything on it, and scattering the files from the desk rack. ‘An Eosi matter has precedence over any Catteni convention! You know that!’ The scowl deepened, pulling down the heavy mouth and jaw, darkening the grey-toned skin. ‘He has known of this duty since he was presented to the Eosi. Dropped or not, he is to return to accept that duty.’ The fists banged emphatically again. Then Perizec’s eyes narrowed to slits through which his yellow pupils flashed with anger. ‘How did he come to be dropped on that felon planet?’


  Lenvec shrugged. He knew that his father was well aware of the whole circumstance, but he repeated the report.


  ‘Zainal engaged in a fatal brawl with a minor transport officer. The crew sought vengeance and Zainal escaped in a flitter, which was hit and crashed in the western hunting grounds. No trace was found of him then, but he was discovered later that night among dissidents who had been gassed during a riot. Because it was within the twenty-four hours, one of the crewmen made certain that he remained in the transport facility and was included in the shipment. He made his presence known to a second Drop crew. Your office was alerted and I made the run to retrieve him. He refused’


  ‘I know, I know,’ and Perizec flicked thick fingers to end the recital. ‘He must return. The duty is required of him. We cannot avoid the choosing.’ He frowned, deep in thought. ‘See to it that the crew who arranged his deportation are sent to the same destination. They will ensure that he is ready to be collected when next you land there.’


  ‘A thought, sir,’ Lenvec began. ‘Catteni would not be popular on the planet and may even be prevented from finding Zainal.’


  Perizec regarded him with a direct anger. ‘Zainal survived. You said yourself that he was the member of some sort of team.’


  Lenvec shrugged. ‘Zainal is, after all, Emassi, sir, and as clever a man as you yourself …’


  Perizec grunted at the filial compliment. ‘He is also Catteni and would resist attempts to eliminate members of his own race.’


  ‘He might not be in a position to do so. He may also wish to eliminate the crew for having put him on that planet in the first instance.’


  ‘They will have to be “rewarded”,’ and Perizec’s smile was unpleasant, ‘for their part in his exile. See to that. And let us find among the Emassi two or three of Zainal’s hunting friends. Them he would certainly protect, would he not?’ Lenvec nodded. ‘They will see to it that he is willing to leave when next you land.’


  ‘Am I to transport them there?’


  ‘By no means. That would put Zainal on his guard. When is the next mass transportation scheduled?’


  Lenvec consulted his wrist unit. ‘In twenty-two days.’


  ‘Choose the men …’


  ‘A female, too, sir, if I may suggest it. He’s been a long time without … companionship.’


  ‘An excellent notion,’ and Perizec grinned back at his son. ‘You have someone in mind?’ Lenvec nodded. ‘They will all be rewarded.’ He reached to the files and methodically began stacking them in order as he continued speaking. ‘This must be completed as expeditiously as possible. I have told the Eosi that Zainal was sent on a special assignment and is unaware of their need of him. We have been granted a respite, but their anger will fall on us all if we do not present him within a reasonable period of time.’


  Lenvec nodded. Since Zainal had been acceptable to the Eosi, there had been no need for Lenvec to be presented. Nor would he wish to be accorded such an Eosi ‘honour’ since he knew exactly what that entailed. However, he might yet find himself the substitute, if Zainal did not present himself. The honour of the family was at stake. Failure to comply with an Eosi demand brought disaster and disgrace to every blood relation.


  ‘Keep me informed, Lenvec,’ Perizec told his son by way of dismissal.


  As Lenvec saluted formally, pivoted smartly and left the office, Perizec began to consider how to punish the stupidity of a mere freighter crew who had presumed to place an Emassi among transported dissidents. He enjoyed deciding on the exact and perfect punishment for their presumption and shortly was able to issue the necessary orders. Once the rumour was circulated, few Tudo or Drassi would dare to repeat such treatment, no matter what the cause. That this abrogated one of the main tenets of Catteni discipline did not bother Perizec. But then his rank had some privileges, and he exercised all frequently.


  Chapter One


  AS HE WAS supposed to do, the Deski immediately informed the camp leader what he had heard on the height above Camp Rock.


  ‘You heard a ship come down?’ Worrell asked, rubbing his face hard in an effort to comprehend what Coo was telling him.


  ‘Come down,’ Coo said, nodding vigorously, ‘not big. Not you-zoo-al,’ he added, struggling with the syllables.


  ‘Not usual?’ Worrell repeated, while Coo nodded with a Deski-style grin which Worrell was now accustomed to. ‘You mean, not a Drop?’ Coo shook his head and then nodded, to be sure he was understood.


  Worrell sighed with relief. The damned Catteni had speeded up their deposits of ‘colonists’ over the past month to the point where there was barely time to assimilate each new delivery.


  ‘No Drop. No long down. Come,’ and Coo gestured with his thin, oddly-knuckled digits, swooping them down to close with his other hand, then pausing briefly before elevating it again. ‘Go. Soft.’ And now he put a hand to his ear and pretended to listen hard.


  Instantly Worrell began to fret. His nickname ‘Worry’ was less a contraction of his surname and more a description of his chief trait.


  ‘A quick Drop, then. A few people at the most. Only what kind?’ he asked himself more than Coo. ‘Nearby?’


  ‘Not near-near.’ Coo dropped his head, orienting himself, then shifted his feet slightly to the right so that he was facing due north. The Deski ability to know where they were was an extremely useful trait on Botany. They could get themselves back to the main settlements, like Camp Ayres Rock, from any point so that it had become practice to include at least one Deski in every scouting expedition.


  Now Coo extended both long, double-jointed arms, kept the right one facing due north and angled his left arm almost due west. ‘There. Not near-near.’


  ‘Really?’ Worry rose and patted Coo’s bony shoulder. ‘Real good, Coo. Thanks.’


  ‘Good job done?’


  ‘Beaut job, Coo.’ Worrell turned up the light so that he could see the map hung on his wall. Much of the continent it represented was still blank but, over the past few wintry months, details had been added by scouting teams. ‘If we’re here, Coo,’ and Worrell put his finger on the cave system of Camp Rock, ‘how far west?’


  Coo extended his head towards the map on a neck that seemed elastic, put one digit on the Camp and then slid it in the appropriate direction. ‘No more far.’


  ‘Really?’ Worrell felt anxiety bloom in his gut. The point Coo had indicated was where Zainal and his team had met the scout ship: the one sent to take him back to his duties as a Catteni Emassi. ‘Thanks, Coo. You’d best get back on duty.’


  ‘I go.’ And the Deski slipped quietly from the room.


  Worrell glanced briefly at his timepiece. Dawn was too far away for him to send a squad to check the landing site. The night-crawlers would be all too eager to catch anything that travelled above ground. Not even a large team, stamping heavily, would escape those winter-hungry denizens.


  Then Worrell chuckled to himself. If Catteni had indeed landed someone for some purpose … like getting in touch with Zainal again … they’d have had a welcome they didn’t expect.


  ‘Serve ’em right, too,’ Worrell said to himself, though he was not by nature a vindictive man. In a considerably more cheerful mood, he returned to his bed and went soundly back to sleep.


  Worrell would like to have had Zainal to send down to investigate the reported landing, but he and Kris Bjornsen were out with their team on another long scouting trip: looking for more caves, barns or rocky terrain to house the settlers continuously supplied them by the Catteni. So he sent for Mic Rowland, one of the Fifth Drop group. He’d been a stunt-man for the movies and could be trusted to observe, be discreet and get himself and a team out of trouble. Worry told him about the late-night landing, and where Coo had thought the ship had touched down.


  ‘If a Deski said it landed there, we’ll find some signs.’ Mic was far too accustomed to working with all-sorts, as he called them, not to appreciate talent wherever it was found.


  ‘Even scoutships leave a stench behind them,’ Worrell agreed. ‘Take a party of those newbies with you. Give ’em a chance to hunt.’


  ‘Sure thing,’ Mic said with a businesslike nod.


  Worrell grinned when he saw Rowland tag the first five people in the breakfast line whose new-looking coveralls marked them as the latest Drop. He did let them eat first before he took them off.


  Worrell knew the trip would do them good. So many got to Botany still full of their Earthside sabotage activities, and how many Cats they’d injured or killed and other kinds of derring-do, so that they needed to be taken down a few pegs to the realities of Botany. Fortunately, more were adapting well to the new world than Worry would have expected.


  What caused the Australian  and the other Camp managers  concern, was the indisputable fact that the Catteni were making more frequent deposits of dissidents. Zainal had been surprised too and had suggested, slyly, that it was because Earth was showing far more rebellion than any other race the Catteni had subjugated. So there were more rebels to be exiled. So far the colony had been able to absorb both quantities and alien species, though they had followed Zainal’s suggestion to let the belligerent and unco-operative Turs go off on their own in the small groups in which they arrived. However, the population of Botany had risen from the original Drop of 572 to nearly 9,000.


  Worrell worried all day over what Mic Rowland would find. He also widened the perimeter guard in case of infiltration, warning them vaguely that someone had seen Turs prowling about. It was possible, in Worrell’s view of human frailties, that even some specimens of Mankind could have been brainwashed into co-operating with their Catteni masters and would try to slip into the colony to cause trouble. That actually made more sense to him than a secret landing of Catteni, since they would be instantly noticed. So far Zainal remained the only one of his race resident on Botany. And he had barely escaped being killed that first day  which was fortunate since he had proved so helpful in the early Drop, and ever since: even to rejecting a chance to leave.


  Mic Rowland returned with enough game to justify the hunt. Dismissing his weary group, he caught Worrell’s glance, jerked his head towards Worrell’s office on the height and moved quickly to join the Camp manager there. He dropped the rocksquats with the cooks, but not the sack in his right hand.


  Once they were private, Mic upended the sack on the table and grinned at Worrell’s surprise.


  ‘Boots?’


  ‘That was all that was left. And not the same sort they issued us,’ Mic said, ‘much better made. And this.’ He took from his chest pocket a very thin plate about seven centimetres long and maybe two thick. ‘I’d say it was a comunit, or some sort of call device. Maybe even an implant. I rubbed the gore off.’ Then he picked up one of the boots which was scored as if something hot, or very strong, had twined around it, leaving deep grooves. He twisted the heel and the whole lower part of the shoe swivelled free, showing a compact kit of small tools, embedded in the material of the thick sole. ‘There’s something in each boot.’ He picked up the smallest pair and opened the sole of one, revealing its contents to Worrell. ‘This looks like a drug injector.’ He opened the other, which contained two small vials. ‘And the drugs.’


  ‘Drugs? Yes, well, I’ll give that stuff to Dane.’ Worrell counted eight boots in an effort to defuse his mounting anxiety. ‘Dropped a team, did they? To do what?’ Though he had an awful suspicion his first guess might prove correct. Would Mic know?


  Mic shrugged. ‘You been here longer. An educated guess would be they were after Zainal.’ When he caught Worrell’s sharp look, he grinned. ‘I heard. Damn few would have stayed if they had a chance to leave.’


  ‘Hmmm. No other … remains?’


  Mic shook his head. ‘Some bits of metal, probably from whatever they were wearing, but even Catteni material is edible to the crawlers. Boots are just a touch too tough for ’em.’ And he flicked his fingers at one. ‘Big mothers wore ’em. Big even for Catteni. They have goon squads, too.’


  ‘One pair is much smaller. Would they have sent a woman with them?’


  Mic shrugged. ‘Who knows what Catteni will do?’ He closed his lips on whatever he had been about to add and shrugged again.


  Worrell could very well imagine what had been left unsaid. Before his deportation, he had seen enough of the higher-ranking Catteni women to know that Kris Bjornsen was a lot better-looking than the best of them. Many disapproved of her liaison with Zainal but no-one, other than Dick Aarens, had the gall to complain or dispute it.


  ‘Thanks, Mic. Did the others notice?’


  ‘Couldn’t fail to, not with those empty boots scattered around. I don’t think the newbies noticed that the footwear isn’t the same stuff we have. So I’m reporting a missing patrol to you. Right?’


  ‘Too right,’ Worrell said, ‘and I trust you rammed home the lesson?’


  ‘Never miss an opportunity like that, Worry.’ And Mic left with a big grin on his face.


  Worrell made a mental note that Mic was ready for more responsibility. First he dialled Zainal’s team number for them to report in, then he got in touch with Chuck Mitford.


  ‘Well, put ’em in a safe place, Worry,’ Mitford said, ‘until either Zainal or I can have a look-see. Just give the medical junk to Dane; he might know what it is and maybe have a use for it. I suppose you better send those tools down here to Narrow for the engineering types. They could use some high-quality stuff despite some of the new items they’ve been able to turn out recently. I’ll have to figure out a way to explain their … ah … acquisition.’ He contradicted himself a moment later. ‘I don’t have to explain anything, do I?’


  ‘Sure don’t, sarge.’


  Worrell grinned at the comment. In one of the recent Drops there had been several ex-admirals, ex-generals and assorted other brass, most of whom  when they had had a chance to recover from the trials of their journey  were quite willing to refer respectfully to Mitford as ‘Sergeant’. Most … and those who didn’t soon learned how much was owed that ‘sergeant’, or found themselves settling into perhaps less amenable camp sites. No-one  except someone on sick call  shirked assigned duties, and everyone took a turn at hunting, preparing food, sentry and whatever other duty they were thought capable of managing. When he hadn’t anything else to fuss about, though, Worrell worried that some sort of high-level executive-type consortium might try to bounce Mitford out of his current eminence. Of course, if Mitford decided on his own hook to step down, that had to be entirely his option. So far, Mitford’s management  and he had listened to suggestions from just about everyone in the first couple of Drops  had worked pretty damn well.


  ‘Sarge, should we worry about human infiltrators?’ he asked, hoping to have such a notion knocked down.


  Mitford’s snort made the diaphragm of the portable phone vibrate and Worrell began to relax.


  ‘Not unless they can run faster than a crawler can grab. And if there were four Catteni, they’d have been heavy enough on those big feet of theirs to have alerted every scavenger four fields over.’ There was a brief pause. ‘Worry, you don’t actually believe any human being would work with the Catteni, do you?’


  ‘There’ve been traitors, renegades, spies, quislings in every war, sarge. Why not this one?’


  Mitford cursed briefly, but colourfully. ‘You could be right. Damn it! Only why send in infiltrators by special delivery? You could as easily send ’em in a regular Drop. Anyway, why mess us up? Zainal says the Catteni prefer colonies to prosper so they can come in and take over when one gets going well.’ Pause. ‘Furthermore,’ and Mitford’s tone was adamant, ‘they’ll have their work cut out for them if they try that tactic on my planet.’


  Nor would anyone dispute Mitford’s use of the possessive pronoun.


  ‘We’d be with you four hundred per cent, sarge.’


  Another brief pause. ‘I’ll tell Easley we’d better be double careful checking IDs on the next Drops. Right?’


  With that he cut off, leaving Worrell not quite as anxious as he had been: no-one was going to take over ‘my planet’. He grinned at the outrage in Mitford’s voice. Scouts had come across the remains of several rough camps in the hills, above the level the night scavengers inhabited, and the skeletons of those who hadn’t survived. But everything was much better organized now, especially the Drops. Peter Easley, former personnel manager of a huge international firm, had been responsible for that. His second morning on Botany, he sought Mitford out and made suggestions on how to simplify, speed up in-flow, and how to catch the signs of those still in trauma and needing counselling. He’d deferentially organized additional men and women experienced in crowd control and personnel handling, and passed on recommendations of other specialists that Mitford might want to interview himself. Mitford turned the whole problem of Drops over to Easley and the complexity of Resettlement  another of Easley’s sensible recommendations  to Yuri Palit, previously a UN resettlement manager for displaced persons. There were now enough degree engineers, aviation and production line mechanics and inventor-types to keep Aarens from getting cocky while speeding up their output.


  With enough hand-held communication units available, scouting teams could report in to Mitford on any unusual occurrences, as Worrell had just done, and the sergeant had actually been able to keep ‘business hours’.


  ‘I’ll get enough time yet’, Mitford had recently confided to Worrell on a trip through Camp Rock to Camp Silo, ‘to lead a recon group myself.’


  ‘Is that what you’d really like to do?’ Worrell had asked, since it was the first time he’d ever heard something akin to a complaint from the man.


  ‘All this brand-new world, and everyone else is getting to see it first!’ Mitford had flung up his hand in frustration. ‘Well, I get closer to it all the time.’ Then he’d grinned. ‘And I get less and less paperwork to do.’


  So now Mitford had more time to spend on organizing the teams and sending expeditions in every direction, trying to locate more bases, especially to replace Camp Rock which was established just above a deep gorge that showed the scars from centuries of spring flooding. Zainal and Kris Bjornsen were on just such a scouting mission now, hoping to find a site that was not an installation of the ‘Mech Makers’ or the ‘Farmers’, as many people were beginning to call them because of the agricultural emphasis of the planet.


  Worrell packed the boots back into the sack, but he peered more closely at the plate. There did seem to be round indentations on one end: possibly touch points. He counted nine  as many as a numeric pad, and was sorely tempted, but decided against any whimsical experimentation. He’d sent out the recall sequence and Zainal and Kris should be back in a few days.


  The team were at that time in a state of exultation, for they had managed to complete a difficult ascent up an irregular cliff mass and now looked down into a long valley that bore no traces of the neatness which typified the land the Mech Makers farmed. Their ascent had been a quick decision, prompted by certain anomalies that both Zainal and Whitby, the mountaineering expert of the team, had noticed. The first was a stream bubbling vigorously from what seemed like a solid rock-face. Investigating, they found the stream had bored a channel through the stony barrier.


  ‘That’s not the kind of rock that water erodes,’ Whitby said. ‘It was carved somehow.’


  The second curiosity was that, in Whitby’s estimation, the high mound of rubble that barred their way could not have been caused by a natural landslide or depression, and he called their attention to the top of the cliffs which did look shorn.


  ‘Could have been an earthquake,’ Kris had suggested.


  ‘We’ve seen no other subsidence on our way here,’ Basil Whitby had said, shaking his head and glancing along the cliffs on either side. ‘Not a landslide, not with that kind of stone.’ Then he grimaced at the tumbled rocks of the barrier.


  ‘Don’t see any kind of a road leading up here,’ said Sarah, swinging around to be sure.


  ‘As if mechanicals left any tracks with those air cushions,’ Joe Marley reminded her, and she made a face at him. ‘Not even a mark where a big mother would have parked for a time.’


  ‘Animals do leave tracks,’ she replied.


  ‘And we haven’t seen many of them lately, now have we?’ he said in good-natured sparring.


  ‘There have to be other animals than loo-cows, rocksquats, night-crawlers and those vicious avians. Even I know that much about ecological balance.’


  ‘Maybe’, and Leila Massuri’s tone was cautious, ‘that barrier’s there for a good reason.’ She and Whitby were the new members of the Kris-Zainal team. Leila contributed more to the pot with her crossbow prowess than to discussions.


  ‘Keeping something in? Or out?’ Joe asked, accepting the premise.


  ‘We find out,’ said Zainal, and began to pass out appropriate equipment for scaling the barrier. Though the air cushion of their all-terrain vehicle allowed it to traverse very rough ground, the gradient of the rocky obstacle in front of them was too acute.


  They were far better equipped now for explorations than they had been in the initial days after being dumped on Botany. Leila slung her crossbow across her back and made sure the quarrel pouch was fastened, while Kris loaded her pouch with pebbles for her sling and slung the rope coil Zainal handed her over one shoulder. Whitby had fashioned himself a proper climbing pick which he slid into the loop at his belt, then stuffed pitons into thigh pockets and secured the short compound bow and quiver of arrows to the harness on his back. Sarah and Joe had slings as well as boomerangs, a type of equipment that was becoming more popular; Fek and Slav armed themselves with lances and hatchets. They all carried blanket rolls and a small sack with food and water.


  The climb up the irregular and often shifting cliff-side had taken most of the morning, but the view at the top was more than worth the effort. Below them lay a peaceful valley, obviously undisturbed by the agricultural mechanicals that dominated the slopes behind them. At the narrow end of the valley they could see a distant waterfall, its descent a murmur as it fell into a small lake. The stream leading from it meandered down the far, lower side of the valley and blundered into the cliff, answering the question of its origin. The valley floor was interspersed with flat grasslands and some of the odd-looking thickets that in their season would bear edible berries. But the most unusual feature was the little groves of what Kris called lodge-pole trees: straight tall trunks that flattened at the very top into a thick, flat crest of narrow branches fanning out, that were covered in needles during the warmer weather. Specimens did grow in some of the hedgerows that lined the mechanicals’ fields but only as single trees, not in copses like these, and certainly not as many groves as could be seen from their vantage point. A cool, pungently scented breeze cooled their sweaty faces.


  ‘It’s as good as Shangri-la,’ Sarah McDouall said, beaming down at the valley. ‘It’s lovely. So peaceful, so …’


  ‘Secret?’ Joe supplied. ‘I wonder what else we’ll find down there.’


  ‘Why, there’s space for hundreds here,’ she said, ignoring his implicit pessimism.


  ‘Hmmmm,’ Zainal murmured, obviously sharing Joe’s caution. ‘Slav?’ he asked the Rugarian, who was shielding his eyes as he surveyed the valley.


  Slav shrugged.


  ‘Fek?’ Zainal turned to the Deski, the only one who showed no exertion from the difficult ascent, but the Deskis were such natural climbers that Kris had wondered if their home planet was nothing but perpendicular surfaces. Actually, their oddly-shaped hands and the soles of their feet became slick with a sort of adhesive substance which gave them purchase on sheer surfaces, and their unusually jointed arms and legs permitted them to assume postures that would have broken human limbs.


  Fek had assumed her intensive listening posture, almost as if her hearing organs were extending themselves from the side of her head, wide open to experience the slightest of sounds.


  ‘Wind. Water. Small noises,’ she said, shaking her head to indicate a lack of obvious danger. ‘No livings.’ Without waiting for Zainal’s signal, she started to descend. He shifted the heavy coil of rope he carried, rubbed the sweat off his face and followed.


  Fek found the easiest descent for the rest of the party, zig-zagging down some of the sheerer boulders which she would have managed quite easily with her natural advantages. But she, too, stopped where sheer-sided stone angled sharply outward.


  ‘I’d say that looks like something was meant to stay in there,’ Kris said.


  ‘Twenty-five metres slanted at fifteen degrees or more,’ said Whitby. ‘So we rappel down.’ He unloosed his pick, found a piton and started hammering it in while Zainal removed the coil from his shoulder to rig it for the drop.


  Once again, Kris thought as she took her turn at the descent, that silly survival course comes in handy in my new life on Botany. All of them, even Fek, grinning for all she was worth as she rappelled, made it safely to the floor of the valley.


  ‘Leave,’ Zainal said when Whitby would have released one of the three ropes used. He grinned. ‘If something is kept in, we can leave quickly.’


  Leila immediately armed herself with her crossbow and looked around warily.


  ‘It’s full daylight, Lee,’ Kris said reassuringly. ‘So even if our thudding on the ground here aroused anything, we’re safe as long as the sun shines. Me, I’m for that stream.’


  One bend of the meandering water was not far from them and, though Leila did not put up her crossbow, they all approached the stream. Sarah, as team medic, used one of the testing strips on a cupfull.


  ‘Potable,’ she said and dipped her cup back in to bring it full to her mouth, though she sipped carefully.


  The other humans did likewise, then rinsed their sweaty faces in the cooling water. Fek and Slav, who never seemed to need much water, remained alert, listening and looking for any dangers unseen from the height. Then both knelt to take a sample mouthful directly from the stream, as they preferred to drink.


  ‘This place looks almost too good to be true,’ Sarah said, breaking off a branch from a nearby shrub and smelling it. ‘One of the burnables, and growing all over the place,’ she said with an expansive gesture of her hand up the length of the valley. They could just make out the waterfall through the copses of lodge-pole trees. ‘Plenty of stone, too, ready to build from,’ she added, jerking her thumb over her shoulder at the rocks behind them.


  ‘Not bad at all,’ said Joe Marley, already closely examining a handful of the ground vegetation and discarding the varieties he recognized. He was the team’s botanist and medic.


  ‘It is very pretty place here,’ Leila Massuri said in her careful English, her contralto voice making inflections which were almost musical. She gazed around her with an almost dreamy smile on her unusual face. Maltese by birth, but with both parents of mixed blood, she had been corralled by the Catteni in a demonstration raid in Marseille. ‘So why was it blocked off?’


  ‘We look closer,’ Zainal said, pointing at Joe, Sarah and Whitby. ‘You go right with Slav,’ he said. ‘Rest of us go left and meet at falls.’


  Zainal gestured for Fek and the rest to accompany him as he waded across the stream, not more than knee-height at this point. Once on the other side, they spread out in a loose line, checking the ground, noting which of the low bushes would bear fruit in season and generally sizing up the environment.


  ‘No rocksquats. That’s odd,’ Kris said when they had been travelling a few moments. She pointed to rocky projections where the stupid creatures would be likely to perch, since they enjoyed the sun.


  ‘There were some,’ Zainal said, and pointed to a little heap of bones just visible through the branches of a low shrub.


  ‘No night-crawlers then,’ Leila Massuri said with a shudder. She was a Fourth Drop, and remembered all too keenly that the person next to her had been absorbed by a night-crawler before her horrified eyes just as she was waking up.


  ‘I’m not sure I like the possibility of more omnivores,’ Kris said although, in truth, they hadn’t seen much in the way of any other hostile creatures in their considerable travels, except for the aerial marauders which either Slav or Fek warned them about. They now camped in the vehicle or on rock heights to avoid earth-bound scavengers.


  ‘Things do die of old age or of falling off high places,’ suggested Leila.


  ‘This stream gets swollen, to judge by the height of these banks,’ Kris said, pointing to them.


  ‘Spring melt,’ Whitby said. They could not see the higher ranges, now hidden by the unbroken line of cliff surrounding this valley; mountains which were snow-clad all year round. Sarah McDouall had quipped that it must have annoyed the mechanicals to have so much unusable uphill land. Whitby’s face had had a hungry look on it as he surveyed the towering peaks.


  ‘Never did get to the Himalayas,’ he had murmured, ‘but those buggers’d be great fun.’


  ‘Later,’ Zainal had said, but grinned as if he understood the mountaineer’s yearning.


  Now the Catteni stopped to squat beside dried dung, partially covered by dirt. Grooves did suggest the claw-marks of a considerable-size animal.


  ‘Old,’ Zainal said, finding a stick and poking the droppings.


  ‘Big,’ Kris remarked, and looked around the glade.


  Zainal picked up the desiccated patty and dropped it into the sack he kept for fire makings. Then they all continued on their sweep, more vigilant now. More dried dung was found, but all examples seemed to be old and Kris was somewhat reassured.


  ‘Reminds me of a place I went to once in Yellowstone Park,’ she said when they reached the far side of the valley and its stony barrier. Craning her head she peered upward, looking for cave entrances, but saw nothing, not even a ledge to give access to even the most agile creature. ‘We could use this wall for backing and build outward,’ she said. ‘If we could get one of the vehicles to manoeuvre through the pass, so we could transport all that stone someone dumped across it.’


  ‘We’d need explosives to move the lower rank,’ Whitby said. ‘They were planted there to stay.’


  ‘To keep what in?’ asked Kris with a shiver for whatever that might be.


  Zainal shrugged but, by the way he was examining everything, Kris rather thought he could see the valley as a human settlement too; it could accommodate several hundred folk, leaving plenty of elbow room. Of course, first they had to find out why the valley had been so tightly sealed.


  Despite that consideration, she found herself looking for likely home sites. Imagine, a proper house at ground level … maybe even steps to a sleeping loft … one with plenty of head room. She glanced over at Zainal’s large figure quartering the ground ahead, searching, searching. Considering how much time he’d spent in space, he seemed completely at ease on planetary surfaces. He looked over his shoulder and beckoned for her to join him.


  More bones, larger ones this time.


  ‘A six-footed animal. Too small for loo-cow,’ and he held up what looked like a handful of thigh bones, then a smaller one that fitted neatly into a clean socket. He rubbed his fingers across the bones. ‘Chewed, too.’ He pointed to obvious tooth-marks. ‘Wouldn’t want to meet that on a dark night!’


  Kris grinned, as much for his use of the slang expression as for a sentiment she could immediately share. He fiddled with the bones, making her hold the front set of legs, trying to get a size on the animal. The skull had been smashed into fragments, including the jawbone, although a scattering of molars and pointed teeth did not suggest to Kris that this had been a herbivore.


  ‘That should please the biologists,’ Whitby said, joining them. Leila and Fek peered over his shoulder. ‘They said there had to be other carnivores for ecological balance.’ He picked up a fragment of the cranium and tapped it. ‘Hmmm. Thick. And yet crushed like a melon. Wouldn’t like to meet what did it.’


  ‘A sentiment we all share,’ Kris remarked dryly, letting the bones fall out of her hands. Several smaller ones shattered. ‘Been here a long time if they’re that brittle.’


  ‘Hmmmm,’ was the response from Zainal and Whitby.


  ‘Caves, possibly?’ Zainal added.


  ‘Haven’t seen any yet,’ Kris said cheerfully, and then Zainal had them spread out again to search.


  Though they came across more scattered bones, some in advanced states of decay, nothing else came to light. They reached the lake first, as the other scouts were finishing their explorations of the other side which was wider at the point.


  Suddenly Joe let out one of his ear-splitting Australian howls and gestured broadly for them to come on the double to the cliff wall where he was standing. Zainal strode into the stream without a second thought, but Whitby pointed to a convenient scatter of rocks and boulders to get the rest of them across the water. Zainal was up to his chest in the centre of the stream, but he was already running towards Joe and the others before the rest of them managed to cross.


  ‘I don’t like the look of this,’ Joe said, holding aside branches so that the skeleton grotesquely draped on the scattering of rocks could be seen.


  ‘It’s human,’ Sarah said. ‘Or was.’ She was pale under her tan.


  Kris peered briefly, enough to see that the skull was human but not all the rest of it. No leg- or arm-bones, just the torso. Slav and Fek looked and nodded.


  ‘Bird,’ Fek suggested, gesturing the swoop of the predatory avians.


  ‘Could be.’ Joe cleared his throat and let the bushes fall back.


  Suddenly everyone was craning their necks back to scan the top of the precipice.


  ‘Ah, they’d have attacked before now if they were nearby,’ Joe said. ‘You haven’t heard anything, have you, Fek?’ he asked.


  Fek shook her head and pointed above her head. ‘I hear high.’


  ‘We do know that the avians always come down from the mountains when they attack,’ Sarah said, her colour returning as she and the others moved towards the cover of the nearest copse of trees.


  ‘I listen good,’ Fek added, touching both ear holes.


  ‘We found lots of other bones, all old, some even partially embedded in the dirt,’ said Joe. He sighed as he let his gaze rove across the valley. ‘Too bad. It’d be a great place to set up a permanent headquarters.’


  Zainal was shading his eyes from the now noon-high sun to look at the straight cliffs that formed the boundaries. He shook his head. ‘We must know why,’ and he pointed back to the barred pass. He clapped his big hands together, startling everyone so that he grinned. ‘There are fish in stream. Let’s catch and eat. We have time.’


  So far all the brook and lake denizens had been edible, with the one exception of a multi-legged bottom-hugging worm that appeared only in stiller water and was toxic.


  The dung that had been collected gave off such a stench that they doused the fire with water and started a new one in a fresh place, using windfall branches. Whitby rivalled everyone else by catching the orange-grey scaled fish with his bare hands. Everyone ate their fill, and there was enough cooked left over to save for the next day.


  Worrell and Chuck Mitford were enjoying a few pints of beer by the fire when they both heard a growling bark. With no dogs on Botany, the unexpected noise had both of them reaching for their daggers while Mitford roared for a sentry’s report.


  ‘Nothing’s moving, sarge,’ the call came back. ‘And First Moon’s bright enough to see klicks in all directions.’


  A second bark, which had at least three syllables to it, sounded again, this time with a hint of impatience. Instantly Worrell reached for the pouch in which he had put the thin plate that Mic Rowland had discovered.


  ‘How did Leon say you operated one of these things?’ Worrell whispered to Chuck.


  Chuck took the object from his second-in-command and depressed the first button. ‘Tikso damt. Chouma,’ he said in a guttural voice as if he were expectorating rather than speaking. He put the unit down on the table beside them and glared at it.


  ‘Didn’t know you spoke any Catten, sarge,’ said Worrell, impressed.


  ‘Whoever it is wants a report. I told him later. And to be quiet,’ said Chuck Mitford. ‘At least, I hope that’s what he’ll understand I said. Where’s Zainal?’


  ‘Still hunting safe places up in the hills.’


  ‘I’ll see can I reach him,’ Mitford said and connected his unit to the aerial socket that served Camp Rock, high up on the cliff. He let it ring awhile. ‘Asleep or out of range. Well, let’s keep after him until he does answer. Come to think of it, Leon Dane knows more Catten that I do. At least enough to stall them until Zainal gets back.’


  Leon Dane was on duty, but not occupied, when Mitford and Worrell went to the infirmary caverns. He had already been given the injector and drugs, but had put them aside until Zainal could tell him what he might know about the contents of the vials.


  ‘So someone’s looking for those the midnight beasties ate up for us,’ Leon said with a faint grin. ‘Someone forgot to brief the landing party about Botanical life-forms. And Zainal went to such trouble to give ’em a demonstration. Served ’em right. D’you think they were here to collect Zainal?’


  ‘Only reason I can think of for them to send four,’ Chuck Mitford said with a snort. ‘That wouldn’t have been enough of a guerrilla gang to do doodly against us, but sufficient to snatch a man. Zainal did mention that he was wanted back home for a duty of some sort he’d rather avoid. Maybe they want him badly enough to come after him.’


  ‘Lemme see the unit,’ Dane asked and Chuck handed it over. ‘Oh, that’s the idiot kind. Already pre-set to its destination. So what do you want me to report?’


  ‘Do they give a damn if the team landed safely?’ Chuck asked.


  ‘I doubt it.’


  ‘Then let’s say that they’re hiding out. Haven’t located Zainal … no, make that target personnel.’


  ‘Emassi?’ Worrell suggested and Chuck nodded agreement to the change.


  Leon scribbled what looked like hieroglyphics on a sheet of paper.


  ‘You can write it, too?’ Worrell asked, impressed.


  ‘A little,’ Leon said with a wry grin. In his professional capacity as a surgeon working on injured Catteni under the eyes of their medics, he had been in a very good position to pick up the language as well as aid the subversive elements in Sydney. ‘Most of what I learned is either medical or military. I can’t ask for my aunt’s pen on the table or order a meal. But I can spout real good Emassi-like orders.’ He scribbled something else, this time in English. ‘How does this sound, sarge? “Emassi not here. Moving to find. Report tomorrow this time. Do not contact.”’


  ‘That sounds about right. They’d hide from our people during the day,’ Chuck said thoughtfully. ‘That’ll give us some time at any rate. You can say that much?’


  ‘Too right,’ Leon said, grinning broadly. ‘Most fun I’ve had all week.’


  They went outside and up to the top of the Rock for a clearer message. The moon shone down on the trio.


  ‘Right out in the bright light, too,’ Leon said, shaking his head and grinning. Then he sobered, depressed the appropriate ‘send’ stud and, with his free hand clutching at his throat, growled out the message in a hoarse whisper.


  He released the stud, counting. Then he shrugged, depressed the stud and repeated the message. This time a single word answered his effort.


  ‘What was that?’ Chuck asked.


  Leon gave them a conspiratorial grin. ‘“Kotik”. Means “Accept”. Nothing about doing a good job or anything, but Catteni don’t expect thanks, do they?’ He handed the unit back to Chuck Mitford, and they were starting back down when he had a sudden thought. ‘Hey, maybe I should have sounded feminine. You did say you think one of the victims was a female?’


  ‘One set of boots was much smaller,’ Worrell said. ‘But’, and he scrubbed his head, ‘I don’t think women lead many Catteni commando units.’


  ‘No,’ and now Chuck’s tone was smug, ‘though they might just have sent along someone Zainal might be glad to see about now … as bait.’


  ‘Guessed wrong, didn’t they?’ Leon remarked in a level tone.


  It was when Kris, Sarah and Leila decided to have an afternoon swim that more skeletons were found, gleaming white bones in the shallows among the thick water reeds that grew there.


  ‘That does it,’ Sarah announced, refastening her coverall. ‘Makes me wonder what the fish we ate had for lunch.’


  Leila looked slightly nauseous.


  ‘Sarah!’ Kris exclaimed. Medics often displayed a ghoulish sense of humour. She did have to swallow before she added, ‘We’d better see what kind these are.’


  Zainal waded in to fetch some of the nearer skeletons which were identified as loo-cow, rocksquat, Turs and another human skull, still partly attached to its neck. It was Leila who found the odd scales and quills. No-one had taken any more than a glancing look skywards for any hovering avian predators, but everyone agreed they didn’t seem to be feathered so perhaps they used the lake for bathing or removing damaged parts in a grooming ritual.


  ‘But they could just fly in and out. That barrier wasn’t for them,’ Sarah said, frowning over the puzzle.


  ‘It must have been something real bad for the Farmers to want to keep it contained,’ Kris said, trying not to shiver. She glanced up to see the position of the sun. ‘I move we get back to the vehicle and out of here. I don’t want my next place of residence to be that lake.’


  So they put out the fire and retraced their steps to the barrier.


  ‘Start up,’ Zainal told the others. ‘Whitby, with me. I look closer at stream …’


  The two trotted down to the other end of the valley. Kris, Leila and Slav made the first ascent on the ropes. When Kris gratefully reached the top, she could see Zainal and Whitby having quite a gawk where the stream went through the bluff. The water boiled up over whatever outlet there was, for its flow made a wide pond at cliff base. She wondered what Zainal had hoped to learn from this scrutiny. As soon as Fek, Sarah and Joe joined them, they continued on up the cliff, reaching the top just as Zainal and Whitby surmounted the slanted barrier and began to unhitch the rappel equipment. The others started down to the vehicle, but Kris waited for Zainal and Whitby.


  ‘Well?’ she asked as Zainal pulled himself up beside her.


  ‘Something could swim through underneath,’ he said.


  ‘Have to have been damned desperate to take such a risk,’ Whitby added, ‘unless you’ve some amphibious species here you haven’t told me about yet.’


  ‘On Earth large carnivores will swim,’ said Kris.


  ‘On Earth,’ Whitby agreed, nodding as he mopped his forehead and face. He looked back down at the daunting rock-face. ‘If whatever it was had nothing left to eat, even the fish, possibly it would take such a risk. But I would still rather not meet whatever it was. Let’s take a look at that aerial’


  His words were broken off by the loud buzz of Zainal’s portable.


  ‘Worrell here. You guys all right?’ The Aussie was shouting into the speaker.


  ‘Yes, all right. Deep in a valley all day,’ Zainal explained.


  ‘Oh. Well, a problem dropped in here the other night,’ he said. ‘And you’re needed back as fast as you can make it, Zainal.’


  ‘What sort of problem?’ Zainal asked, but Kris thought from the twinkle in his eyes that he had some idea. ‘They look for me?’


  ‘We think so. Only they weren’t briefed proper.’


  ‘Night-crawlers?’ Zainal asked, and grinned when Kris shuddered.


  ‘You bet,’ and Worrell sounded pleased. ‘Only someone’s asking questions over the portable that was about all that was left of them … bar the shoes. Leon told whoever called that you weren’t here and they were still looking.’


  ‘You want me to give myself up?’


  If Zainal hadn’t been grinning like a loon, Kris would have gasped.


  ‘Hell no, Zainal,’ and Worrell’s tone was indignant. ‘Chuck’s got an idea.’


  ‘I wonder if we have same one,’ Zainal said, winking at Kris. ‘We come as fast as possible.’


  ‘Find anything good?’


  ‘Tell you when we get there.’


  Worrell disconnected and Zainal replaced the unit in its pouch, fastening the flap.


  ‘Should I know what I just heard?’ Whitby asked respectfully, but his curiosity was apparent.


  ‘Why not?’ Zainal said with a shrug and nodded to Kris to explain. Whitby had breath for a good chuckle over ‘I drop, I stay,’ and Zainal’s demonstration about the night-crawlers and showing the hand unit that proved the planet possibly had another owner.


  The question which Whitby did not ask, nor did Kris volunteer to answer since she didn’t know it, was what duty was so important that Zainal had to be abducted by stealth. They had reached the ground now.


  ‘We go back to Camp as fast as we can,’ Zainal said.


  ‘We’re five days away,’ Joe protested.


  ‘We took side trips up here,’ Zainal reminded him. ‘We take turns. Drive all night.’


  ‘Hey, it sounds important.’


  ‘Dirty work with cross feet?’ asked Zainal.


  ‘Cross roads,’ Kris corrected, in spite of realizing that he was being deliberately obtuse.


  ‘Sticky wicket, huh?’ Joe said and neatly finished re-coiling the ropes. ‘Let’s move out. I’ll drive first. I’ve had a breather.’


  Both Slav and Fek liked to stand up in the front of the load bed of the vehicle, hanging on to the frame, staying alert and watchful. Sarah and Leila sat in the wide front seat with Joe. Kris, Whitby and Zainal arranged themselves on the bedrolls in the back. Zainal then slid down until he could put his head on Kris’s shoulder, then folded his arms and promptly went to sleep in the smooth-riding air-cushioned ground machine.
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