Chapter Nine – Challenge

It had been a long and tiring day, with many sights and locations, and innumerable animals seen.  As the day had progressed, her guide had calmed down, losing much of his burning anger at all Faey generally, and her in particular.  She had actually enjoyed it, seeing many amazing animals.  She thought back to the place they had stopped for lunch in particular.  That had been at a roadside shop / restaurant / fuel station.  They had bought sandwiches, juice and some fruit for lunch.  There were some seats inside, but she had headed for the outside picnic area.  When Matty had seen this, he had displayed appalling table manners, bolting his sandwich in two bites, before joining her.  She had found out why very soon.  

The picnic area was also an animal refuge.  Matty explained that the owners were licensed to look after sick and injured native animals.  Many of these then could not be released into the wild, especially if they were young ones who had been brought up by humans.  She had been entranced by a wallaby nearby, and had lost her sandwich to an emu who had sneaked up behind her.  She had turned to chase the big hairy bird away, and a black tailed kite had swooped down and stolen her meat pie, flapping heavily as it carried its prize to the shelter of a nearby tree.  Another emu had taken advantage of this distraction to attack her grapes, nocking over her juice in the process.  

Matty had stayed near the door, and was falling about laughing and spraying crumbs.  He had been forced to stop, not by her glare, but when he developed a severe case of hiccups.  She looked around at the thieves that had stolen her lunch, who looked innocently back at her, except for the emu, which was pecking at her panel, checking to see if it was edible.  The kite in the nearby tree was clearly an expert on pies, and quickly stripped the pastry from it and salvaged the meaty centre before crying out in victory Psee-err followed by si-si-si-si-si!  With its prize in its claws, the bird flew away.  Other, smaller, birds arrived to squabble over the scattered pastry.  

She returned inside, followed by a still hiccuping Matty.  She had bought herself a second meal, and eaten it inside.  Between hiccups, Matty had pointed out the warning signs, in English and Faey that were on the door.  He also explained that he often brought tourists there so that they could get a closer look at some of the native wildlife.  As he calmed his hiccups with a cool drink, he explained that the food that the birds had stolen would not harm them, since they were omnivores in the wild.  

“They eat all sorts of junk,” he said. “Plants, fruit, seeds, caterpillars, moths, locusts, nuts and snails.  They also have a crop, which is like a tenderiser because they don’t have teeth, and they swallow stones to grind up their food.”  

After their meal, they had bought packets of food pellets, which were supposed to be the balanced diet for the animals outside.  Raisha thought she was prepared this time, and held her packet of food close to her body, while offering a handful to try to entice the wallaby closer.  She had not counted on the emus, who had come close and while their heads bobbed around, had suddenly stretched their necks and pecked hard on her hand, knocking most of it to the ground, where it was quickly hoovered up.  Another had gone directly for the paper packet of food she had in her other hand, and missed and pecked her on the breast.  This had sent Matty into hysterics again.  Eventually, he had distracted the emus, while the shyer wallaby had been approached.  Matty had directed her to examine the pouch, and inside the slit in its belly had been a smaller version of the animal.  

Matty had decided to do the best he could at this job, because if there was one thing that Matty despised, it was shoddy workmanship. Not doing a fair dinkum job was not only an insult to the person who hired him, it was a personal insult to his professional pride as well. In the country the concept of a fair day’s work for a fair day’s wage still rang true.

Though worry about his team’s progress gnawed at him throughout the day, in the back of his mind he remained quietly confident that their two new secret weapons, Sammy and Charlie would be enough to turn the tide. The boys could do without him this once.  As the day progressed, he succeeded, concentrating on answering questions, and showing locations which supported his arguments.  

The rest of the day had gone well, with many more sights.  Although Matty had been professional about showing her what she asked for, he had also gone out of his way to explain about how the various animals lived together or competed with each other, stressing the damage which was being caused by lack of traditional management, and the changes brought in by the Faey.  Some of his points were clearly from his anti-Faey bias, but for each of those, he had several which were clearly valid.  These left Raisha, much to her chagrin, more than once nodding her head in agreement

She had also noticed him peeking at her tits more than once, and she could sense the randy undercurrent in his thoughts, although he had not made any moves.  Truth was, this was also affecting her, for it had been a long time for her since her last lover as well.  

Raisha gave an apprising glance in his direction.  She was looking forward to a chance of seducing him.  A good meal, some booze, and then, who knew what could happen?  Especially if she got him drunk.  

Things were going fine until they stepped through the door of the Linville Hotel.  As Matty stepped forward, he saw Clinton, with his foot propped up and swathed with Faey bio-reactive bandages.  Next to him were JL, Sunny and Charlie, all with half empty glasses.  Their expressions of woe told of their defeat, but Matty wanted details.  

“Strewth!  What the hell happened?” he demanded.  

JL looked at him sadly.  “Well, with you and Lennie out, we were a man short.  Keith couldn’t come because he has a full hotel.  No one else could substitute because they weren’t on the roster.”  The Mackville Cup rules stated that only people previously registered as playing for the team could be substitutes.  “We lost the toss, and they decided that we should bat, and we didn’t do well, except for Charlie here.  Clinton came up as his last partner, and you know that he’s a good, steady batter, so we had high hopes.”

“I then tripped and buggered my ankle,” said Clinton, with his eyes downcast.  “I couldn’t even bat and use a runner.”  Cricket rules allow an injured player to bat while another person actually does their runs for them.  

“One of the Faey came and fixed up his leg with bandages and a doozey of a needle,” explained JL.  “But he was off the field while this was going on.  Sunny managed to take their captain’s wicket with his first ball, taking him for a duck with a wicked leg break, just like that Shane Warne ball that did in Gatting, but we had too many gaps in the field, and they creamed us, 254 – 51.  Even they felt embarrassed about beating us that badly.”

Matty’s face fell, and he filled with fury.  He whirled around and turned on the person he felt was personally responsible for this disaster.  “Thank you so very much!  This is all your damn fault!” he yelled at Raisha, who was the only Faey in sight.  “I should have been there, supporting the boys, not traipsing ‘round the country with you!”

As he had turned he had knocked Raisha’s panel flying.  She was surprised and angered by this turn of events, seeing her hoped for happy-time disappearing in a puff of smoke.  “You stupid man, look what you’ve done!” she cried.  

“What I’ve done?” yelled back Matty.  “You fucking cassowaries, and your slut Empress, Dahnai Merrane, have cost us the game!  First your shitty Empress makes us bloody slaves, then you strip us of what little dignity we have left.  We’re a laughingstock all over Queensland now, with a score like that.” 

“Don’t you dare impugn the honour of the Empress!  She would never have anything to do with slavery!” shouted back the Faey woman.  

“Go to hell!” replied Matty as he brushed past her as he walked out of the bar.  

He was gone just as a familiar dark haired Faey woman walked up.  

“It’s against the law to insult the Empress,” yelled Raisha after him, preparing to pursue him as he stormed out the door.  

“That will be enough, warrant officer!” said lieutenant Rivi Indarre, stopping her subordinate from chasing after the man.  

“But he insulted the Empress, called her a slaver, and he insulted me!” replied Raisha.  Her family connections were distant, but she felt that she had to support her Empress.  “The law clearly states…”

“I said that will be enough!  Dismissed!” interrupted her senior officer, with the tone brooking no disobedience.  

With that, Raisha Merrane left, heading for her room to let her temper cool down and refresh herself.  

JL stood up and approached.  “I’m sorry, but that lad has been under a great deal of strain because of the Subjugation, and has just lost his best mate.  He tends to speak before he thinks as well.”

“Such a public challenge to our authority, granted by the Empress and your own Grand Duke cannot go unanswered,” replied the lieutenant clearly, so the people around could hear.  “However, we can be reasonable,” she added, more quietly, for JL’s ears alone.  “Let’s discuss this.”  With that, she took JL to the quite table hidden at the back where she had been sitting, observing the bar and its customers.  

“The trouble is,” explained JL, “Matty’s a local fixture.  He’s well known and has helped almost everyone when they’ve needed it at one time or other.  His family has been here for ages, and if you crack down on him, you’ll run into trouble with us locals.  It’ll cause resentment if nothing else, and people won’t trust you or help you.”  He took a long swig of his beer.  “The idiot’s a great guy, but running on his nerves at the moment.  I agree he needs a good slap to wake him up, but if you bear down too much on him, he could have a breakdown.  He’s not sleeping because of nightmares he’s having due to things he experienced under the Trillanes.”  JL had seen his friend tossing in his sleep more than once, and had witnessed him waking up sobbing.  It tore at his heart to think of his mate suffering.  Of course, being a macho Australian, Matty had been refusing any help that was offered by his mates.  

“Yes, I could see the frail state of his mind,” replied Rivi.  “The trouble is, if I try to “fix” it, he’ll fight me, and it’ll cause more public problems.  He has deep traumas.  I could soothe them so that he sleeps more soundly, but only if he was in a deep, drugged, sleep.  If he was able to fight me, I could do serious damage.  We also have to publicly punish him.  His challenge to our authority was too vocal and public.  Even if we let him off lightly, we need to be seen to be in control if we are to maintain our authority.”

“Drugged sleep you say?” asked JL thoughtfully.  “Would a dead drunk be enough?”

“Yes, indeed.  But I would need to be fairly close, like the next room to do the work.”

“Well, I have a cunning plan which should solve both our problems,” said JL conspiratorially.  “Listen carefully….  .”

-X-

Matty had had another sleepless night, with nightmares haunting his dreams.  He got up to make his breakfast, and was wearing his singlet and some worn khaki shorts when he heard the doorbell.  

“Who the hell can that be?” he asked himself as he approached the door.  It was a Sunday, so he wasn’t expecting any visitors.  As he approached the door, he could see through the frosted glass, that whoever it was, they were wearing a uniform.  Nothing else was clear through the distortion of the glass in the door.  “Oh, hell!  What now?” he wondered.  

Outside was a single Faey wearing the black uniform of the marines.  Uniform, not armour.  It was a pleasant change.  Back at the farm where he had been forced to serve, the Faey were never seen out of their armour.  He could see that she was fit, and of above average height, and she had shocking green hair, and she was pointing a panel at him.  This last detail brought him quickly back to reality.  

“Are you Mr. Mathew Kelly?” she asked.  

“Yeah, that’s me,” he replied, imagining what would happen if he lied.  

“I have a message for you, which must have acceptance authorised,” she said, holding out a letter, and pointing to the place on the panel which he had to thumb print.  

With her message delivered, she quickly headed off.  Matty watched her go in surprise, but his eyes were drawn to her firm behind.  Was it his imagination, or was it swaying a bit more now that he was looking at it?

He shut the door, and headed back to his breakfast.  Once he was fully fortified, he opened the envelope, dreading what it might contain.  His fears were fully justified.  

“A summons! Oh, shit, what now!” he groaned.  Just then, his phone rang, and he approached it with dread.  The way things had been going for him recently, disasters seemed to gang up on him, and he was sure that this was going to be more bad news.

“JL, it’s a relief to hear your voice,” said Matty.  At least this was not another problem.  

“Matty, I love you like a son, but will you stop opening your cake-hole when you shouldn’t!  If ya keep spewing like last night, you’re going to end up with more trouble than you can deal with!”  JL was letting him have it from the start about losing control, and not for the first time, either.  

“JL, it’s already happened.  In the land of trouble, I’m bloody way beyond the Black Stump.” With that, Matty explained to JL about the summons.  

“What does it say?” demanded JL, who was already aware of the details which he had set up with Lieutenant Rivi the night before.  

“Well, I’m summoned to a tribunal tomorrow.  4 George Street, Linville, Queensland 4306, and a set of Faey co-ordinates.” He did a double take, and added, “Hey! That’s Keith’s Place!  It’s at Ten, and I can bring a ‘First’?” explained Matty with some confusion.  

“Oh, that’s a Faey term for friend or lawyer,” clarified JL.  “I’ve dealt with enough Faey bureaucracy to know how to make it work,” he added with confidence.  

“Could you…” started Matty.  

“I’ll pick you up at nine.  Keep your head down until then.  Besides, you’ve got an important thing to do today,” ordered JL.  

“What?” demanded Matty, desperately trying to remember what task he had forgotten.  

“Collect some flowers for Keith’s lady,” replied JL.  Matty could almost hear him grinning.  “You caused a ruckus yesterday, and need to apologise to her.”

All the LCC knew that flowers were the quickest way to Aye Nanda San’s heart.  Since it was summer, the baking heat would have turned all the local plants brown, except the evergreens, and few of those had suitable blooms.  The nearest place that would definitively have flowers available would be Nanango, over an hour’s drive away.  Besides, it was time to stock up his larder, so a visit to the “big town” (Pop.  3086) would be a good idea.  With JL in charge, he was in safe hands.  

-X-

The next day came all too quickly.  He’d dressed in his best clothes, and eaten a light brekkie.  To be honest, he was much too nervous to eat much.  He paced around the house as he worried.  He checked on the flowers he had bought for Nanda, and made sure that they were OK.  He had removed the decorated paper wrapper the night before, and left them in a jug of water near the A/C unit.  In the morning he had dried them and re-wrapped them so that they would remain fresh and ready for Nanda.  GG had been sent off with his brother, to keep both of them out of trouble, so he was reduced to nervously pacing.  

On the dot of nine, JL arrived.  Matty was a bit surprised to see that he was alone.  He had expected him to bring Lennie at least, to provide support.  

“Someone’s got to keep an eye on Charlie and Sunny, and keep the place running,” replied JL.  

Matty knew that it was true.  Farms were seven days a week places.  Four people being missing meant that essential jobs would not get done, and leaving inexperienced folk like Sunny and Charlie alone would be asking for a disaster.  It was only a five-minute journey to Keith’s place.  The familiar building loomed ahead quickly, and Matty grew nervous.  

“Right, mate.  You sort out the flowers with Nanda, and I’ll find out where we go.”  With that, JL headed for the front door, while Matty headed for the back door.  He knew better than to enter the place before he had made his peace with Aye Nanda san.  While Aussies were informal, they know when to respect other’s cultures.  

He went around the back, where he smelled the sharp sandalwood smell of a burning joss stick.  He could see that it had been burnt next to the spirit house, which had been built in a fenced off area of the back garden.  The spirit house was a small building, looking like a doll’s temple on a bird table.  It had some fresh flowers, a few grains of rice and the ashes of the joss stick on it.  The scent of the incense still hung around in the still air.  Aye Nanda may have converted to Christianity, but she still held to some of her ancestral Animist and Buddhist beliefs, and Keith had not objected, because it kept his wife happy.  

Matty rang the bell at the back door, and when Nanda answered it, made an apology for bringing discord to her house with bowed head.  

“You need grow up,” said Nanda as she accepted the flowers.  “I ask spirits to take care of you.”  She remembered that Matty had been one of the more welcoming locals when she had arrived in this strange land, and that he had leapt to her husband’s defence when the marines had first arrived.  

Matty on the other hand was surprised.  He hadn’t realised that the offerings next to the Spirit house were on his behalf.  

Boosted by Nanda’s confidence in him.  He returned to the front to formally enter the building.  

The Tribunal was being held in the back room, which was sometimes rented out for private parties.  The walls were covered with the same pubobillia that adorned the rest of the pub.  Old photos, logging saws and stuffed animal heads covered the walls.  The room had been cleared, with a large table with a single chair at one end, and two much smaller tables, each with two chairs facing it.  There was a row of chairs further back.  JL had already set up his panel on one of the smaller tables and was chatting to the same Faey woman that had delivered Matty’s summons.  

Keith came bustling in, with three big jugs of iced water, followed by Nanda with glasses, which they quickly distributed to each table.  Keith made a final check with the Marine to make sure that everything was as she wanted, then left the room, with a worried look at Matty.  Nanda, on the other hand, had looked confident.  Matty wished he shared that level of assurance.  

Just before ten, Two more uniformed Faey walked in.  Raisha went alone to the other small table, and the other one, a stern looking woman with dark blue hair went to the large table.  

“Right, if everyone is here, I’ll start proceedings,” she said firmly.  “I am Lieutenant Rivi Indarre of He Majesty’s Imperial marines.  I am presiding judge at this hearing.  Could you each identify yourselves.”

The Faey woman who had been in the room when they entered identified herself as marine Malla Timira, of the Imperial marines, acting as recorder in the room.  Matty identified himself, and JL acknowledged that he was there as Matty’s “First”.  Curiously, Raisha identified herself as zarina Raisha Merrane, with no mention of her military rank or affiliation.  

Matty had spent much of the previous afternoon and evening researching civnet and had discovered that many Faey court cases were decided at hearings, and by bribes or influence.  The lack of declared connection between his opponent and judge made him worried that he was being set up for a stitch up.  

“Based on the Karrine Ducal declaration of Vesta, 4 Kedaa, 4395, the Imperial Marines are responsible for enforcing the law in this country.  Until a local representative is sworn in to the United Nations, the standard laws of Draconis will be applied.  Once there is a local representative, local laws may be used.”

“Oh, shit!” said Matty to JL.  

Before he could say anything more, he received a glare from the Faey woman and had his foot stepped on by JL who hissed “Shut up, and stay down you idiot!” at him.  

“Due to the fact that Draconis law is only going to apply here temporarily, I will also use Terran precedents,” Rivi added.  

It was a sore point for many Australians that the politicians in Canberra had been arguing about whether to declare Australia as a republic or not and had not yet sent a representative to the UN, so the local laws did not yet apply.  Matty was almost on the point of agreeing with the Faey that politicians were indeed the most non-productive members of society and sending them to pick weeds on the Farms was a good idea.  

“A permanent record of what transpires must be made, so you are asked to only speak and not send,” added the lieutenant.  “I realise that Raisha Merrane is one of my troops, so this can be seen to be a conflict of interest.  Would either party like for me to retire and transfer this case to another judge?  I should warn you that a formal transfer will take a few days, and the penalties are potentially harsher from a judicial official.  You will, of course, retain the right to ask for a review once the hearing is over.”

Raisha looked a bit uncomfortable at the suggestion of a transfer, but before Matty could say anything, JL jumped to his feet and said that he was happy for the hearing to continue.  

The lieutenant then read out the charges.”  Disturbing the Peace, Obstructing an Imperial Officer, General Non-compliance and Disrespect for the Empress," she said, like the crack of doom.  

Matty upon hearing the list of grievances against him just held his head in his hands and groaned in despair.  

JL rose quickly, “He wasn’t really disturbing the peace.  After all, you could hardly hear him over the cheers of the lads watching us beat the Poms on the telly.  As for the obstruction and non-compliance, I understand that he had just spent a long day helping one of your ladies with a difficult survey.”  He nodded towards Raisha, who was sitting rather stiffly.”  Maybe she can tell you just how obstructive he was during the day.”

Raisha was forced to admit that Matty had been very helpful throughout the day and had been very useful in helping her complete the survey.  With this evidence, lieutenant Rivi dismissed these charges, leaving only the “Disrespect for the Empress” charge.  Matty heaved a huge sigh of relief, and his respect for JL rose even higher than it had been.  He finally had hope that he could get out of this without too bad a punishment.  

“Now ‘Disrespect for the Empress,’ while it is on the books as a serious crime, amounting to similar penalties to treason, it is rarely used,” said Rivi.  

Matty went white when he heard that it carried the same penalty as treason.  He wasn’t out of the shit yet!  Even Raisha had the grace to be shocked at this revelation, and she clearly squirmed.  She had lost her temper, yes, but it was not worth executing a man for something that trivial.  

“Are there any independent witnesses to this?” asked Rivi.  

Matty looked at JL, who just patted his shoulder.  

“With respect, sir, I would like to withdraw the charge,” said Raisha in a small voice.  

“With charges so serious, that is not acceptable,” replied Rivi.  She was clearly intent on teaching her subordinate to think of the consequences of her actions in the future. ”With no witnesses, it is good that I have found a local precedent,” she added.  

An image was projected onto the air in front of them.  It was a painting from the Middle Ages, of two knights fighting in a large square, surrounded by a fence, with a thick crowd around them.  Behind the people on foot were people looking on from horseback and even from the windows of nearby buildings.”  For serious cases, with no witnesses, trial by combat has a history going back centuries here on Terra.  There are even special rules for a man and woman fighting.”

The image was replaced by one of a sketch of a man in a hole in the ground, armed with a spiked club, and a woman who was wielding a long sack with a round stone bound in the end.  The male figure clearly had a head injury, and the woman was bleeding from a damaged foot.  

Both Matty and Raisha stared at the images with unabashed horror.  Neither wanted this.  For Matty, it went completely against the grain to harm a woman.  For Raisha, it was an extremely dishonourable thing to injure a man.  

The lieutenant continued, “With charges of disrespect, it is difficult to determine the seriousness of the offence, since the local language is full of crudities and profanity.  However, there are also local precedents for evaluating this.  There was a case in 1878 between a lady called Katharine Kelly, known as Kate, and an officer called Alexander Fitzpatrick.  This was settled by a drinking contest, with the winner being declared correct.  In that case, the officer fell off his stool and broke his arm before the contest was over.”

“I propose that we settle this with such a contest.  It will be held in the public bar here next week.  The loser will pay for the drinks.  You can accept this judgement, or you can appeal for a re-trial by another judge.” With that, the lieutenant stared at Matty and Raisha.  Neither wanted a re-trial, as both realised that this had gone too far.  Both accepted the judgement, and the case was adjourned until next week.  

Matty left JL to sort out the details and walked home in dazed relief.  

-X-

It was hard to believe that a whole week had passed since the judge had come out with her ruling.  In the manner of small towns everywhere, the news had hit the streets literally the moment that Matty had exited the courtroom.  The bush telegraph or gossip spread so fast that by that evening not only all those in Linville knew about the ‘duel of honour’ but many in the greater area as well.  

The news had shaken the apathy that had held Linville since the Subjugation.  They appreciated the efforts of the Duke and his band of merry men and women.  The truth was, that in sleepy Linville, it hadn’t really made that much difference.  They had just replaced one set of masters for another, all be it under much more favourable conditions.  

Here, however, was a cat of a totally different colour.  Here was a chance of a local son to prove his worth and by extension, their worth, on a level playing field, against a vastly superior enemy.  The matter would be decided by a mixture of skill, guts, determination and will to win.  No quarter asked or given.  

In the Australian mindset and physic, the role of a little Aussie battler, or underdog, fighting against great odds takes great precedence and it with thus the hopes, dreams and renewed pride of the entire region lay on Matty’s shoulders.  Not a day would go by, when someone wouldn’t ring him or stop him in the street, wish him well and tell him just how proud they were of him.  Or conversely, how much they hoped that the blue bitches were truly whipped and would have to eat shit.  

Matty grudgingly had to give credit to the marines.  For in this entire period, he was sure that most of the locals were thinking how the cassowary bitches were now going to get their comeuppance or much worse.  Yet not one word passed from the lips of the marines, though he did see some tightening of the lips and glaring of the eyes.  Behind closed doors or telepathically he imagined it was a different story.  

However, this didn’t necessarily hold true in his case and on the occasions when he crossed paths with one, they weren’t quiet about reminding him how much Raisha was going to own him by the end of the night.  

To which he always replied with a small smile and nod of his head saying, “We will see.”  

In a small way, he felt like a little like Sir Donald Bradman going out to bat for Australia against the might of England in the middle of the depression during the 1930’s.  Literally, the hopes of the entire nation rested on his shoulders, the only shining light in an otherwise dark, bleak and miserable existence.  As people who lived through the period, related with the ring of absolute truth, that “As long as our Don was slaying the Poms, there was something right with the world.”  

The Lieutenant had arranged the duel to take place the following Saturday.  Originally, she had wanted it to be a private matter with just the two contestants present, but JL and Keith had persuaded her that it was best to make it as public as possible.  They knew their neighbours.  Entertainment was sparse, apart from the ever-present viddy screens, so they knew that people would come from miles around just to be there when it happened.  If the duel took place behind closed doors, there would always be a suggestion of underhand dealings.

Done in public, everyone could see what happened.  Keith was honest enough to admit that he stood to earn quite a bit from the drinks spectators would be buying, and intended to have a massive barbie going to supply enough food, as well as getting extra help in to man the bar.  He even offered to supply the drinks for the competition for free, but the lieutenant pointed out that paying for them was part of the punishment for the loser.

Lieutenant Rivi then raised the concern of public order.  That many drunken people could cause serious problems if they were unhappy with the result.  JL and Keith assured her that they would have enough sober friends to sort out any problems.

“I’ve never had my place smashed up, and I’m not going to start having it happen now,” declared Keith.

In the tradition of all such duels only the combatant would be seated, with a second also present.  There would also be an official to ensure the fairness of the event.  The duel would be run a long local customs.  

In this case Keith had explained that local custom, in such an event was as follows:  The two combatants were given a specific time to down a specific amount of alcohol, then under their own power would have to ascend the steps, open their room and crash out on the bed.  Anything less would be construed a loss by the loser and a victory by the winner.  In a case where both passed out on the stairs, the one deemed closest to his door was declared winner.  A tie could be declared, if none of the above results were meet or at the discretion of the judge.  (A tactic that Keith used quite often to promoted peace and harmony amongst his clientele).  

There was quite a bit of chinwaging amongst the locals over a pint or two, if the alien Faey physiology made it easier for them to withstand the effects of alcohol or not.  Some assumed that it did and the contest was rigged in the first place.  The view of the majority, however, held that whilst it might be a bit true, the fact that they were Australians raised in a culture that encouraged and expected the occasional schooner to be raised and skulled was more that enough to counterbalanced any slight advantage the blue bitches had.  Enough people had seen drunken Faey in Brissie (Brisbane) to know that alcohol had the same effect on them as it did on humans.

Matty, for his part, tried to avoid all the hoopla and excitement.  He and GG had been busy at Steve’s place as he mustered up all his sheep to find out how many were missing.  It was clear that the raids on his flocks had been going on for a while, because there were quite a few sheep missing.  Charlie had used his tracking skills to find a few other places where bloodstains showed other butchery, and had identified the path where raiders were coming from the preserve.  The fence there was cut, but the damage had been disguised.  He sent photos to the Faey.

Nevertheless, as the day came closer and closer, he couldn’t help but feel a bit of excitement, that now was a chance to pay them back, and this one was for his great mate Trev.  

In a very perverse type of way, Matty was kind of relieved when the hour finally dawned for the grand duel to start.  In a way it was kind of like waiting to go out to bat, where the nerves in the changing room were much fucking worse than anything you might have to face out on the field.  

JL picked him up in his Ute.  They sat in companionable silence as they made their way to the Linville Hotel.  JL wasn’t the teams captain only for his superb playing skill but also for his unique tactical mind and amazing man management skill.  He also had an uncanny sense of knowing how to motivate players whether it be in the form of pat on the back or a kick up the arse.  

JL knew that for Matty faced all challenges in a similar way.  Going out to bat was akin to a gladiator going into the Coliseum to slay the wild beasts.  The way he prepared was to sit, usually quietly on the side of the changing room, gearing himself up as if for war, and even though this was a war of a different type, it was war nevertheless less.  Thus JL gave his friend (and protege) the time needed to come to grips with what he was about to face.  

Arriving at the hotel, they parked in the lot.  JL closed the engine.  For a long moment both sat quietly in the still cab.  Matty closed his eyes took a deep breath, slowly let it out.  Opened his eyes, a hard look entered them, he turned to JL he said simply, “For Trev’s sake lets go fuck those bastards over!”

To which JL simply replied with pat on the shoulder and they both got out of the car and walked in unison towards their date with destiny.  

Matty was well aware that like just any sport had its tactics and nuances so the same was true when it came to drinking.  If you didn’t want to end up being away with the pixies or end up with a multicoloured yawn, you had to carefully plan your method of attack.  The first tick was to make sure you lined your stomach with things like eggs, cheese, nuts or boiled potatoes before you started.  Another sure-fire method was to drink two tablespoons of olive or sunflower oil.  These tactics would slow your body’s take-up of alcohol.  Then, once the drinking got started, you make sure you stuck to one beverage, usually the one with the lowest alcohol content, otherwise you would be the owner of a killer hangover the next day.  

Also, pacing yourself was vitally important.  Typically, it takes the human body an hour to get rid of a half ounce of alcohol.  Drink more alcohol than that in the same time, and the excess alcohol will start to affect your brain.  What contains a half ounce of alcohol? A twelve-ounce can of beer, a small glass of wine, or a shot of hard liquor.  Thus pacing was one of the keys to an assured victory.

Soda and carbonated drinks were to be avoided like the plague, because the carbonation helped carry the alcohol to the bloodstream quicker.  Nibbles such as nuts and pickles, and other salty foods were a must.  

Standing at the entrance of the hotel stood four uniformed Faey waiting for them.  They comprised Raisha Merrane, her second, Lini Vemale, Lt Rivi Indarre, who was acting as magistrate and witness of the event.  The last marine was the copper haired Dahnai Demare, who was there as a medic, in case of problems.

As per custom, the entire area around a central table had been emptied.  The rest of the marines were being billeted for the night in the near by immigration barracks, Stalag 13.  Close enough if things might get out of hand, but far enough not to be a disturbing influence.  Rivi was reading the situation correctly and deemed a quiet and clam approach was what was needed to counterbalance all the excitement, hoopla buzz, and noise that had preceded the event.  If a lid weren’t put on things, then she could easily find herself having to face a mob of locals.  She admitted with some truth, that they were rightly aggrieved at the way they had been treated in the past.  She was here to change their view of their conquerors.

There was a large crowd in and around the bar, with many people queuing near the barbecue area.  There was one man grilling food, and another taking orders and passing food out.  She had been surprised by what was on offer.  She recognised beef and lamb from the menu, but what were “snags” and “bugs”?  She had seen some prawns being cooked, and remembered that “bugs” was a term for insects.  She also remembered that the locals referred to the kizzik, a race from the empire that were insectoidal as “bugs.”  

She had an image flash into her mind of two Australians faced with a kizzik saying to each other, “We’re going to need a bigger barbie!”

The crowd seemed cheerful and quite a party atmosphere had developed.  Parting to let Matty and JL through, they followed the men, who in truth found it a bit uncomfortable to be treated thus, but rightly figured they had bigger things to worry about.  There were lots of calls to them.  

“Good on yer!” called one supporter, and “Show them how an Aussie can drink!” called another.

“No turning back now mate is there?” whispered JL with a half smile as they approached the table.

“No fucking way,” replied Matty quietly but fiercely as he prepared to sit down.

It was a bit disconcerting, if not slightly spooky for Matty to see the how the surrounding crowd became quiet.  All the tables and chairs had been emptied except for a singular table with two chairs on opposite sides in the exact centre of the room.  There was a marked out area around it to keep the crowd at bay.  Matty sat down at the table with a slow, if almost nonchalant air.  The confidence born from the fact he was a Queenslander or even more an Australian male, who by birthright was imbued with an almost unnatural ability to drink, especially the ambrosia known as beer.  

Seating himself, he watched as his opponent approached.  Despite her graceful and confident gait, the sway of her beautiful hips and bounce of her breasts, Matty was drawn almost magnetically to her purple eyes.  Such unusual eyes, so different, yet at the same time they bespoke of a fierce determination and will.  Matty knew almost automatically that this would be a fierce contest from start to end.  

Matty was a smart enough cricketer to know you never ever underestimate the enemy.  All it needed was one moment with the ball or bat to change the whole composition of the game and if this was true, even more so, when he was dealing an alien, trained marine and a woman to boot.  Caution was the order of the day and by all holy Matty wouldn’t be underdone.  

Sitting opposite him, Raisha simply gave him a small nod and slight smile but her eyes bespoke another more painful message.  Matty smiled in kind.  It was silent for a moment, then Lt Rivi Indarre spoke.  

“In order to prove the mettle of our combatants, we have decided to make this contest a little bit more hardcore,” said Rivi with an evil smile, to which both Raisha and Matty looked slightly worried.  

“Instead of just drinking, there will be an element of strategy involved as well.”

The crowd murmured a bit at this revelation, and Matty looked in surprise at JL, who had told him that he had agreed the terms with Rivi, and that he was happy with them as fair.  JL just squeezed Matty’s shoulder.

“There will be up to four rounds.  Each round will last twenty minutes, followed by ten minutes to take care of, ah, ‘personal needs’ should I say. You can leave the table if you want to pee at any time as well, but the clock is ticking. If you leave a puddle on the floor you are embarrassed, disqualified, and have to clean it up.” This was part of the strategy the both realised. The situation of having your bladder screaming for attention while you want to last until the break, or staggering to relieve yourself, and hoping you can get back in time to complete the drinking.

At this there were a few catcalls, and Raisha blushed slightly, going a mauve colour.

“During each round, each contestant will be drinking four pints of Victoria Bitter, and two brandies.” Victoria bitter, or VB, was the local beer on tap, and was a good 4.6 percent alcohol by volume. She continued “Because you have more mass, she looked at Matty, you will have four.  This was agreed by Mr. Langer” This was definitively going to be a challenge.

JL looked apologetically at Matty.  “You know Sheilas can’t handle their drink like blokes,” he said.  “It has to be a fair contest.  I know you can beat her.”

“You can stop at the end of any round, and head to a room. However, if you start a round you must finish it or forfeit.” This was also part of the strategy section Matty realised.  You had to finish what you started, rather than just having one drink more than your opponent.  With two evenly matched drinkers, this could be critical. 

JL had slipped him a room key.  He would be in no condition to try to go home tonight.

There was a final surprise.  “Once you have finished drinking, Dahnai will give you a tonic which will neutralise the alcohol in your stomachs.  It was developed by one of the ancestors of your Duke, Tollun Karrine, who was doing research into the effects of alcohol on the brain and telepathy.  His problem was that his subjects kept on getting drunker as more and more was absorbed from their guts, so he developed this to keep you at a steady state of drunkenness.  It will also prevent alcohol poisoning and potential damage to the liver.  You will both suffer the effects of your drink, but nothing worse.  Dahnai will also monitor your blood alcohol levels between rounds.  If it increases above 0.28 %, that person will be declared the loser.”  Matty knew that levels above 0.30 could be dangerous, and that the legal limit for driving was 0.05%.  

JL added, “Our jobs as seconds is to supply the booze and make sure you get it done in time, after which we leave you and return in the morning along with Lt. Indarre to see how you made out,” he finished with a evil smile as well.  

“You set me up, you bastards didn’t you?” whispered Matty with a snarl.

“Nah, mate, whatever gives you that idea.  You’re doing this for Queensland ain’t you?” replied JL with a grin.  

Matty knew when he was being had, but nevertheless, he wouldn’t back down in front of no Faey bitch, ever.  

Raisha hadn’t uttered a word, but Matty guessed from the look on her face that a similar type of telepathic talk was going on between the marines as well.  The smiles on the other faces told the fact they were enjoying this quite as much as JL was.  

The table was set up with the first round’s drinks ready on each side.  Four glasses of beer, in straight glasses, already covered in condensation, which made the light brown look so refreshing, were waiting on each side.  Each glass was decorated with the VB logo, a green squarish circle, with an orange centre, and a White stripe across it with the initials VB in black.

Beside them, two unmarked shot glasses with the golden brandy waited.  This was the kicker – he had only tried brandy once, a long time ago.  He generally avoided spirits.

Matty had prepared for this contest by having a fry-up, with fried eggs and bacon, with fried bread, and plenty of salt.  The drinking was going to make him sweat, and he had seen people pass out from heat exhaustion in the past, due to lack of it.  The greasy meal would line his stomach, and slow down the absorption of alcohol.  The rules agreed between JL and the Lieutenant in her role as judge seemed a bit queer, but he was sure that he could out-drink any cassowary easily.

He had expected a drinking contest involving the amber nectar, as beer was called in Australia.  The addition of the brandies was an unwelcome sight.  Mixing grain and grape was to be avoided.  JL knew that for certain, he had been the one to tell him this bit of wisdom.  That could only mean that his second wanted Matty to suffer.  He knew that he was going to be in a sad state in the morning. 

“Maybe after this you’ll remember that there are times to keep yer trap shut!” whispered JL in his ear.

“There will be retribution, I promise you, you bastard,” he warned JL as he passed him his first pint.

Matty knew that he could down a pint in less than half a minute, but decided the best strategy was to pace himself.  He took a full five minutes to drink his first pint, while opposite him Raisha drank hers much more quickly.  She was halfway down her second pint before he had finished.  There were a number of friendly cat-calls and comments from the surrounding crowd, about him being out-drunk by a sheila, but he concentrated on his strategy.  

Raisha was starting her fourth pint by the time he had finished his second.  His third pint was finished with only five minutes left.  Raisha was nursing her second brandy.  She had shivered when the heat of her fist on had hit her.  She might have been hoping that she would win on this first round by out-drinking her opponent, because he was going to run out of time.  She was going to be in for a shock, because Matty drained his last glass of beer in a single gulp, with the spectators, laughing and singing “Down in one, down in one!”

He immediately grabbed the two of the shot glasses, one in each hand and gulped them down, one after the other.  He repeated this with the final pair.  This display had startled Raisha enough, that it was only through a quick reminder from her second the she remembered to finish her final drink just as the timer on the table went off.  She glared at Matty who just grinned back at her.

JL yelled at the surrounding crowd to clear a path, and they shuffled out of the way, clearing a path to the toilets.  Matty remained sitting, but Raisha took advantage of the opportunity to rush off.

Dahnai approached him, and asked him to put his finger in a device she was holding.  He felt a prick on his finger, and the device beeped.  She smiled at him and said that he was OK to continue.  She refused to let him see what his result was, saying that it would be cheating.

Keith had personally brought fresh glasses, and he laid them out on each side, and cleared the empties away.  In drinking challenges, the empties were usually left to stack up, showing how well the contestants were doing, but Keith explained that he was so busy, he needed every glass he had.  Keith retreated, just before Raisha returned to the table.  She was also tested, just before the timer’s bell signalled the second round.

During this second round, Matty timed his drinks so that they were more even.  He was surprised that his opponent was drinking more quickly, but realised what her problem was by the way she was squirming in her seat.  In fifteen minutes, she had finished her drinks, and dashed for the dunnies, rising from her seat like a rocket.  She sent a couple of the surrounding crowd flying as she dashed through them, but everyone took it in good humour.  As she dashed away from the table, it became obvious that she wasn’t wearing any panties under her skirt.  Clearly she had made her preparations as well.  This time, the distraction almost made Matty forget to drink, but a reminder from JL was enough for him to complete his round.  He also headed for the traps this time.

When a greatly relieved Matty returned, he saw that Keith had set up the third round, but that there were also two glasses of a pale blue liquid as well.  Dahnai explained that this was the tonic which would neutralise the alcohol in his stomach as she took another reading of his blood alcohol level.  Drinking it would be the mark of finishing the contest.  His opponent, Raisha was already sitting, but she was definitively swaying, as if in a breeze.  With just two minutes to go before the third round, she seized her dose of blue fluid, and downed it.  She then dashed for the stairs in the corner, which lead to the bedrooms above, pushing through the surprised crowd.  Matty looked on in shock, as the crowd cheered.  He had won!

Before he could celebrate his victory, the timer pinged on the table.  JL pushed him down, when he started to rise.  

“Ya idiot!” He yelled in his ear, over the noise around them.  “The next round has started.  If you get up now, you lose!”  Matty realised that his opponent still could win.  Because she had disappeared during the previous round, and he was still at the table while this round started, he had to complete another entire round of drinks before he could go to his room and win.  

The cunning witch had known that she could not survive a third round, and had gambled that he couldn’t either!  Well, he was going to show her.  He chugged down his pints as quickly as he could, opening his throat and just pouring the liquid down, and downed the shots as well.  He finally reached for the alien pale blue tonic, and nocked it back as well.  

He was also feeling the effects of his drinking, as he lurched towards the staircase.  Cheering comrades surrounded him, as he reached the staircase, with more than one yell of “Good on Yer, mate,” and “Ripper, Matty!” coming from the boisterous crowd.

JL and the Faey followed him as he literally pulled himself up the stairs by the banister, and disappeared through the door at the top.

Matty pulled the key from his pocket, and stared at it blearily.  He remembered that JL had told him it was room 9, which was conveniently close to the stairs.  He managed to get the key in the hole after a couple of tries, and staggered through the door.  He immediately grabbed a towel from the bed and headed for the bathroom.  Like many rural pub/hotels in Australia, the Linville Hotel had shared facilities, rather than ensuite.  At least it had separate facilities for men and women.  Matty could hear the sound of retching as he passed the ladies bathroom, and headed into the gents.  He stripped off his soaking t-shirt, and shorts and threw them into a corner, for recovery in the morning, and headed for a shower.  Once in the cubicle, he switched it on, and basically emptied his guts.  Fluids from his stomach mixed with urine as his body expelled as much fluid as possible.  

The shower was on a sixty second cycle, only going for one minute before cutting off.  This was a water saving feature which was common in this country that often suffered droughts.  Matty hit the reset again, and he was not sure how many times more before he realised that he was leaning in the shower, propped up by his head jammed against the corner.

He grabbed his towel and wrapped it around himself, while he staggered back to his room.  It wasn’t the distance that was a problem; it was the width of the hallway, as he bounced from one side of the corridor to the other.  There were also obstacles. JL and two Faey were in the way, but parted so he could get through.  He managed to get to his room, and collapsed on the single bed, leaving the door open behind him, the key still in the lock.

JL and the Faey followed him in.  Dahnai quickly and efficiently checked his pulse, temperature and blood alcohol level.

“0.26, and stable” she said.  “He should be OK, but I wouldn’t want his head in the morning.”  With that, she retreated.

JL dropped Matty’s overnight bag on the chair in the corner of the room.  He had brought it up.

“Is he in a suitable state now?” he asked Lieutenant Rivi.

“Yes, fine,” she answered.  “What I’m about to do requires considerable finesse.”

With that, JL departed.  He trusted the Faey woman to do the job she had promised to do.  After all, if she wanted to, she could easily do anything she desired, and he could do nothing about it.

Rivi walked over and put her hands on Matty’s head.  Skin contact would make her job easier.  She marvelled at how easy it was to work inside his undefended mind.  Faey she had worked on always fought, and other races were alien, so they had their own challenges, but this was an undefended, open mind.  That would help, because the task she was doing was very difficult.  

Overwhelming a human mind was ridiculously easy, even a recently expressed Faey child could do it.  Removing recent memories was slightly more challenging, and required some training.  These were older memories.  Old memories were much more difficult to work on, since they tended to become linked to other memories, and even the senses.  A sound or smell could easily bring them to the surface, and each time it happened, more links were formed, to places, and other memories.  Removing the traumatic memories was possible, but it was possible that phantom memories could be generated in the space left.  These could be just as traumatic, since the shape of the space left behind would define them, and the links to panic attacks would remain.

Instead, Rivi worked slowly to untangle the links to the trauma.  It left the key memories intact, but eliminated the memories of the nightmares, and reduced the likelihood of remembering the worst abuses he had suffered.

Adjusting things so that he would like Faey would be easy, but Rivi deliberately avoided that.  She had given her word to JL to do her best, and she intended to honour that.  Finally she was finished, and returned downstairs.  Before she left, she made sure that the key was returned to the inside of the door, and the door was closed.

When she appeared at the top of the stairs, the silence spread around her and she became aware that she was the focus of every eye in the room.  

She cleared her throat.  “I declare Mr. Kelly the winner in the contest,” she said.

The massive cheer from the assembled throng drowned the last part of this out.

Upstairs, the cheering almost woke up Matty, who was still blind drunk.  “We must have won the ashes,” he thought to himself, as the screaming from his bladder forced him up.  With eyes half closed he navigated to the bathroom, and made his way back.  He saw the double bed before him, and he collapsed gratefully onto it, lost to the world.

