Chapter Eight: Grand Tour
GG was not supposed to be a house dog.  Most of the time, he lived outside, but he always liked to visit inside the house when he could.  He managed to sneak into the house often enough in the evenings, that he had a blanket that he could sleep on in the kitchen.  At least, that was where he started off.  Like many dogs before him, he had learned the trick of turning the handle on a door, and usually waited until Matty was asleep, then opened the door of his bedroom, and hopped onto his master’s bed.  He would start by sleeping by his feet, but over the course of the night, would migrate up the bed until he was curled up against Matty’s back.  If it were a very cold night, he would even burrow under the covers.

So when the alarm went off before dawn, Matty had to lean over GG to turn it off, and got his face licked for his troubles.

“Get off a me ya mangy mutt!” called out Matty as he wiped his face with the back of his hand.

GG was having none of that.  His tongue assaulted his master’s face, as Matty tried to protect himself.  It ended when Matty rolled away from GG and ended up rolling out of bed, and onto the floor.

“Argh, bloody hell!” was all Matty had to say, as GG lay on his bed, looking down at him with a surprised and innocent look on his muzzle.

It was half past five in the morning, too early for a sensible person to be up, but his time working the land had made Matty used to early starts.  He stumbled with bleary eyes to the shower, which at least woke him up.  He then let GG out into the yard, and left him a haunch of wallaby for his breakfast, while he made a coffee and some cereal for his own.

While he ate his own brekkie, he thought about the day ahead, and tried to work out a way to be able to join his team-mates for the match, but realised that there was no way he could make it.  There would be too much ground to cover.  Instead, his mind turned to the best locations and routes to travel to show the damn cassowaries what they wanted to see.  The trouble was that he had little to go on.  He could show them loads of roos, sure, but was that for the best?  They might decide that there was enough for many other hunters, which would reduce his chances of making enough money to save for is own place.  If he showed too few, he might end up with a reduced license.  He realised that the best thing to do was to find out more about what the purpose of this survey was.

With that thought, he grabbed his hat and the keys to his Ute.  As he walked over to the vehicle, he was met by the G.G., dragging some gnawed bones, which was all that was left of his own meal.  Matty knew that he would leave them somewhere, and the odds were that by the evening, they would be stripped of the few remaining bits of flesh by the local biting ants.  If they didn’t get it, G.G. would have another chew on the bones in the evening, with the remaining meat having dried to the consistency of leather in the dry heat of the day.

As soon as Matty had opened the door, G.G. jumped in and settled down in the back of the cab.  Matty decided that he would take the dog with him, partly because he wanted to and also partly to intimidate the damn Faey who had been forced on him.  G.G. was no attack dog, but had a disconcerting habit of sticking his nose everywhere at inopportune times. That, combined with his size, would be all the intimidation that was required.

He drove the short distance to Keith’s Place, the locals’ name for the Linville Hotel,  and parked outside.  The usual parking lot was still full of Faey equipment and fancy vehicles, and besides, he would hardly cause a traffic jam in Linville.  A community of three hundred didn’t cause much traffic, and the wide road made it easy to bypass any parked vehicles.  Most people walked around town, as it was less than eight hundred meters from the end of David Street to where Alice Street met the road out of town, and half of that wide.  The community included many people who lived further away, so the main traffic was either at school times, when children were being picked up or dropped off, or in the evenings, when more people would be gathering at the Linville Hotel, for a social gathering, gossip and beer.

The stars were fading in the pre-dawn light when he arrived, and the east was a rosy glow over the hills.  Dawn came late to Linville, because it was nestled in the north-south river valley of the Brisbane River, with hills over four hundred meters high to the east.  It helped to keep it a bit cooler than the surrounding East-west valleys during the heat of the summer.

He saw that the lights were on inside the bar, so he let himself in, leaving the G.G. in the Ute.  Most of the chairs were still on the tables, making it easy to clean the floor, but in one corner, Aye Nanda was bringing a steaming bowl to a seated Faey woman.

When he saw that she was looking at him, Matty put his hands together in a gesture like praying and quickly bowed his head.  “Minga lar bar,” <Good day> he said in slightly mangled Burmese.

“Hallo, you too!” she replied in English.  “Sit down, I bring some Jok.”

“Sorry,” he said with some regret in his voice.  “I’m here to pick up a customer.” 

 The Faey woman stood and came over.

“You must be Mr. Mathew Kelly,” she said.  “My name is Raisha Merrane.  I’m your ‘Customer’, I’m to do a wildlife resources survey with you.”

Matty looked closely at the Faey.  She was tall, taller than he was, and had white hair.  Her eyes were a startling violet-purple colour, similar to the amethyst earrings his mother had worn.  Her voice had a trace of a Pommie accent, like something off the BBC.

“You might as well sit and eat, we can discuss what I need to see,” she continued.

Matty was never one to turn down a feed, so he settled down.  He would have liked to help Nanda by getting his own plate and cutlery, but he knew that he was in the presence of a Guest, so Nanda would not be happy if he helped her.  Nanda soon came back, with another bowl of the rice porridge, and a spoon for him.  

“Where G. G.?” she asked.

“He’s in the truck,” replied Matty.  He knew that Nanda tolerated the Governor General for her husband’s sake, but preferred him to be outside.  The G. G. seemed to realise that he was only allowed in the bar under sufferance, so he tended to be much quieter than normal when he was inside.  He usually made up for it by doing something outrageous when he left, though.

As he spooned up the jok, having flavoured it with a dollop of jam, he talked to the Faey woman in front of him.

“So, what exactly do you want to see?” he demanded.

Raisha sighed.  She could see that this human resented having to do this task.  She silently cursed that damn Suralle woman for setting her up.  She could read enough of Matty’s surface thoughts to see that he had been threatened with his livelihood to work on this project on a rest-day.  This was not the way to win the confidence of the local population.

“First of all, I should tell you that I’ve also had this task dumped on me,” started Raisha.  She was hoping that she would gather some sympathy from Matty, but she was wrong.

“Yeah, well, cry me a river.  Why the sudden need to do a wildlife survey?  Your people never cared before,” he added spitefully.  “You trying to squeeze even more out of us?”

“Actually, the Trillanes may have been over-exploiting this area.  I compared ground cover orbital photographs from three years ago and now and there is an obvious change in some areas,” Raisha replied calmly.  “We said last night that we take care of the planet for the long term.  That means that all harvesting and crop growth has to be sustainable, over a long time period.  From the pre-contact records I was able to review from CivNet, this island has suffered about forty percent degradation in less than two hundred years.  The empire can’t afford for a food producing world to be abused like that.”

“That was due to climate change and El Nino in the Pacific…,” argued Matty.

“No,” interrupted Raisha with authority. “It was due to short term farming practice.  Since we came to this world, output from this region has more than quadrupled, and many areas which had been abandoned, have become fertile again.”

“Yeah, but most of that’s due to hydroponics and slave labour,” countered Matty angrily.  As was usual for him, he was concentrating on the discussion, and not on whom he was having it with.  He was actually enjoying it.

“We are using our science to de-salinate large areas of soil, and have created large preserves to reduce erosion, and protect watershed areas,” she continued.

“Well, you’re crucifying some of the stations, I can tell you that!”  This was the core of Matty’s concern.  Planting he didn’t care about, but livestock was his passion.

“Many were in decline, even before we came to this world.  Their business model was flawed, and they were unsustainable.  The erosion and habitat degradation they were causing is proof of that.”  For every point that Matty raised, Raisha had a counter-argument.  “That is why a wildlife survey is so important.  We are looking at possible alternatives, as well as capacity.  We need to know what the load on the vegetation is, so we can plan a sustainable harvest.”

“Good luck with that,” said Matty.  “The population can vary by 30% from year to year.”

“Well, we had better get started, then,” said the Faey woman, seeing that they had both finished their breakfasts.

Matt stood, and was preparing to take the dishes back to the kitchen, but he was shooed away by Nanda.  “You go now!” she said.

After a deeply felt “Thank you,” to Aye Nanda, he left with the Faey marine close behind him.  As they walked towards his Ute, he could see the rest of the Faey opposite, in the car park, doing exercises.  The one who had forced this job on him was conspicuously absent.

After the climbed into the Ute, the Faey woman beside him gave a yelp, as the G. G. rose up behind her and stuck his nose in her ear with an audible sniff.  She jerked forward and turned in shock, to see the muzzle full of teeth grinning at her, with his tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth.

“Don’t mind him, that’s the Governor General, or the G. G.,” said Matty with a grin at her reaction.  “Hygiene regulations say that he has to ride in the cab, rather than out back, where he’d rather be.”

“Is he a Din-go?” she asked, mispronouncing the name of the Australian wild dog.  “He looks like a giant vulpar with only one tail.”

The tail in question was beating quickly, indicating that he was pleased with himself for startling this new person.  Matty was surprised, because the G. G. would rarely show much enthusiasm, especially to strangers who he hadn’t been formally introduced to.  The dog grinned, and leaned forwards for another sniff.

“Nah, he’s a kelpie.  He’s got some dingo in him, but he’s a working sheepdog,” explained Matty.  “Just put your hand under his nose.  He wants to find out about you and recognise your scent.  That way he’ll know you are allowed in the truck and won’t bite you.”

The dog in question was jumping around on the back seat, and it looked like aggression of any kind was not even in his vocabulary.  Raisha leaned forward and reached over towards the dog, but her hand was coming from above, so the dog shied away with a whine.

“Always approach a dog from the front and below,” said Matty.  “If you come from above, it thinks you are going to hit it, and you can get bitten.”  He was in two minds about the G. G. biting the Faey woman.  Maybe it would intimidate her into leaving him alone, but it could also cause all kinds of problems.  

The dog would probably catch rabies or some Faey equivalent he thought to himself, forgetting for a moment that the woman next to him could probably read every word in his mind.

“I should have remembered from the vulpars which my relatives have,” she replied, slightly contritely.   “We never had one of our own, because my father was allergic to them.”

“Those are those fox-like animals with two tails, aren’t they?” asked Matty curiously.

“Yes.  They are very intelligent, they score similar to your dol-fins,” she stumbled over the unfamiliar word.  “They live for a long time, up to a hundred years.  They are not pets, they are companions.  They even have some legal rights under Faey law.  If they dislike someone, they can move out.  They are also very curious and can cause trouble if you ignore them.”

“That sounds like the G. G. here,” replied Matty.  “Although he causes trouble because he just wants to.”  He leaned over to rub the dog’s head affectionately.  “He’s still the best damn worker in the district.”

“Worker? I do not understand?” said the curious woman.

“He rounds up the sheep and cattle,” explained Matty.  “It’s impossible to do a muster without dogs.”

Matty had decided to head north, along the Linville road, until it ended.  Before the Subjugation, there had been a road that went all the way through Mt. Stanley State forest, but the Faey had made the areas west and north of Linville into a large preserve.  It contained a number of state forests, as well as national parks and logging concessions.  By making this preserve, they had also taken land from a number of sheep stations, including JL’s.  Linville itself had been spared, but it had been a near thing.  

This preserve was called the “Chirri Preserve.”  It was rumoured that it was named after a noble’s vulpar, because she had seen a picture of a dingo, and had decided it looked like her pet.

The road had not had any maintenance done on it since before the Subjugation, so it was beginning to show the lack of care.  They bounced around a bit, as they dodged around potholes, and away from the sides, where the road was crumbling as it was undercut by winter rainstorms.  

Suddenly, Matty screeched to a stop.  Lying in the middle of the road was a large snake.  Matty pressed the horn, but the snake didn’t move, so he climbed out of the Ute, and walked over to the snake.  Raisha also climbed out.  She was already surprised at how uncomfortable the journey was, and they had only just started.  She was not used to the bumps of a wheeled vehicle, as she was usually travelling around in skimmers or hovercars.

The snake was about two and a half meters long, and was a khaki colour, with lighter, yellow stripes running the length of its body.  Large brownish scales marked out large diamond patches, which had contrasting light scales inside them.  It turned its head towards them and coiled it back, to give itself enough range as if to strike.  It rubbed its scales against each other.  It would have been a more impressive display if it hadn’t been moving so slowly.  

Matty could see two bulges half-way down the snake.

“Don’t worry, it’s mostly harmless, just stay clear of its head,” he said to his passenger.  “It’s a carpet python.  They grow to be about one and a half times this size.”

“Is it venomous?” she asked.  As a marine, she was used to unusual creatures, and the briefings about this planet had warned of venomous reptiles.  Raisha took a step back, as Matty walked around to the other side of the snake.  For a brief moment he considered if it was worth bending the truth, then decided that the fleeting laugh he would have was not worth it.  Only much later did he realise that it would be impossible to lie to a telepath.  He pointed to the bumps on the snake. 

“Nah, it’s a constrictor.  It crushes the breath out of its prey.  It looks like it’s grabbed a couple of bunnies, and come down here to digest its food.  They like roads, because they’re cold blooded, and can bask on the tarmac to warm up.  The heat also helps with their digestion.”  With that comment, he grabbed the tail and dragged the protesting snake off the road.  As soon as he let go, the abused reptile slithered into the scrub undergrowth.

“Are they edible?” she asked.

Matty considered this curious question.  He recalled her comments about finding alternatives, and for a moment had a horrifying vision of himself trying to herd snakes.  In spite of that, he remained honest.  

“The Barunggam, who existed here before the white settlers came, would only eat it as a last resort.  It’s associated with the rainbow serpent of dreamtime, and there was a belief that if you ate it, it could leave baby rainbows in you, which could make you die.”  He recalled a few suspect meals at the work camp where he had been under Subjugation.

“Besides, it’s tough and tasteless meat and they’re more valuable as pest controllers, killing rats and rabbits, than on a plate,” he added.  “They also give you wind.”

With the snake cleared from the road, they continued on their bumpy way.  Matty had decided to take the Faey woman past Camp Duckadang, which was a recreational camp, run by the Lions Clubs.  They were a charity that provided opportunities for disadvantaged groups, and supported community groups around the world.  It was the existence of this camp that had actually saved Linville when the preserve was set up.  There were enough people from Brisbane and other places, who had benefited from the camp, and also influential people who were members of the Lions Clubs, that the Faey had chosen the boundary of the reserve so that it missed the site.  

Since it was a weekend, Matty knew that there would probably be groups of scouts or other youth organisations at the camp. The noise there would probably move the roos towards the preserve, and the mostly abandoned road leading north.  The road followed the Brisbane River, in some places the river was quite narrow, in others, it was wide and the cool pools of water reminded Matty of time spent canoeing and swimming.  

By now the sun had risen high enough that it was visible over the hills to the east, and the golden light was flowing down the hills on the right.  The hills were mostly bare.  Matty knew that once the tree cover was cut, the thin soil was exposed to erosion, and few things would grow there.  Sure, there was a scattering of gum trees, and there were plenty of native grasses, but he remembered that forests had covered most of this area.  There were photos in the Linville Hotel of the massive trees being taken away, with smiling loggers standing next to trunks which were larger in diameter than they were tall. 

Once they passed the turn off for Camp Duckadang, the road deteriorated, since it was very rarely travelled.  Soon they reached a sign, written in English, with Faey script underneath, saying “Chirri Preserve – Property of House Trillane.”  Underneath, in smaller script was a message just in English, “Trespassers will be executed” next to this was a picture of a man with his head being separated from his body.

This clearly annoyed Raisha.  She took a picture of the warning signs with her panel. 

“Preserves should be Imperial property, not house.  They had no right to claim it for themselves!” she said angrily, as she moved around and took the pictures from several angles.

“It makes no difference to me,” replied Matty with a shrug.  “If I cross into it now, I can get shot by you marines, while before, I would be shot by Trillanes.  I’d still end up dead.”

“The point of the preserves is to protect the wild ecosystem,” said Raisha.  “It builds up a reserve of wild genes which could be valuable in the future.  The habitat is unspoilt by Faey or man and can develop as it did before your ancestors came to this continent.”

“That’s bullshit!” said Matty heatedly.  “This land needs management.  Even the aborigines managed the land.  All you’ve done is made a haven for feral dogs, and a refuge for rabbits, goats, deer and feral pigs.  It’s a fucking disaster waiting to happen.  Without control, the deer and goats destroy the trees, and saplings never have a chance to grow.  The rabbits undermine the soil, and then whole hillsides can slip away.”  He paused for breath, “The dogs attack livestock, and when they are in big enough groups, they have even attacked people.  The pigs often kill lambs, and it has started to be a major problem.  Some stations around here are losing ten to fifteen percent of their lambs to pigs alone.  And you’ve never seen the amount of damage a bunch of pigs can do to a field of crops.  They also destroy riverbanks and can spread diseases.”  Matty ran down, having reached the end of his tirade.

Raisha had been quickly taking notes while Matty had ranted away.  She looked up at him.  “So what do you propose?” she asked.

“Well, before you lot turned up, those pansies in Brissie were putting together action plans.  There was going to be a cull of the goats.  The pigs had been under control, until you gave them this safe haven.  A sow can produce twelve piglets a year, starting from an age of seven months, and they’ve been busy.   Most people tolerated the deer, because hunters from the coast would pay good money to shoot them, but that’s mostly stopped as well.”  This was clearly a topic that Matty felt passionately about.  “Every so often, someone spreads myxie to control the rabbits.”

“What is ‘myxie?’” enquired Raisha.

“Myxomatosis, it’s a disease which kills rabbits.  It helps to control their population. They also use another disease, Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease or RHD.  Most other techniques aren’t effective.  I could shoot rabbits all day, every day, and they would breed faster than I could shoot them.”

“Biological agents are banned in the Empire,” said Raisha immediately.

“It’s not a disease which can jump to people.  Whenever there is a natural outbreak of either disease, an underground trade develops in infected rabbits amongst farmers, who take them to their own area and release the buggers.”  He pointed to a gully leading to the road, with no vegetation in it, and evidence of landslips.  “That’s all caused by rabbits.  They strip the vegetation, kill the trees and bushes by ringbarking them, and their burrows undermine the soil, increasing the instability of the slopes.  All it takes is one good downpour, and you can loose half a hillside.”

Raisha took more pictures with her panel, and also spoke into her mike, to take notes.  This was different from what she had expected.  Her short briefing from the Inspector had mainly blamed overgrazing on the farmers.  It was clear that the situation was more complicated than that.

She pointed to the much heavier undergrowth in the preserve.  “Doesn’t that show that the land outside is overgrazed?” she asked.

“No, it doesn’t!” replied Matty angrily.  “It shows criminal neglect!”

He pointed at the trunks of some of the trees.  They showed old marks from forest fires some time back.  He then showed her more recent burn marks on trees outside the reserve.

“This land needs fire to live,” he explained.  “Every few years, we have a burn.  It clears the scrub, and provides new shoots for the animals, both the farmed and native.  The land has been managed this way for thousands of years.”

“You mean you use slash-and-burn?” demanded Raisha, horrified.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” snapped Matty angrily.  “The plants and most animals are used to it and have evolved with it.  Some of the native species can’t even germinate their seeds without a fire.  It’s even the sign for some native animals to breed.  The gum trees,” he slapped a white tree-trunk affectionately, “aren’t harmed by it, they actually start fires themselves.”

He reached down and grabbed a handful of fallen leaves.  He crushed them and put his hand under Raisha’s nose.  The crushed leaves had a pleasant, clean, spicy smell, which seemed to go through the nose and into the brain.

“Smell that?  It’s eucalyptus oil.  It’s actually got a low flash point, about 50 degrees.  It means that on hot days, lightning, a broken piece of glass, even a dew-drop focusing the sun’s rays, can start a fire.  Out here, we do it deliberately, when there is no wind, and people are prepared.  In there,” he pointed with disgust at the preserve, “it’s going to start naturally, when no-one is around to control it or put it out,”

He pointed to the lack of scrub outside the preserve and the spindly, dry masses inside.

“If you clear the scrub regularly, the fire burns quickly, and does little real damage.  With lots of fuel, the fire burns more slowly, and the temperatures are much higher.  The trees can explode as the oil boils inside them, and if there is a wind, you are likely to get a firestorm.  The flames can leap a hundred meters into the air, and burning embers can end up ten kilometres from the fire, to spread new fires.  Entire districts can go up in flames.”  He remembered scenes on the telly from his childhood, when seventy-five people had lost their lives in 1983.  Almost every year since then forest fires in various parts of Australia had been in the news, every summer, especially at the end of the summer.

“At least, with the preserve off-limits to people, no dipstick is going to drop a ciggie or have a barbie there.”  Human activity was responsible for starting most fires.  “Still, it’s only a matter of time.”

Throughout all of this, Raisha was carefully taking notes.

They headed back to the truck, but instead of getting back into it, and driving further, Matty pulled out a pair of backpacks.  He checked both, making sure that they had water, sunscreen, Burnheal (he tried to avoid Faey products where possible, but realised that this could literally save your skin), a basic first aid kit and a Faey GPS style locator in each.

“If you want to see the local wildlife,” he said, “we have to go on foot.  The noise of the truck is going to scare them away, otherwise.” 

He saw, with approval, that at least she had decent footwear.  Before the Subjugation, he had been a part-time guide, and bloody tourists sometimes hadn’t a clue.  People turned up with thongs or sandals.  Some sheilas even turned up in bloody high heels!  Still, there had been one who he had to help, after she had twisted her ankle, afterwards she had been very grateful….

With a wrench, he brought himself back to the present.  His companion was adjusting a headband.  There was a small device attached to it, pointing forwards, and a flip down transparent screen over her eye.  She saw his curious look.

“It’s a camera.  It will record what I see, and has a powerful telescopic zoom.  It’s much better than lugging around the panel all the time.  The screen is a playback display.  This model is much fancier than what most people have, but it was a gift, so I use it.”  There was a brief expression of remembered pain on her face, before it faded.

With their reparations complete, they set off.  Matty kept his voice low, and they walked quietly.  He was glad that his client knew how to walk without making lots of noise.  He remembered that she was a soldier, so of course she would know how to walk!  Much better than some city folks he had taken in the past, who had managed to talk loudly non-stop, and one had even kept his music playing all the time, then they had been surprised that they had only seen some distant birds.

As they walked, Matty had carefully pointed out some of the things to see, like the termite mounds, and a bush turkey mound.  He made sure to point out that it had been raided by pigs, and explained that the bush turkeys were now critically endangered in the region, mainly due to depredations by feral pigs.  He pointed out saplings with their tips nipped off by goats, and other places where trees had been ring-barked, and killed by having strips of bark ripped off all the way around.

It was not all depressing.  He pointed out a family of laughing kookaburras as they collected food, and squabbled, and pointed to egrets and spoonbills by the river.  They next came across a bower bird’s nest, with a collection of blue bits of plastic, glass, flowers and even a Donald duck watch.  Matty explained that the birds would gather things and use them to try and seduce a mate with their collection.  He left a blue plastic peg to add to the bird’s collection, as the male watched suspiciously from nearby.  When they walked away, Matty stopped them a short distance away so that they could observe.  The nest’s owner flew down, and was quickly checking that they hadn’t stolen anything from his hoard.  He seemed delighted by the peg, putting it in the pride of place so that a female could see it.

They passed a tree that had a pair of cockies (cockatoos) in it.  Soon, Matty was pointing across the river.  At first, Raisha couldn’t see anything, but after briefly switching to infra-red mode on her camera, spotted the group of kangaroos lazing sleepily under a tree.

Keeping low, to avoid startling them, she filmed them for a while. Then she turned to Matty.  “Are you going to shoot them now?” she asked.

“Nah.  You only hunt roos at night.  During the day, they will scatter as soon as you shoot one.  The others are more likely to get injured that way.  The heat of the day makes the meat more likely to spoil as well.”  Matty knew the regulations, and he mostly agreed with them, since they made sense.  “I’d only shoot a sick or injured roo during the day.”

He pointed to a female, whose joey was standing next to her, with its head in her pouch.  “The little bloke is having a drink.  He’s big enough that he doesn’t go back in, but still has an occasional drink.  She’s probably already got another one on one of her teats.”  He pointed to another female, standing nearby.  A small joey’s head and a large foot could be seen sticking out of her pouch.  “That one’s almost big enough to be evicted.  If we scare her, she’ll chuck him out and probably never let him back.”

Raisha was surprised at such a callous attitude in a mother, but Matty explained that if a predator was after her, the joey would slow her down, and then they would both die.  That way, either the joey would get eaten, saving his mother’s life, or possibly they would both escape.

Throughout the walk, the G. G. had stayed near his master’s side, only occasionally wandering off to examine something more closely, or to leave his mark.  Matty had actually used his more sensitive ears as a detector, noticing the stiff stare when the dog heard something.  It enabled him to find more animals and birds for his client.  Still, it was time to head back, and go to another location.  As they approached the truck, however, Matty noticed that something was wrong.  Instead of an empty road behind them, there were half a dozen sheep, wandering aimlessly.

The G.G. had his ears perked up and was quivering with barely concealed excitement.  He kept looking at the sheep longingly, and was stealing quick glances at his master, with quiet whines, waiting for a command.  Matty knew that the sheep shouldn’t be there, so he decided to investigate.

“Get around, boy,” he said to the dog, with a sweeping gesture at the fence.  The G.G. ran to the fence and quickly leapt over the barbed wire, running low and widely, to get behind the sheep.

Matty looked towards Raisha, and said, “These sheep don’t belong here.  We need to catch one to find out where they’re from.  The Governor General is going to herd them towards us, so we can catch one. We’ll be able to find out whose it is from the ear tags.”  With that, he directed her to the other side of the truck.  He dropped his pack, and pulled out a length of rope.

Matty saw that the G.G. had leapt back over the fence, once he was past the sheep and was driving them towards the waiting people.  Once the sheep were close, Matty jumped forward and wrestled one to the ground, where she lay quietly.  Raisha had also tried this, but had grabbed the sheep, and was faced with a struggling animal, which was bleating and kicking.  Matty decided that he had to finish before he helped her, so he quickly tied his sheep’s hooves together.  With the animal bound, he went to where Raisha was still grappling with the other animal.  He was impressed that she had not let it go, as he moved to help her.  As soon as this sheep was on her back, her struggles also ceased.  A few quick knots later, and it was also immobilised.

The other sheep had started when their leaders were attacked, but with a predator behind them, had decided that charging forward was a better option.  They had not counted on the G.G. running around them and forcing them back up the road.  He raced around them, and again forced them back towards Matty.  Matty decided that he might as well tie all of them up, so he grabbed another one, and was surprised that Raisha also managed to catch one, in spite of her experience with her first sheep.  Well, at least she’s a battler thought Matty.

Soon they had all the sheep tied up, and Raisha pulled out her panel, so that she could connect to CivNet to find the owner of the sheep.  The ear-tags had registration numbers, so once they had the details, a quick search of the registration database showed that these belonged to a farm nearby.

Matty made the call.  “Hey, Steve, I’ve found some of your sheep up near the Preserve, yeah, on the road.  I’ll drop them off, but you need to check your fence before you lose the lot.”

He turned back to Raisha.  “Thanks for helping out, there.  You did pretty well.  We’ll drop these off to Steve on the way.”  He saw her looking in dismay at her greasy hands, covered in lanolin from the sheep’s wool.  “Just wipe them on the G.G., he won’t mind.”

The dog in question was sitting on his haunches, panting slightly from his exertions, watching the bound sheep, clearly hoping that his master would release them, so that they could do it all over again.  The dog was a definite sheepaholic.  He wiped his own hands on the dog, and so did Raisha.  The G.G. didn’t mind, but he shook himself when they had finished.

“The sheep grease is called lanolin.  It’s used in hand creams to keep lady’s hands soft,” said Matty.

With the bound sheep in the back, they headed slowly back down the road.  After a couple of kilometres, they saw a pair of people waving from the side.  One was a thirty-something wiry and weather beaten man, wearing an Akubra hat, and a short sleeved khaki shirt.  Next to him, wearing only a breechclout, was the strangest man Raisha had ever seen.  His hair was curly and matted and stuck in tangles in all directions, and his body had mud painted on it.  The most remarkable thing about him, from Raisha’s point of view was his mind.  His thoughts were disjointed and seemed only vaguely connected with reality.  She stared at him in surprise.

“Hi, I’m Steve,” said the more fully clothed man.  “Don’t mind Charlie here.  He spends as much time in the dreamtime as he does here, but he’s a useful second pair of hands when he’s around.”

“Charlie is a registered Aborigine,” explained Matty.  “He spends most of his time on walkabout, but he helps out every so often.  He say’s it is all about balance.”

Raisha recalled from her briefing notes, that indigenous Aborigines were an “exempt group” who were classed as “land guardians,” and could not be sent to the work farms.  This was partly so that they could maintain their traditional life skills and preserve the traditional environment, and also because modern farming was such a radical change for them that they would struggle to integrate to it.  

One of the early Faey evaluators for the planet had decided to assign native and indigenous peoples a similar status as the Parri held in the Imperium.  It meant restrictions on travel, but most such people had little or no desire to travel anyway.  This decision led to some interesting situations, since the Faey definition was based on the mindset of people, rather than genetic heritage.  Indigenous peoples around the world suddenly found that they had a freer hand to live their traditional lifestyles, while many indigenous rights lawyers and activists complained, and suddenly found themselves shipped to farms, since they had no productive position in society.

The really strange thing, was that some hippie communes were granted the same privileges.  One group in California had been stoned when a Faey evaluation team had arrived, having had a festival the previous day, and had rapidly realised when they sobered up that staying stoned was the only way to stay off the farms.

 “Thanks for bringing them back,” said Steve.  “I’ve found where they got out, it was here.  Did you see any of the others?” he asked hopefully.

“Nah, mate,” replied Matty.  “This was all there was.”

“Damn!  That means that there are still some missing, probably pinched,” groaned Steve.  “It’s the second time this has happened.  The wire is deliberately cut, so that it looks like they’ve escaped, but this time I found blood stains, where at least one was killed.”

“That doesn’t make sense!” said Matty.

“It’s them fellas in the reserve,” interjected Charlie suddenly.  “They be sneakin’ round, an tryin to hide, but they can’t hide from me.”

They all looked at Raisha, who looked surprised.  “We know that some migrants are escaping from the farms, but I didn’t realise that they had come to this side of the reserve yet,” she said.  “I’ll make sure we investigate.”  She took pictures of the bloodstains and the cut wires, still shiny from where they had been snipped.  She also gave Steve her panel number, so that he could send her the missing sheep’s numbers when he had them.  Matty explained that it would take a few days, since it involved rounding up the sheep, and checking all their numbers by hand, in order to identify which ones were missing.  Raisha made more notes.

They unloaded the sheep from Matty’s truck, and left Charlie and Steve repairing the fence.  They then spent the rest of the day visiting various sites in the district, with Matty acting as a guide, showing Raisha other wildlife sights.  It was after dark by the time they had finished, and as they approached the Linville Hotel, Raisha offered to buy Matty dinner as thanks for his hard work.

