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SKI D2

Pr el ude

Rael e wondered what was happeni ng on Skid and nore inportantly wondered
whet her it was time he headed hone. Inel should have |long since re-called him
an order that Raele would have gratefully received. But the comunications
channel had remained silent, as if he had been conpletely forgotten, cut off
and left adrift in space.

The inplications of this worrying state of affairs were beginning to | oom
large in Raele's increasingly troubled mnd.

After leaving the offworlders on their home world, Raele and the crew of
the patrol craft had gone on an aimess joyride around the universe. They
sanmpl ed the delights of Candour. Tarried on the planet CGuide where tine stood
still for them for who knows how | ong? A few days, a few years, a century or
two? Too | ong?

Then they did a beat up of Celcious B. Raele wouldn't land there, he
didn't want to be swanped by the |locals wanting food and ot her goodies as the
Cel cions would mi stake his patrol craft for one of the heavy bellied
freighters that no | onger call ed.

It was fun, roamnmi ng around wi thout any particular mssion bar that |ast
directive to delay their return hone until ordered. Raele had been berused by
this last minute change in his flight plan, not |east because he was i nforned
of the change personally by Inel and not by Noslow his secretary. But al so
because Inel, usually so grimand distant, never betraying any enotion, had
clearly been di sturbed about somet hing.

Rael e had been anticipating the forthcom ng mssion in the unaccustoned
luxury of a long range patrol craft. He didn't recognise |Inel's obvious
di sconfort for what it was until they were well under way on their mission. He
had been far too busy contenplating, with a rising sense of anticipation the
delights of unlimted food and agbar supplies and other |uxuries nowin
unbel i evably short supply on Skid. Not forgetting certain other 'conforts
reserved for long distance space travellers in case they were stranded out of
reach of a service crew

Crashi ng anywhere was an unlikely event for a Skidian craft, created as
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they were by the nost sophisticated beings in the known universe. Raele
thought it nore likely that the presence of fenales aboard was a transparent
ruse to keep themfromstraying fromtheir appointed tasks.

Recreati onal sex was unheard of on Skid, Raele didn't even know such
delights existed until he first experienced the rites of new patrol pilot.
Since then his whole life had revolved around the pleasures of the flesh and
counting down to his next space patrol

Speaki ng of conforts, Raele turned over and | ooked at the female |ying
besi de him conpared her snooth white skin with the offworld femal e they had
recently despatched. Quite sonetinme ago now, Raele thought guiltily.

The communi cati on channel had been open for days, Raele had been hoping
that there would be sone kind of traffic, sonme nmessage waiting for him
ordering himhone. There had been not hi ng.

Nor was there any traffic on the channels that should have been busy
with chatter fromshort range patrol and freighter traffic.

Rael e' s stomach was upset, he felt generally irritable which was itself
unusual for a Skidian which was probably why the others had been avoi di ng him
Wrry was beginning to gnaw at himlike a live thing. Anxiety caused by the
realisation that he was going to have to make a decision hinself. For sone
unknown reason those that should be relieving himof this irksome burden
seened to have di sappeared.

There were other patrol craft, on missions |like his probing further and
further into the universe and dealing with potential threats to Skid's
security. O nerely watching over primtive planets Iike the of fworlder's that
were as yet no threat to Skid's security. Raele wondered what their crews were
t hi nki ng, whether they were as benused as he at the lack of communication from
Skid, if they were still alive.

Raele rolled off the bed and wandered through to the control roomto
check the communi cation's channel once again. He scrolled through the | og,
still nothing. He entered a nessage and waited for a reply. Nothing answered
except the whisper of the universe through the speaker. He checked the
scanners as they were cl ose enough to Skid that they should be picking up
local traffic.

Not hi ng.

Real e's finger hovered over the console. Over the switch that would tel
the autopilot to bring themto the space port at Sietnuoc in a few short
hour s.

Rael e knew sonet hi ng was dreadfully wong. But what could possibly be
wrong? He pressed the switch and was relieved to hear the quiet beep that told
hi mthat the hom ng beacon was operating.

Normal |y Rael e was excited by the final approach to Skid, this time he
was filled with dread. Raele flipped on the view ng screen, picked out Skid
fromthe cluster of other planets and watched as it steadily filled the
screen.

Soon Rael e could pick out fam liar |andmarks, the continents, the
clusters of light that narked the cities of Skid and the salty seas. As the
patrol craft got closer to Skid he noticed that several things |ooked
different fromhis previous trips hone.

For one the atnosphere seened murky, as if a haze covered the entire
pl anet .

There was no sign of any other patrol craft or the swarmof freighters
that normally orbited the planet waiting to join the | anding queues at the
spaceport that normally bustled with activity. Usually hundreds of craft would
be jostling for landing positions or departing for all parts of the known
uni ver se

Raele tried the communi cation's channel again but it remained silent,
hissing at himas if the channel had been accidentally |eft open on another
craft.

Surely there must be soneone down there he thought frantically, wondering
what he was going to do if there wasn't.



Passi ng the darkened side of Skid above where Ndgar shoul d be the haze
was thickest. It seemed to billow towards the patrol craft and glowed, as if
untold lights burned bel ow

Then they were past Ndgar and headed across the salty water to Sientuoc.
What was goi ng on? Rael e wondered, truly afraid now. For a noment he
seriously considered turning the patrol craft around and headi ng back into
space.

"What is happening down there?" A voice articulated Raele's own thoughts.

Rael e turned and found Amatm one of the sociol ogists peering into the
screen and trying to rub the sleep out of his eyes simultaneously.

"I don't really know," Raele replied, tenporarily forgetting that he was
supposed to pretend to know everything even if he didn't.

Amat m shrugged and wal ked across to the food di spenser. He wasn't | ooking
forward to returning to Skid and | eaving the |luxury aboard the patrol craft.
Back too unheard of restrictions on the use of agbar. Strict controls over the
di spensing of food and all the other unheard of restrictions that were being
pl aced on everyday Skidian |life before they had left on their m ssion

Amat m snatched a furtive glance at Raele. He saw Raele still staring at
the screen so stuffed his pouch and pockets w th agbar before turning to eat
fromthe bow that had filled under the di spenser

He casually strolled back to where Rael e stood and took another | ook at
the screen. This was the end of his first trip into space so he didn't know
what was usual and what wasn't but he saw the haze and remarked casual |l y:
"Looks as if the planet

Once they | anded Rael e carefully peered through the hatch which
automatically fl opped open. There was nothing remarkable in the few patrol
craft lined up neatly beside his own or in the service crew that was hurrying
over to them

There was the hint of a foreign snell in the air though, one that Raele
couldn't identify, like the flesh that the of fworlder used to prepare for
eating. The offworlder was half the universe away so it couldn't be that.

Rael e stepped gingerly through the hatch and started across the space
port to the controllers office.

' Probably asl eep,' Rael e deci ded wondering why nobody hustled out to to
meet him No officious clerks or attendants. No special messenger from I nel
Not even any other pilots greeting fellow travellers and swapping stories of
the latest mssion with. Nobody, nothing.

The only sign of normality was the service crew unobtrusively goi ng about
it's business on his ship.

Rael e wal ked across the space port which was flanked by tall structures
the of fworl der had called trees. He was headed toward the building that housed
the senate when it was in session and where Inel also had his offices. Surely
soneone woul d be there?

Rael e found the building enpty as he had half expected, his footsteps
echoed hollowy and he shivered slightly. Were had everyone gone? Rael e

searched Inel's private apartnments and found themenpty as well. He sat behind
Inel's desk and | ooked at his console. Fromhere Inel kept tabs on every part
of Skidian life. 1t also neant death for anybody to intrude into this inner

sanctum though Rael e was begi nning to doubt that anyone would disturb him

The console cane to life surprising Raele and then began to nake its
preprogramed status report as if he were Inel

Rael e read as the report scrolled down, noting that everything seened
normal enough. Even the problems with the syn plants had been solved while he
had been away. Skids vast industrial conplex was running as it always had, a
monurrent to Skid's technol ogical abilities and sophistication

So where was everybody?

The report continued scrolling, detailing production of different
essential industries, the status of defense systemns, inbound and out bound
flights. Only his own had been | ogged Rael e noted. Popul ation statistics.

Rael e gazed at the figures scrolling off the bottom of the screen and



then scrolled them back up not believing what he was seei ng.

Al nmost the entire popul ation of the planet had di sappeared! Rael e sat
stunned for, he didn't know how |l ong, staring at the figures. That they were
true he had no reason to doubt, so where was everyone?

one

Sue | ooked at her doctor expectantly, wondering why he had such a
congratul atory expression on his face. She had visited hima few days
previously, conplaining of nausea. After filling the toilet bow with vonit
for the third or fourth time she decided she nust have picked up sone kind of
bug.

VWho knew what nasties really lurked in the streans where they'd drunk? O
hid in the rough cooking areas where they had prepared their food during the
trip into the forest she'd recently returned fronf?

A slight bout of food poisoning or a tumy bug, Sue wasn't too concerned
t hough she visited the doctor just in case.

The doctor was a small frail looking man, with a tight skin that fitted
himlike a scrubbed plastic glove. H's soft clamy hands had nade her shiver
uncontrol | ably when he had run them over her bare abdomen as Sue had descri bed
her synptons.

After a cursory exam nation, the doctor had asked a few seem ngly
meani ngl ess questions about her periods that left her alittle bew | dered. He
didn't think she was pregnant did he? The nere thought was |aughable, not only
was she on the pill but she hadn't slept with anyone in nonths, alnost a year

The idea of pregnancy didn't cross her mind again. Sue lay stiffly on the
exam nation table made up with crisp white sheets that al nost crackled beneath
her and rested her head on the small pillow.

The doctor took her pulse, holding Sue's hand linply in his clanmy paw,
checked her bl ood pressure and then asked her to untuck her bl ouse. Sue tried
not to shudder as the doctors clamy hands slid over her abdonen again.
Pressing here, tapping there.

"Al'l right Mss Carke." Did he enmphasise the 'Mss? ' Sue wondered as he
wi t hdrew hi s hands and stepped away so that Sue could tuck in her blouse and
slip off the table.

She watched the doctor mince around his desk with an action that remn nded
her nmore of a dog than any hunman she'd ever seen

"Wof!" A dog barked an affirmative reply sonmewhere close and Sue al |l owed
herself a secret snmile.

Sue watched the doctor scribble sonething on a formas she strai ghtened
her clothing and sat in the chair across the other side of the desk.

"There isn't to be anything to be unduly worried about," the doctor had
begun with a smile. "It's a good idea to get sonme tests done just to be sure,"”
he had added handing over the form "If you see the nurse outside, she'l
| ook after you."

Sue found herself unable to ask the questions she had been neaning to.

I nstead she stood passively as the doctor opened the door and showed her out
of his surgery wondering where the dog was.

That had been two days ago.

This nmorning the doctor's receptionist had rung asking Sue to return to
the surgery as her test results had returned fromthe |ab

Sue was a little surprised to find that the doctor wanted to see her
agai n. She had thought all she would need was a tonic of sonme kind, a few
pills fromthe chem st and 'she'd be right!"'.

She began to worry that she had contracted sone fatal di sease, cancer



ai ds even. Sue didn't have rmuch tine to run through the whol e gamut of
possibilities as the nurse ushered her into the doctor's office.

The doctor had risen as she entered with this congratulatory smle on his
face and notioned Sue to sit.

Surely there wasn't anything seriously wong she thought but the doctors
first words confused her

“I'"'mpleased to confirmyour pregnancy Mss d arke."

Sue sat bolt upright in her chair, hands clenched at her side, unable to
speak for a nonent.

"How?" She gasped, not neaning to speak al oud.

"Surely you realise that contraceptives aren't entirely infallible?"

"No, sorry," Sue replied, her face feeling hot and flushed, "the news
just conmes as a bit of a shock, that's all."

VWhat she didn't ask was whether he believed in i mmacul ate concepti on.

Bef ore she thought of anything el se Sue began to worry about what she woul d
tell her parents. How her mother m ght react, |et alone her father

"There is nothing to worry about," the doctor droned on, blissfully
unaware that this pregnancy could create nodern nedical history. "You're a fit
heal thy young woman and it's only early days yet. Mike an appointnment for a
nmonth so we can nonitor your progress. Until then carry on as usual ."

The doctor stared at Sue, noting that she was clearly distressed at the
news. Well he was a doctor his work was done. He wasn't a psychiatrist or
soci al counsellor. If this woman had problens with the father or candi dates
for father then that was sonmeone el se's problem not his.

It couldn't, just wasn't physically possible. It just couldn't be true!

"Bl oody hell." Sue was as surprised as the doctor who | ooked across the
desk at her a pained | ook on his face. Sue froze at the disjionted i mage t hat
flashed in her head before she could conprehend it. Like an elusive word on
the tip of her tongue she couldn't quite grasp it's significance. It wasn't
her voice that had uttered the words, but one that was intimately famliar to
her .

But ? Sue asked herself.

Shaki ng her head to clear her confusion Sue | ooked up and found the
doctor | ooking pointedly at his watch. As if saying: it is after three and if
you don't get going I'll miss ny golf gane.

Sue nmanaged to retain her conposure until she was outside and rummagi ng
t hrough her handbag for her car keys. She opened the door, tossed her bag onto
the seat and cradled her head in her arnms on the roof. Sue just couldn't
believe it. Pregnant! It just wasn't possible.

Dabbi ng at her tears with a handkerchi ef Sue reached over to put the key
into the ignition.

"Ch shit!" Not for the first tine in recent days she found herself
sitting in the right-hand seat and not the |eft when she neant to drive away.

"What' s happening to ne?" She asked herself sliding across the seat unti
she was behind the steering wheel. 'Am | going nuts or what?

Sue didn't bother returning to work, what was the point in being the boss
if you couldn't take time off when you felt like it?

I nstead she stopped off at a liquor store on the way home and bought
hersel f a si xpack.

VWhat am | doi ng here? She asked herself again as she got back into the
car. She rarely drank al cohol, though this |last week she'd had an al nost
desperate need to drink. No not sinply to drink, to drink with someone.
Pulling a can of beer out of the fridge when she got home was al nost a habit
now. A pile of enpty cans in the rubbish bin confirned that.

For the first tine in the short while she knew she was pregnhant Sue
snmled. Didn't wonen crave certain food when they were pregnant? That was the
reason.

How pregnant am1? Sue asked herself. The doctor had nuttered sonethi ng
about eight weeks she thought. Not that there was any point in counting the
weeks up, there had been nobody.



Sue knew it wasn't possible that she could be pregnant, however much she
was. The synptons all fit and the tests were supposed to be infallible.

Unabl e to concentrate on anything for nore than a few nonents at a tine,
Sue gave up trying to work out how it had happened. She didn't really think it
was an imrmacul ate conception but there didn't seemto be a better explanation
for her state.

Back at her apartnment Sue unconsciously pulled a can fromthe sixpack
she'd bought and took a long swallow. The trip hone had been harrow ng, not
| east because she continually believed that she was driving on the wong side
of the road. Though it was clear fromthe traffic flow that she wasn't.

Sue had suddenly found that driving wasn't the instinctive process that
usual |y was, she had to concentrate on what she was doi ng!

Sue had put the irrational idea of driving on the wong side of the road
down to stress and shock. She wasn't sure about that, driving on the left-hand
si de seemed so natural sonehow. Too many run of the nmill everyday things felt
wei rd and out of place to her. Pregnancy was just another exanple. Even the
very famliar, her parents, her house, her work, felt strange and out of
place. It was as if she had just returned froma long trip only to find that
the only thing that had changed while she had been away was hersel f.

"Cees Wayne, this tastes like weasel's piss!" Sue regarded the can
frankly, then dropped it fearing she was going crazy.

The voi ce had been |l oud and clear as if sonmeone had spoken besi de her
Unnoticed the beer frothed out over the floor. Sue |ooked around to make sure
she was al one and screaned.

Not hi ng happened, the voice was gone but she tensed at the sound of
footsteps hurrying along the path outside. A head popped up in the w ndow.

"Are you all right dear?" Sue relaxed a little. It was only old Ms Pratt
from next door."l heard a scream"™

Sue nodded dunbly through the w ndow.

"Are you sure?"

Sue nodded again, w shing then ol d busy body woul d go away and | eave her
to her msery.

"I thought | saw a nouse," she said weakly, sounding unconvincing even to
hersel f.

Ms Pratt stared at Sue with and expression of utter disbelief and
unhappily | owered her pistol. She'd been prepared for anything and was quite
di sappoi nted that Sue wasn't in sone kind of trouble.

Mouse i ndeed! Gunted the crusader against evil doers and all nen, as
she strode purposefully back to her own apartnent.

Sue reached for a cloth and wi ped up the mess at her feet, then drained
what was |l eft of the beer before tossing it carelessly at the waste bin.

The usual ly fastidi ous Sue ignored the can that had nmissed it's target
and roll ed across the floor. Instead she grabbed another full one and spraw ed
in an easy chair.

A bell rang sonewhere and Sue was just about to get up and answer the
door when she realised it was the phone.

"Hel | 0?"

"Hel |l o dear," her nother answered on the other end of the |ine.

Just what | needed Sue thought, grimacing.

"How are you dear?"

"Ch pretty well,"” Sue |lied wondering when her pregnancy would begin to
show. She couldn't hide that from her nmother for |ong.

"Are you there dear?" her nother obviously hadn't heard.

"I'mfine nom fine really."

"I just rang to see if you were still com ng down on the weekend?"

"Eh?" It seened nonths ago that she had planned the visit. Surely she
had been al ready?

"Ch sure nom" Sue recovered quickly, suddenly realising what had
happened. Not that this discovery made her feel any better. She had lost tine
somewher e, sonmehow tinme had passed her by w thout her being aware of it. That



was the only way to explain the pregnancy, the feeling she had been away, she
m ght have had sone kind on ammesia attack. There was a bl ank space in her
menory as if something had been scrubbed out. But what?

Sue inserted a yes and no here and there in her nother's inconsequenti al
gossi py conversation. Meanwhile her mnd reel ed at each new possibility that
occurred to her. Al she wanted to do was to scream and scream and scream as
she specul ated at what m ght have happened during that |ost tine. Got pregnant
for one.

Tranping | ast week. Every thing before and after was cl ear enough in her
own mnd but the actual tranping trip itself was a different story. She
renenber ed goi ng, and coni ng horme, but what had happened sonetinme was a bit of
a blur. How would that explain her pregnancy? The trip was only | ast week
afterall.

"Ok nom |'Il see you on the weekend." Sue cut her nother off, suddenly
i npatient with her. She didn't want to know about Ms Jones's piles or how
wel I her nieces and nephews were doing at bible class, or anywhere el se for
that matter.

Sue didn't know what else to do so he stayed sprawed in the chair unti
the can was enpty and then went into the kitchen for another. Hal fway back to
her chair she had second thought and grabbed the remainder of the six pack and
set it down beside her chair. Before opening another can she used the renote
to flick through the tel evision channels until she found somnething that
appeal ed to her.

She watched staring blankly, nothing really registering, mechanically
finishing off the six pack. At last she tried to stand and found that she was
nore than a little drunk

VWhat a nmess she nust | ook, Sue thought with a giggle.

"Qaark, "she burped |l oudly and giggled again and with great deliberation
stunmbl ed over to the couch and fell on it.

Wthin mnutes, some i nane game show bl aring on the tel evision, she was
spraw ed untidily on the couch, sound asleep in the | and of dreans.

Sue dreamt of strange |ooking nmen, tall pale nen wearing |light col oured
robes that conceal ed everything but their heads and feet.

Angel s, she dreant. Angels assessing her suitability for entrance to
heaven, staring but not speaking as she stood before them their distaste for
her clearly evident in their faces.

Sonetime in the night Sue woke, finding herself on the couch for the
third time that week. She got up wearily, switched off the television and
stunbled to the bathroom There she tipped two aspirins into a glass and
swal | owed them on the way to her bedroom

Sue forgot any nore dreanms that night but woke in the norning knowi ng how
she had got pregnant. It hadn't been a dream but a vision. The angels weren't
assessing her qualifications for heaven, but as a vessel for another of god's
children. Imracul ate conception was the only explanation that made any sense
to her.

t wo

Cop stretched hinmself at the end of his chain, shivering a little as
anot her squally shower passed over. Can and Punch barked | oudly al npst
al ongside him They needed to announce thenselves to the only world they had
once known.

Despite the bleak start to the day Cop was glad to be hone in faniliar
surroundi ngs. Then sensing rather than seeing the boss noving around the
house, he joined the expectant chorus of the other two dogs.

Cop was al so pl eased that the boss appeared to have returned with them
He wasn't bad as bosses went, if a bit niggly at tines. But weren't they all?
At | east he made sure they were fed nmost of the tinme and didn't hit themtoo
hard when they got a bit cocky. Not that the other two woul d ever realise how
[ ucky they were.



Cop had enjoyed their trip away, though the food hadn't been the best
nost of the time and there hadn't been a lot to tenpt the taste buds. Except
when they managed to bury a particularly tasty norsel for a few days w t hout
some machi ne conming al ong and sucking it up

Wat chi ng the boss trudge through the wet grass towards them Cop wondered
whet her his new bitch had shown up. Cop didn't think so, |eastways she hadn't
come back with them

Cop tugged inpatiently at his chain as the boss seenmed distracted by

sormet hi ng.

"Hurry up," he barked inperiously as befitted his top dog position

"CGet out of it you noisy bastards!" The boss yelled in a voice that made
Cop think he'd better shut up and keep still. That trick always worked. Punch
couldn't control hinself and got a light kick in the ribs for his trouble
until he held still long enough for the boss to unclip his chain.

Free of the chain Punch ran around in circles trying to chase his tail
He | eapt up and down a fewtimes and then lit out across the paddock closely
foll omed by Can, barking like a mad thing.

Cop was far nore circunspect. He stayed close to the boss trying to suss
out his mood as the boss strode over to where the noi sy horse was kept.

Looks ok, Cop deci ded.

The horse started up with a loud rattling noise and then carried the boss
up the hill paddock. Cop closely followed by the two other dogs trotted off
with the boss to see what had changed since they' d been away.

Not hi ng, everything seemed the same as it had before they left, whenever
that was? Quite a few nobons ago he thought. Well al nost everything, Cop was
sure that they had noved all but one nob of cattle before they'd gone. Now
they seemed to have to do the job over. The boss didn't seemto notice though
so Cop didn't worry about it and concentrated on having too run up and down
hills again.

Cop was quite pleased with his nornings work, especially when the boss
threw a decent chunk of nmutton at him

Sheep! Decent tucker at last. Cop |oved his sheep tucker, especially
stuff that had been dead for a few weeks out on the farm sonewhere. The boss
didn't seemto share this appreciation, but now that they were honme he was
maki ng sure they had their favourite tucker

Cop attacked his meal enthusiastically. Getting fed usually meant that
the day's work was over, which suited Cop since his recent idleness left him
feeling unusually tired after the nornings' running around.

Bruce made his way through the nmorning on auto pilot with vague feelings
of deja vu. As if he had been this way before.

VWl | of course he had. The difference was he felt that he'd lived this
day before. Especially when he had been out on the coast |ooking out to sea as
he went to shift the [ast nob or two.

Staring out at the white crested waves under the darkeni ng sky Bruce
had shivered slightly and waited for sonething to happen. Wen it didn't he
shrugged his shoul ders in disbelief and carried on

It was still raining heavily and bitterly cold when he finished nmovi ng
the ast nob of cattle. Feeling unusually mserable Bruce decided that the
weat her was a good enough excuse to spend the rest of the day indoors. He'd
have a snooze where it was nice and warm

Must be old age catching up with me he decided glumy. It wasn't really
that cold. However, at this stage of proceedings, old age and grey hairs were
the last thing Bruce wanted to deal with on top of all his other real or
i magi ned troubles.

Last night was a bit of a blank, he knew he'd had nore than one or two
beers too many. More like half a crate nore by the way his head was bangi ng
away and his stomach churned and gurgl ed.

Bruce hal f-expected somebody to turn up or catch himon the phone to
rem nd himof what a idiot he' d nade of hinmself the previous night.

O to tell himto |leave so and sos' wife alone if he knew what was



good for him

Though he wasn't sure about anything Bruce felt burdened by a deep sense
of shame and guilt that weighed heavily upon himall day.

What had he done now, who had he offended this time? Bruce waited for the
axe to fall.

He must have done sonething silly or obnoxious if he couldn't renenber
and he certainly didn't do it at the house as there were no signs of a binge
there. No enpty, half enpty bottles or ashtrays over flowing with old fag ends
and that stale beery snell in there.

"What the hell did | do yesterday for that matter?" Bruce found hinself
struggling to remenber what he'd done the past few days. Had he | ost a day or
two sonewhere? Shit! Mist have been a real bender he thought, which didn't
make himfeel any better

But nobody rang or called by, or gave himthe fingers as they drove past
whi | e he was working on the road fence. Call; the nei ghbour had even waved and
shouted a friendly greeting when Bruce had gone down to check the mail as he
drove past on his way to town.

Bruce started to believe that he m ght not have had a big night on the
piss after all, or made a conplete dick of hinself in the process. However he
couldn't shake a growi ng suspicion that sonething was definitely not right
either within himor with the world.

The form of this sneaking suspicion or incipient fantasy remai ned
frustratingly elusive. In the same way his brain refused to forward the word
he was trying to dredge up to explain this phenonenon, Bruce couldn't yet
articulate what was little nmore than a funny feeling.

During the evening tel evision news weat her forecast Bruce suddenly
realised that the daily tenperatures were considerably |ower than what he
t hought. He was freezing, so how had he managed to get such a good tan in the
m ddl e of winter?

Bruce didn't really feel like sleeping either, his sleep was disturbed by
pseudo nightmares involving tall pale men and wonen, and oddly out of context,
a single black woman. All of whom seened to be denmandi ng somet hing of him
Exactly what that entailed al so remai ned di sconcertingly el usive.

Bruce didn't find the nightmares particularly disturbing, in fact he was
quite intrigued by themin some ways. It was the regularity of the dreans and
the fact that Bruce felt he'd net, knew some characters, that was starting to
worry him

If he didn't have enough problenms of his own the bl oody dogs had gone to
pot as well. After half an hours' running around they were conpletely
knackered and all three of them had col |l apsed beside a gate and refused to
nmove for half an hour that norning.

If that wasn't bad enough, Bruce was further disgusted to di scover that
al nrost overni ght he'd put on weight. Sonehow or rather his belly was now
starting to bul ge over the waist of his pants.

Maybe | need a holiday Bruce thought. Maybe | should just bugger off for
a nonth or so before taking over the farmfromthe old nan. Though after the
uncertainty of the last few years when it seened his old man woul d never give
up the farm Bruce wondered whether it was a good idea to delay his return
hone any | onger than he had to and give the old bugger another excuse to stick
around.

As the weeks ticked by, Bruce becane increasingly restless, continually
feeling that even though all he had worked for over the years was conming to
pass, he had m ssed out on sonething el se.

Bruce kept this inner turnmoil to hinmself, not that he could share the
growi ng belief that he was losing his mnd with anyone. The boys at the rugby
club woul dn't understand and t he nei ghbours woul d just assume that he had
flipped his lid.

Gradual |y Bruce began to withdraw hinself alnobst entirely fromwhat had
been his usual routine. The hour's drive to the pub on a Friday night becane
t he exception rather than the norm He was usually the first and not one of



the last to | eave rugby training if he bothered turning up at all. Not going
to training neant that he m ssed games. He stopped visiting his sister or
friends when he went to town to do his shopping. Increasingly, interaction
with others becane a major trial and he soon ceased to even try and be

soci abl e.

Bruce, who had never been the npbst gregarious of creatures at the best of
times was rapidly becom ng sonething of a hernit.

Al t hough Bruce was aware of this change in character, he felt powerless
to prevent it. He knew that he should be forcing hinmself to get out, make
training or drop in on people but he sinply | acked the energy and the will to
do so.

Bruce was disconcerted to discover his self confidence, his confidence in
his ability and conpetence was being eroded and for the life of himhe
couldn't work out why. Even nore disconcerting was; for no apparent reason
finding hinmself on the verge of bursting into tears.

"What am | going to do? " He asked hinself repeatedly until he couldn't
force the words fromhis mind.

Soon sl eep becane a prized commodity that he only seened possible if he
was drunk. Even then the weird and di sturbing dreans still intruded and he
became convi nced they contai ned sone kind of nessage for him Not that Bruce
really believed in all that kind of shit.

Bruce tried desperately to shrug off the nagging suspicion that he knew
the characters that inhabited his dreans. Especially the black wonan who now
seened to assune greater proninence than the others. How coul d he have net
her? It just wasn't possible.

Then the dreans seemed to change subtly, with the wonman beckoni ng him
while the others were consigned to a grisly but ill defined death anong m ghty
fires which devastated the place they lived.

That part of the dreanms made sense to Bruce, in the past he'd had
problems with matches and cigarette butts carel essly discarded with disastrous
results. He was paranoid about glow ng butts flicked out of the ute's w ndow
flying back in the cab to smoul der unnoticed behind the seat or the dying
enbers of a fire in the grate flicking out on the carpet and setting the house
alight while he slept.

It was all nonsense Bruce tersely told hinself tine after time, but he
couldn't shake the sensation that sonething really weird was going on

Despite the nmedi ocre standard of programmi ng on television, Bruce found
hi nsel f spending nore of his time veging out in front of it, drinking
i nnurrer abl e cups of coffee. This habit and his increasingly sedentary
lifestyle did nothing to ease his growing and frustrating i nsomia. Wile he
had been a heavy snoker for years his consunption increased fromlittle nore
t han one packet of tobacco to two or three a week. Hi s standard of
housekeepi ng never a strong point totally |apsed which cul mi nated at one stage
in himfinding a desiccated nmouse carcass underneath his toaster as he
rel ocated it one norning.

From t he odorous nature of the kitchen there were obviously other things
deceased about the place as well.

Hi s di sgust was conpl ete when several fat maggots wiggled on out of the
nmouse carcass and he al nost brought up his breakfast on the bench that he
wasn't really interested in tidying.

"Fuck!" He screamed and forced hinmself to give the kitchen and the rest
of the nessy cottage a desultory clean up

three

Di zzy and faint, Sue funbled with her keys and flopped into the driver's
seat of her car and rested her head on the steering wheel

The | ast few nonths hadn't been easy. The daily bout of norning nausea
she experienced soon nmade her consider enploying a manager to operate the



agency during her increasing absences.

Sue wondered if feeling nauseous nost of the tine was normal, she
couldn't talk with her nother about it, because she couldn't face the traum
of revealing to her that she was about to have an illegitimate child. But
she'd have to do sonething soon, the grow ng bulge of her tummy was hard to
hi de.

The doctor had said not to worry, both she and the baby were perfectly
healthy in every respect, but Sue couldn't stop herself fromfretting.

After a few nmonents Sue slipped the key into the ignition, put her foot
on the clutch and turned the key. Then she waved her hand around the steering
colum to grasp the colum change gear shift.

"What am | doi ng?" She al nmost cried. Wiy was she continually I ooking for
things that weren't there as if she were used by force of habit to finding
various objects in certain positions? Her car was an automatic with a fl oor
change.

"Because |' m pregnant," she whi spered hopefully, |ooking behind her to
make sure nothing was behind the car and taking note of the pile of beer cans
on the floor. Cans that she was too shy to put out in the rubbish, in case of
what the nei ghbours mght think of her drinking. Despite the doctors
assurances that the norning sickness was only a passing phase, it didn't pass
and Sue was growi ng tetchy and irritable as the days passed.

Poked into her letter box, along with the usual pile of junk nmail and a
bill for some flowers she had sent her nother Sue found a copy of the sone
religious tract exhorting her to cone to the |ord.

"Just what | need," she thought. As if being 'saved by parishioners of a
particul ar sect could be of any real confort to her

Sue slipped her favourite CDin the stereo and | ay down on the couch
wonderi ng what she shoul d do about an eveni ng neal .

"You must try harder to eat well Mss dark,"” the doctor had adnoni shed
her when she had gone for her check up earlier in the afternoon

VWi | e she was thinking about what to eat, hal fway between consci ousness
and sl eep, Sue suddenly di scovered she was paral ysed.

Unabl e to nove a nuscle, her chest constricted as if netal bands had
been wound tightly around her, she screaned for help.

Infuriatingly the man across the roomsitting confortably with a can of
beer in his hand seenmed not to notice her plight. Sue panicked, she couldn't
nmove, couldn't see properly, couldn't do a thing to save herself, she knew she
was a goner.

Sue was struck by the man's famliarity, which all but overwhel ned her
but Sue knew she didn't know hi m

"Arggh," she tried scream ng again, "help ne," she pleaded silently.

Then as quickly as she had found hersel f paral ysed, Sue sat up and the
man di sappeared even as she reached for him Despite the intensity of the
experience it was just another dream

The CD was finished, the red standby light on the stereo glared at her
like a single accusatory eye and Sue realised she couldn't renenber hearing
any of the recording.

She got up and checked the fridge, found it contained a sixpack of beer
a piece of nmouldy cheese, a punnet of yogurt that could have been sitting
there for a nonth or so and a withered forlorn | ooki ng cucunmber. Her nose
wrinkl ed distastefully and she sl ammed the door shut.

"Bugger that!", The expletive comng to her |ips easily, no |onger
startling her. Sue had given up asking herself why she had started swearing,
just as she had given up wondering who the father of her baby was.

Staring at the fridge Sue brightened a little and decided to eat out. She
hadn't even been close to the little steakhouse down the road that she'd been
meaning to try for weeks.

To her distress Sue found that the steakhouse had becone an ethnic
restaurant seemingly overnight. Still it |ooked interesting and she was hungry
so she took a seat at the bar and waited for sonebody to serve her



"Can | have a table?" she asked.

"Yeah sure nmiss, do you want to join another single diner?" The waiter
asked, not trying to matchnmake but to save having to clear another table.

"No, not really thank-you."

"Rightio, this way pl ease,"
and pulling a chair out for her

"Here's a nenu, now a drink? beer, juice, w ne, whatever?"

The waiter's accent intrigued Sue and she tried to place it. Looking
around she saw this was definitely not your average ethnic restaurant. The
walls were filled with large action shots of sports stars. Sue didn't
recogni se any of themor the ganes they seened to be playing. There were al so
| arge phot ographs of cattle and herds of sheep and nen on horses novi ng al ong
dusty roads that tw sted around green hills.

"Umm a beer please,” Sue replied automatically, even though she knew she
shoul dn't.

"What's yer poison, |local stuff, Fosters, Steinlager. . .7?"

"Fosters?"

"Yeah well this is an ethnic restaurant you know, gotta have the di nkum
product for authenticity's sake you know. "

"Di nkun?" The man was obvi ously speaki ng English, but not any kind of
Engli sh she'd ever heard.

“I"1l er,. . . try the Fosters, unless,’

the waiter said | eading Sue off to a table

Sue hesitated, "unless you have

"Yes?" asked the waiter attentively.

"Fosters will be fine thanks." Sue had been about to nanme another brand
t hat had suddenly slipped into her nind

"No worries."

Sue stared at the nenu, trying to nake some sense of the suddenly junbled
words and numbers until the waiter reappeared with a frosty chilled glass half
filled with beer and a distinctive blue can on a tray.

"Deci ded what you want to eat?"

"Um what about an ivo . . . p, sorry.'
"Unl'mnot sure yet,"
an odd stare.

"Ok" He said deciding they had a right one here, "I'll come back in a few
m nut es.

Sue watched the waiter nake his way across the restaurant to a group of
noi sy, boisterous custoners were clustered around a |l arge tel evision screen

"What's it this week Trev?" One of them asked as the waiter pushed a
cassette into a video recorder

"Auckl and versus Wi kato, |ast Saturdays gane.

"Who won?"

"Watch and find out, I'mnot going to spoil it for you nmate,’
said with a chuckl e and turned back to Sue's table.

"Ready now mni ss?"

Sue studi ed the menu desperately unable to make her mind up

"The chef's surprise please," she said catching the entry at the bottom
of the nenu.

"OK, it's a surprise so | wn't tell you what it is, entr,e?" He asked
maki ng a note on his pad.

"No thanks."

"Rightio." The waiter wal ked off towards the bar and returned with a
pl ate of crisp buns and a snall punnet of butter

"Conpl i nents of the house."

"Thanks," Sue muttered, but the waiter was gone.

Sue turned and | ooked at the large television screen set up on one wall
that the nen across the room were watching intently.

"Hey Trev, turn the sound up will ya?" one of themyelled over his
shoul der.

An excited voi ce suddenly appeared and called out two conparative lists

What's an ivop Sue asked hersel f?
she blustered after a nmonment to the waiter who gave her

the waiter



of names. In the background two sets of men wearing nulti coloured jerseys ran
out onto a large stadium tossing a football around between them

"There has been a late change to the Auckland teamw th M chael Jones
being replaced after failing a fitness test."

Sue watched a player place the ball on a small pile of sand in the mddle
of the field, step back and ruck up his little white shorts and then trot
f or war d.

"Watts kicks off," the commentator continued as the ball sailed skyward
and fell towards the point where two groups of nen were converging on the side
of the field.

"The ball is taken in by Wlson, but it's not going to come out of there
in a hurry,” he said as the two groups of nen fell into an untidy heap on the
ground. Quickly nost of the nen formed thensel ves into sonme kind of scrimrmage
and fol ded together with an audi bl e bone crunching thunp.

"Shit 1'd hate to be in the mddle of that lot," one of the watching nen
muttered to the general nmirth of his fellows. The crowd roared and seened to
be chanting 'weight, weight' and then there was a conbi ned roar of excitenent
by the crowd as the ball seemed to roll out of the scri mmge and was passed
backwards to a player who began to run and jink through tackles

Sue felt the hairs on the back of her head rise and she broke into a cold
sweat. Before she could clanp down on it, she brought up the beer she had
drunk and what little food she had consunmed that day all over the table.

"Ch shit!" the waiter grunbled. "You haven't even eaten anything yet!"

"I"'msorry, very sorry," Sue nmunbl ed apol ogetically through the paper
ti ssue she dabbed at her nouth.

"She's right lady, here," the waiter said, gently pulling Sue to her
feet," go and get yourself cleaned up in the ladies. Over there," he pointed
beyond the men wat ching the video who hadn't even noticed the drama being
pl ayed out beside them

"Go and dribble sone nice cold water on your face while | clean this up."

The waiter grimaced distastefully at the ness but decided after a nore
t horough investigation that it wasn't all that bad, really. Mst of the vomt
and bile had been deposited neatly on the table cloth. Before Sue had got
inside the ladies toilet the waiter had dropped the table cloth into a bucket,
wi ped the table down and was preparing to re set it.

"Ok now dear?" He asked solicitously when Sue reappeared.

"Thank-you, I"'msorry, | just don't know what canme over ne.

"No worries, you still want to eat?"

"I think so." That was the |east she could do, Sue didn't really want
anyt hi ng now but felt obligated to at |east order sonething after making such
a mess.

She didn't want the new can of beer that the waiter arrived with either.
But when he said: "on the house,"” she couldn't refuse.

"I must apol ogi se for the ness," Sue began

"Ch don't worry about it," the waiter said," happens all the tine."

Sue didn't think it |ooked that sort of place. The men watching the
television were putting it away to judge by the stack of cans and bottles on
their table but they didn't ook as if they were the type to drink until they
dr opped.

Sue ate the chef's special as she tried to work out what was happeni ng on
the screen. The commentator and the nmen watching, the crowd's reaction, com ng
t hrough on the soundtrack seemed nore than a little excited but Sue was little
the wi ser.

"What was the chef's special this evening?" Sue asked as the waiter
cl eared away her enpty pl ates.

"Mount ain oysters," he replied without elaborating in case the woman
brought up her dinner.

"They were very nice too."

"Can | get you some desert, coffee?"

"Decaf, | only drink decaf."



"Sure, mlk, sugar?"

"No just black please." Sue had acquired anot her new habit al ong the way.
"By the way, what is that gane on the screen. The nen were watching intently,
howl i ng in outrage one monment, sculling their drinks the next and sl apping
each other on the back. Sue kept on catching phrases like: "He's been doing
it all day ref,” and snippets of the excited commentator but couldn't nake
head or tail of the gane. It |looked a little |ike organised unarmed warfare.

"It's a rugby game, ny brother in law tapes all the big ones for nme and
sends them over."

Again the hairs on the back of Sue's neck rose and her scalp craw ed as
she began to feel quite faint.

Sue's growi ng distress went unnoticed by the waiter who appeared keen to
expl ain, especially as the wonman seened i nterested.

If he were lucky he might get his leg over later, she wasn't a bad | ooker
in a sort of dark sultry way he decided ranbling on

To her total astonishment Sue found hersel f al nost anticipating the
waiters' every word, as if she had heard an al nbst exact word for word
expl anati on of the game before. But she'd never seen anything like it before,
or had she?

Abruptly Sue stood up, delved inside her handbag and flung two twenties
at the astonished waiter and then ran for the door and her car w shing that
the voice in her head would stop. A voice explaining the ganme continued in her
head even as she got to her car and drove away, until suddenly it stopped as
i f sonebody had turned off a radio.

f our

Bruce sat slunped in his favourite chair half listening to the radio,
staring blankly out the wi ndow. Beside himon the floor lay the norning' s
paper in an untidy pile. On a |low table alongside the chair sat a dirty gl ass
hal f full of cold coffee and a saucer that he used as an ashtray, overflow ng
with butts.

Qut si de the day was uncharacteristically bright and warmfor that tinme of
the year and Bruce knew that he should be outside enjoying it. It was the
weekend after all but he couldn't bring himself to do anything. A wave of
i ntense | oneliness and despair, swept over him For some reason he felt cut
off fromthe world about him

It was if he had just returned froma long stint away from honme and
needed to re establish hinself again with his friends and famly. Building new
rel ati onshi ps, finding a new job.

He seened to have |lost his confidence, a self confidence that he'd never
guesti oned before, it was if he were recovering fromsonme traumatic
experi ence, an accident of some kind. As if he were a prisoner re entering the
worl d after years away inside only to find that he was entering a foreign
I and.

But none of these things was true, so why then could he not face the
wor | d? Why, last night when he had gone to town to do his shopping had he not
even called into the pub on his way home even though he'd recogni sed the cars
of a nei ghbour and several team mates in the carpark?

Even stopping for a feed of fish and chips proved to be an ordeal that he
couldn't face.

Bruce was afraid that he was in danger of becoming a bitter and tw sted
old hermt, subconsciously anyway, he was already hal fway there.

"Pull yourself together," he repeatedly told hinself. But still he sat
around listlessly wondering what to do with hinself, until even reading the
paper, let alone attenpting the crossword was too much for his atrophied
br ai n.

Bruce got up and nmade hi nself another cup of coffee fromthe hot tap and
it up yet another cigarette, despite the fact that he was waterl ogged and had



a headache.

| should wite a letter he thought. But who to was the next question, so
that bright idea died on the vine. No worries he thought a little later, | can
fill in the name sone other tine.

But Bruce ran out of inspiration after a line or two and tossed the pad
across the roomin disgust.

Bruce thoughtfully regarded his little finger for a nmoment, deciding
whet her it was cl ean enough to pick his nose with when the phone rang. He |et
it ring for a while even though it was within easy reach, making a pretence of
bei ng busy.

He hal f-hoped it wouldn't be sonmebody coming out for a visit, or sonebody
asking himif he wanted to go anywhere, despite the fact he was intensely
| onel y.

After six or seven rings Bruce reached out for the receiver.

"Hel | 0?"

But the ringing tone continued in his ear

"Shit." Bruce tried to crook a finger around the cut off button but the
ringi ng conti nued unabated. He whacked the phone a couple of times which freed
the button but the ringing stopped.

"Bugger it," he alnbst cried. Apart fromthe girl in the supermarket
checkout and the bl oke at the service station the day before, Bruce hadn't
spoken to anyone in days.

After a while Bruce got up and scrabbl ed through the pile of paperbacks
in the corner of the room found one he hadn't read in at |east six nonths and
guiltily curled up under a bl anket on the couch with it.

That didn't work either so he tossed it on the floor and tried to have a
snooze, before | ong he picked the book up again and continued to read.

Even though Bruce had read this particular Le Carre spy thriller severa
times before, he read it as if for the first tinme, conpleting the | engthy
novel in one long sitting, pausing only for nore cups of coffee and to get a
new packet of snokes fromthe kitchen. By the tine he'd finished the day was
used up and the dogs were barking at their kennels because he'd forgotten to
feed themand |l et themoff for a run

Feeling guilty about the way the day had di sappeared Bruce enbarked on
another fit of cleaning up, inproving on but only slightly the purge of a few
days previously.

The inside of the mcrowave got nore than a cursory wi pe to clean off
| ayers of accumul ated fat while the shower and toilet both got a decent scrub
out and Bruce al so nmade inroads into the pile of dirty clothing that had
accunul at ed around the washi ng machi ne.

Yet despite his efforts Bruce felt no sense of achieverment and quickly
lost interest in his domestic chores.

After the best part of an hour Bruce slunped down in his chair again and
castigated himself roundly for not going to the gane that afternoon. Even if
he hadn't of played, right now he could be sitting in the club roons warning
hinself up with a beer, just being with people.

He gl anced at his watch, the ganme would just be finishing. |If he
hurried..... But the nere effort of even thinking about going out was too nuch
for Bruce, he couldn't be stuffed making the effort.

Perhaps the call earlier had been fromthe coach who wanted himto play
because the team was short again.

Coul d' ve been anyone.

Tomorrow was Sunday he reflected.” Stupid bastard, of course it was," he
ranbled on to hinself trying to develop a plan of action that would get himup
and out of the house. Make a plan he thought, thinking also that he m ght not
necessarily follow it anyhow Bruce was flexible Iike that.

As the boss cane up the path towards them Cop thought he | ooked a bit
niggly. Actually Cop didn't think the boss | ooked niggly, he knew the boss was
niggly. Neither he, nor Can nor Punch could do anything right these days.



Cop knew what the problemwas, but not howto fix it. Yet. It was that
femal e boss, the one who hadn't come back here on the big bird. She woul d have
made all the difference Cop reckoned. Cop's only real problemwas that he
didn't know how to tell the boss where the femal e boss was. But he would soon
he was sure of it and when he did the boss would be the first to know. Cop
t hought he owed himthat nuch at |east for taking himon the trip on the big
bird that had changed his life for ever

Cop wasn't sure what had changed, though he was convinced he wasn't the
same dog he'd been before they had left. Can and Punch weren't either but the
changes were | ess noticeable than in hinself. Al they did was grunbl e about
returning home after their adventures, while Cop found hinsel f having thoughts
and i deas that had never occurred to him before.

Now all he had to do was work out how to tell the boss where his mate was
and he could be rid of himwhile he worked out what he could and couldn't do.

Bruce had anot her lurid dream about a bl ack woman that he seened to know

so well. O was it the first time? Bruce couldn't renenber, but he had the
uncanny feeling that the dreamwas nore a nenory than dream But that coul dn't
be right.

Then there were nore inportant things to worry about.

Bruce watched the rural delivery agent stop at his letterbox fromthe
hill above the house and decided that it was tinme for norning snoko. Along
with the morning's paper, a two-litre plastic container of mlk that he
wouldn't drink in a week and a | oaf of fresh bread was a letter

Bruce took in the post mark and stanp, his heart m ssing a nervous beat
for a reason that he couldn't fathom He turned over the letter and | ooked at
the return address.

"Winder what he wants?" Bruce nuttered sticking the envel ope between his
teeth and carrying the other bits and pieces up to the house.

The contents of the letter put Bruce right off his nmorning snoko, just
when he thought he was rising above self inflicted msery. The letter inforned
himthat the owner of the farm he was m ndi ng was planning on returning
earlier than expected.

"What a bugger," this is all | need he thought. Bruce had been counting
on staying put for several nore months yet and now he had nowhere to go except
back honme a couple of nonths before he was ready. Or perhaps nore correctly,
nont hs before the appointed time when his father was going to hand over the
reins of the famly farm

Later that night, beset by a caffeine induced insomia, in the safe warm
cocoon of his bed, Bruce tried to nake effective plans for his inmedi ate
future which dissipated like wind blown |eaves in the grey light of the next
nor ni ng.

Bruce couldn't find anything positive or heartening to boost his saggi ng
noral e and coul d never concentrate for |ong enough on the problemto decide
anything, let alone fornulate an effective course of action

Eventual ly he decided to rely on the tried and tested nmethod of forward
pl anni ng that had served himso well in the past and let fate take a hand in
his future. For despite his low spirits and general |ack of confidence he was
sure that sonething would turn up, as sonmething wusually did.

five

Sitting in the bath, Sue wondered how best to let her nother in on the
good news, or the bad news maybe dependi ng on your point of view Sue was
starting to like the idea of having a baby and wasn't troubled by the thought
of bringing it up by herself.

Once her nother was in on the secret, then it would be tine to work out
how to deal with her father who would nmost likely inmediately bring out his
shot gun on hearing the news and demand to know where the perpetrator of this



evil deed was. That was the worst part of the whole situation if she knew the
father then there would be no problens, well |ess anyway, especially with the
possibility of marriage in the w nd.

Sue's deeply religious parents and had carried their conservative
christian faith with them when they had migrated fromthe South to the
prom sed land of California. They'd maintained their allegiance to the
fundanmental i st sect that they'd belonged to all their adult |ives and had
found anmpl e opportunity in the west to continue their need for enlightenment
and support.

Dad was a sturdy if unimaginative pillar of the church and had passed on
not unnaturally to his two eldest children his deep sense of conviction in his
god. Sonewhere along the way Sue had | argely m ssed out on this | egacy and she
knew t hat her father would take her present condition as a personal affront to
his dignity. Even if he didn't voice his displeasure she knew that both her
parents woul d be gravely di sappointed with her, though Sue felt her nother
m ght be secretly pleased at having anot her baby to fuss over.

Unconsciously Sue played with the little plastic duck that had
acconpani ed her in the bath ever since she was a child. She pushed it gently
t hrough the cloud |ike masses of foam between her breasts, the ducks' rough
undersi de gently scraping her belly already swelling with the devel opi ng
chi | d.

Sue had consi dered an abortion, then rejected the idea when she
consi dered that she could | ook after the child and give it a decent life.

Coul dn't she?

The phone started to ring on the bench beside the bath, disrupting her
train of thought.

"Hel | 0?"
"Hell o dear, mother. | just thought I'd call just to nmake sure you were
ok....are you there dear?"

Sue gripped the handset and realised that her nother had picked that
somet hi ng was w ong when she had | ast seen her

"Yes mom nom|'mglad you rang |I've got some news for you. You're never
goi ng to guess what happened."

Sue | ooked at the duck bobbing in the swell created as she wiggled about
in the bath, it reminded her a little of an old sailing ship |ost at sea.

A vessel ?

"Yes dear?" Sue's nother waited expectantly on the other end of the line
knowi ng her daughter was still there because she could hear her breathing into
t he nout hpi ece.

A vessel? Am| a vessel ? Sue pondered the question. |nmmacul ate

conception, if it were true would please her father. Making himbelieve that
such a thing was possible |let alone herself was another story. Al though not a
rati onal explanation exactly, immacul ate conception was still the nost |ogica
cause of her pregnancy that Sue could think of.

Thi nki ng about it suddenly brought her closer to god and her parents than
ever before. Everything nmade sense now

"Are you all right dear?" Sue recognised the hint of concern in her
not her' s voi ce now.

"Yes, sorry mom | just had an idea that's all."

The figures in white, they nmust be angels. Was the other nan she kept on
dream ng about an angel too or god perhaps, Jesus naybe? Not that he really
equated with the contenporary vision of god, sitting in front of the
television, with a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. And what
about the three funny | ooking bobtailed dogs that foll owed himaround i n nost
of her dreans?

"Mom |' m pregnant,’
sayi ng.

"Ch." Her nother's startled voice cane down the phone line after a
nmonent' s pause. Perhaps nore hurt than shocked, as if she had been expecting
something like this even if just to prove her wayward daughter's fall from

Sue blurted before she was aware of what she was



gr ace.

"Are you sure dear?"

"Yes nomthe doctor confirmed it a week or two back."

"What does the father think?"

"I don't know really, | don't. Uh, | haven't told himyet." Sue didn't
think this was quite the right tine to tell her nother that she didn't know
who the father was, if there was ever going to be a right tine.

"Don't you think telling the father would be a good idea?"

"Yes | suppose so," Sue replied diffidently, still wondering how she was
going to explain the lack of a father for her child and how she woul d dea
with the resulting fallout.

"I hope he's going to do the right thing by you dear," Sue's nother
continued, meaning marriage, white dresses, and all the trappings of a church
weddi ng.

"I"'msure he will," when | find himSue didn't add, feeling rather guilty
about m sl eadi ng her nother this way.
"Shall | come up and stay with you for a few days? No don't worry I'1l1I

cone up tonorrow and then | can nmeet your nice young nan.

"Mom " Sue was about to try and di ssuade her nother, but once she had got
the bit between her teeth there was no stopping her.

"Sure. See you tonorrow. " Sue caved in, bereft of the energy needed to
di ssuade her.

"I"lIl see if your father wants to cone,’
unaware of the turnmoil she was causing.

"Ch god!" Sue thought, that will make things even worse, she could just
i magi ne the way her father would spend the tine brooding over her
m sbehavi our. Never actually saying as rmuch but naking his feelings pretty
wel | cl ear.

"We'll leave after church then."

There wasn't much el se to say, Sue hung the phone up on her nother while
she was in mdstreamand slid down in the bath until her head was submerged
wi shi ng she could sinmply wash her troubl es away.

Sue's mother continued blithely

Si X

Bruce could hear the phone ringing shrilly in his dream a phone unlike
any he'd ever seen. The only contenporary thing about it was the irritating
demandi ng noi se it nade.

Instead of a small plastic phone, Bruce found hinmself |ooking into a
screen of sonme kind at sonme woman. The bl ack wonman had come back to haunt him
agai n.

Wio was that sheila?

Bruce suddenly woke just as he felt the woman was about to say sonethi ng
vital about the relationship between them But vital to what?

The phone was ringing. Bruce shrugged off the bl ankets and clinbed out of
bed, stunbling out of his bedroom and across the | ounge to the phone.

"Yeah?" the phone seened to have cured itself of it's problens of a few
days previously.

"Bruce?"

"Yeah, who is it?" Bruce demanded drowsily not recognising the voice on
t he other end of the phone.

"Barry Bl ank," booned the voice fromthe other end of the line so |oudly
that Bruce held the receiver a few centinetres fromhis ear

"Ch hi, how s things? Are you back already?" Barry Bl ank was the owner of
the farm Bruce was managi ng.

"No not yet. You got ny letter? Un |ook we've decided to stay on for a
few nore weeks, | hope that doesn't upset any plans you m ght have made?"

"No, she's right." It was a relief to Bruce to be able to put off noving
on for a few nore weeks.



"Good, | thought I'd better ring. 1'll get in touch by letter in a few
weeks and let you know our return date. Hope | didn't get you out of bed."
Wth that the phone when dead in Bruce's ear. Barry was a man of a few | oud
wor ds.

Bruce shrugged his shoul ders, | ooked at his watch and decided it wasn't
worth goi ng back to bed.

"Smart bugger!" Swanni ng around Europe on holiday, getting his kicks by
waki ng people up on the other side of the world.

Bruce pulled on sone clothes, it was a bit chilly standing there with the
phone in his hand, naked as the day he was born with a frost on the ground
outside. He made himself a cup of coffee, he didn't think he could stomach
breakfast just yet and tried to recall the vivid dream he'd just had wi thout
success.

Qutside in his warmdirty kennel, half wapped up in an old eiderdown,
Cop scratched his nose and cursed all bosses. Wiy hadn't the boss stayed
asleep a little longer? Cop thought he'd just about cracked it and now he'd
have to wait until the next dark time and try again to get his nmessage
t hr ough.

Cop had a pretty good idea where the fenal e bosses' kennel was. It had
taken himdays to sift through all the boss talk and then work out how to send
the boss tal k that he remenbered back to the boss as he rested in the dark

"Ch well, there would be another dark time soon," Cop knew unless the big
bright thing in the sky decided not to grow again and fell on them

Was he heading for some kind of nmental breakdown? Bruce wondered for the
unpteenth time as he nursed his coffee on the back porch watching the hills
slowy brighten as the sun rose. Yesterday he'd felt so hel pl ess that he
al nost started crying again while he was out nustering. People just didn't do
that sort of thing unlessthey were losing their marble's Bruce reckoned.

Bruce tried to concentrate on the working out what he was going to do
once Barry got back. In about a years time his father was going to nove off
the farm and he was going to take over. H's father had ideas of buying a
bookshop or something but in reality Bruce couldn't see himleaving the farm
that had been his whole life. Bruce couldn't really see the two of them
wor ki ng toget her either because they'd never gotten along. Especially since
his ol der and nore favoured brother came hone | ate and drunk one night,
collecting a mlk tanker on the way.

Bruce knew his father had never really recovered fromhis first born
sons' death. Certainly he had become nore distant and | ess forgiving of his
younger son's nistakes fromthat tine. No matter how hard he had tried Bruce
had never matched up to his father's expectations, nor the expectations he'd
had for his other son. Comunication between the two of them had nostly been
on a monosybalic level for as long as he could renenber.

Per haps unkindly, it seened to Bruce that the only reason his father had
acceded in turning over the farmto himwas to ensure that a Harwood conti nued
to farmland that had been in the fanmily since 1861. Probably with a little
hel p from his not her who desperately wanted to nove to town for sone unknown
reason, because surely there they would soon wither away and die.

Nei t her of them had made things easy for him Bruce reflected ruefully,
he was going to have to pay through the nose to finance their retirement.

Not to worry, he decided.

So he couldn't go hone, not yet anyway. What about a holiday? Now that
sounded li ke a good idea. Six nonths or so overseas, mucking about before
being tied down.

So where should he go? Oz? Nah., too many ockers there he thought.

Eur ope, America, Asia? Bruce couldn't decide, nor could he think of anywhere
that he might like to revisit fromthe year he had spent travelling through
t hose very pl aces.

"I"l1l make a decision," he nmuttered, "when | know what's going on." Which

neatly set that problem aside for another tine.



Suddenly as if a great weight had for no apparent reason been lifted from
his shoul ders, Bruce felt nore alive, far nore happy than he had been in
nont hs.

Wth great determ nation and vigour he strode outside to nake a start on
t he days work, not realising until alnost lunchtine that he was in the process
of wasting a perfectly good Sunday.

seven

Sue tal ked herself into believing that god would certainly speak to her
if she went to church. On the other hand she knew it was a conpletely
irrational fantasy because if god really wanted to speak to her, he'd speak to
her anywhere. She decided to nmake the effort anyway.

VWil e she selected an outfit to wear, a dress not sl acks, nothing too
flashy or too sonbre, she still hoped that god woul d speak to her like he did
to others and | et her know what was goi ng on.

Eventual |y she chose a severe suit, the sort of thing she wore when she
wanted to inpress somebody and headed for a church. One of those churches
where the congregation was whi pped into a frenzy of religious fervour by the
pastor. On the way Sue firmy rejected the possibility that god ni ght decide
to speak to soneone else in their nmonent of ecstasy; she was the chosen one.

Afterwards with no great insights reveal ed, she hadn't started rolling
down the isle frothing at the mouth or speaking in a tongue nobody coul d
under stand, Sue decided it had been a rather unfortunate service.

The pastor had thundered on about imorality and prom scuity in
particul ar, which had Sue squirming in her seat unconfortably. Her neck felt
hot as if it was glowi ng and she imagined that all eyes were upon her accusing
her of the very behaviour that the pastor railed so energetically at. Asilly
t hought, Sue knew, but she didn't realise the how true these feelings were
until she | ooked at her feet on | eaving the church and noting the rea
di sapproving stares that were directed at her.

On | eaving her apartnent earlier, instead of wearing the neat black punps
that she was sure she had slipped her feet into, she wore instead a pair of
"thongs' that she kept by the door for quick trips out to the garage or
gar den.

Instead of waiting around to congratul ate the pastor on his edifying
sernmon, Sue nmade a dash for her car and headed home. Her nother and father
woul d be arriving at anytime and she needed to stop and get sonething decent
to eat for lunch. But slowing for an intersection, a 'thong' jammed itself
agai nst the accel erator, which sent her careering across the road in front of
a truck. Wth a piercing squeal of it's brakes and a |l oud blast on the horn
the truck mssed the car by inches. Sue saw the angry fist of the driver wave
at her out his wi ndow and nade off home as quickly as possible in case the
irate truck driver decided to follow her.

Sue was starting to cal mdown and think about venturing out to a bakery
to get sonething for her parent's lunch when their car rolled up the driveway.

Steeling herself, Sue wal ked to the door to greet them

"H nom hi dad, have a good drive up?" Sue asked brightly and turned her
head slightly. Onrinously the usual fatherly peck on the cheek wasn't
forthcom ng

Sue | ooked at her parents and noted their expressionless faces. They
| ooked as if their whole world had caved in on them Like those pictures of
fam ne victins on the tel evision Sue thought.

"Come on in," Sue said, her hurt evident in her voice. If her parents
wanted to subdue her, their tactics had worked. She held the front door open
for her obviously hesitant parents.

Sue put a hand to her nmouth as she noticed the over flow ng rubbish bin
that she had nmeant to enpty, three or four beer cans lying on the floor beside
it.



Her father, strictly teetotal as per the precepts of his church shook his
head di sdainfully as he spied them She saw the: Backslider, |ook on his face,
the visit wasn't going to be easy.

Sue' s nother shot her a sad questioning | ook but said nothing for the
nonent .

Trying to put on a brave face Sue put the jug on and began to prepare a
pot of coffee.

"How have you been?" she asked trying to get her parents to at | east
speak to her.

"Quite well,"” her nother replied for the two of them "considering," she
added with an uncharacteristic col dness.

Sue caught her father |ooking around alnost furtively, as if to see if
somebody el se was in the apartnentel se. He caught her eye and quickly | ooked
guiltily away. Sue dropped a couple of teaspoonfuls of tea into the pot and
then remenbered that her parents didn't drink tea, probably didn't even know
what tea was. But then Sue had only started drinking tea recently herself.

VWhat the hell she thought. They can like it or lunp it and dad can | ook
all he likes but he won't find the baby's father. Wat business is it of his
anyway? She decided with a toughness that surprised her.

Sue heard her father clearing his throat the way he did when he had
somet hi ng i nportant to say.

"Yes dad?"

"Unrm your nother says that you are going to have a baby?" He began as if
it were such a big deal. Not exactly the opening that Sue had expected.

"I expected that we would neet the father here this norning so we could
tal k about the wedding, is he com ng?"

"Not today." Sue replied shortly, "he won't be com ng today, "or any day
she didn't add. "He's, um overseas at the nmonent," Sue inprovised in a none
t oo convi nci ng manner.

"Ch." Her father's disappointnment was evident. "We were | ooking forward
to neeting himso much." He said digging, wanting his daughter to tell all so
he coul d forgive her wanton behavi our

For that he needed all the details.

Eyeing the jug and willing it to boil, Sue decided to carry on the
fiction about the father of her child being overseas, that she didn't know
where he was or that he wasn't going to be back for a while. She couldn't tel
her parents that she didn't know who the father was could she? And her fantasy
about bearing a child of the gods would only inflane her father's evident
anger .

"Are you going to keep it then?"

"OfF course,"” Sue had definitely deci ded agai nst an abortion but hadn't
really considered what she was going to do once the baby was born. Though she
had decided to call the child Bruce if it was a boy.

She didn't know why the nane Bruce seened so inportant to her and hadn't
even considered a girls nane. The nane Bruce just seened to spring into her
m nd. She didn't know why, nor could she understand why the name's Cop, Can
and Punch al nost seened to nean as nmuch to her as the name Bruce did. But that
was the | east of her inmmedi ate worries.

News of the existence of an evidently responsible father seened to ease

t he atnosphere, as if the spectre of an inpending illegitimte birth had been
avoi ded. Now they coul d concentrate on how best they could help their wayward
daught er.

Sue loved themfor it even nore for it and softened her feelings towards
t hem

"Ch dear," Sue's nmother began to sob and her husband reached over to hold
her wist to confort her.

Al t hough Sue was used to her nother's denonstrativeness, the sight of
tears coming to her father's eyes as well cane as such a surprise that she
felt her own cheeks suddenly nmpist in symnpathy.

Besi de her the jug was boiling, spilling hot water over the bench top



She filled the teapot and after a few noments poured three cups of tea.

"I"ve got no mlk," Sue apol ogised as she sat and the three of them eyed
each other tearfully for a few noments before all three started | aughing.

"This should be a tine for happiness ny dear, "Sue's father said and rose
fromhis chair so that he could hug his daughter

Qddly Sue was unconfortable with this sort of behaviour, especially so
when her nother reached over and gave her a kiss, although it had been the
normall of her life. As if she had suddenly grown up or away Sue was
prof oundly enbarrassed by these overt shows of affection

As if nothing untoward had happened Sue's father went out to the car and
brought in the presents they had brought along, as if Sue had first to prove
t hat she was worthy of them

VWil e they prepared |lunch, Sue's father parked hinmself in front of a bal
gane on the television

"You must make sure you eat well now dear," Sue's nother reproached her
gently after making a survey of the cupboards and the refrigerator, sturdily
refraining fromnentioning the beer cans.

Later, after her father blessed the food with a grace asking for gods
protection and forgiveness, they tal ked of inconsequentiality's as they ate.
Until that is the talk turned to the arrival of the baby and Sue's
not hers insistence that she return in a few weeks to stay until the baby was

bor n.

"I don't think so." Sue knew the decision would upset her parents, he
mother a little but she wasn't willing to give up her independence just yet.

"Maybe a little closer to the birth," she suggested wanting to keep the
two of themat arns length in case there were devel opments. Exactly what
" devel opments’ Sue wasn't able to define. But she felt in her bones that
somet hi ng uni que was about to occur. Wether that special event was sinply
going to be the birth of her child Sue didn't know. M nd you, that would be
speci al enough she deci ded.

The rest of the afternoon passed true to form Sue's father soon dozed
off in front of the television, snoring softly and Sue and her nother gossi ped
and began to make a list of what the baby woul d need when it arrived.

Sue's father woke suddenly a few hours later and decided it was tine to
begin the two hour drive home if they were to get there in tine to confortably
settle down in tine for the evening's tel evised ball gane.

Then it was a quick peck on the cheek fromeach of her parents and they
were gone. Once her father decided to nove nothing sl owed himdown .

Sue was relieved by their departure, it had been nice to see them and
after the difficult start, their visit had gone off rather better than she had
expected. But she want to relish her freedomwhile it |lasted. Once the baby
cane al ong she wouldn't be able to enjoy her own company for a long tine.

That ni ght she dreamed agai n about the man she now t hought of as god. Sue
realised if she were dream ng about god then she was having a vision and
revelled in the religious ecstasy of it.

It was a disturbing vision, god | ooked down on her as she |lay upon a bed
with a swollen belly and shook his head sadly. He seened to reach for her
out stretched hand but she never felt his hand clasp her own and then he was
nore interested in one of the dogs that kept follow ng himaround. In fact Sue
was di sturbed by the idea that the dog | ooked nore interested in her than god.
Sue didn't know what to make of that.

Then as if he had read her mind, as he surely could, god finally rested
his hand on her belly, as if feeling for a baby's kick and Sue sniled at the
beam ng face | ooking down at her. As suddenly as it came the vision was gone,
repl aced by anot her where she found herself lying on a bed in which she woke
scream ng when she found god in her bed. O maybe found herself in his bed?
She wasn't clear about that.

At | ast she woke and found hersel f reaching out for the body that she was
sure lay beside her, to see his face and to know hi m and when there wasn't
simply slid back into sleep



Finding it increasingly difficult to nuster the energy and notivation to
put in a daily appearance at her office, Sue decided to | ook for a nanager
There nust be untold people who would junp at the chance of running a
burgeoni ng travel agency. She wasn't wong. An addvertisnment in the
situations vacant section of the |ocal paper elicited such an aval anche of
replies fromthe qualified, the dreamers and the over qualified, that Sue
didn't have any idea of howto cope with them

Eventual ly after much vacillation Sue turned the matter over to an
enpl oyment agency who before she was really ready presented her with their
best choi ce, whom she accepted without any reservation

Vel |l informed about the situation, the new manager, an enornmous hunk of
a man who had financed his education via a football scholarship at a | eading
uni versity, soon had the situation under control. Hi s grades were not as it
may have seemed connected to his prowess on the football field.

After several weeks one problem energed that Sue had not foreseen, Hal
the hulk seened to think that she herself cane with the job. Perhaps Ha
t hought he could marry into the business. Whatever his intent no anount of
per suasi on appeared to danpen his ardour. Her obviously delicate condition
increasingly delicate condition, proved no barrier to Hal's attentions.

Hal took to calling Sue over mnor details that Sue knew he was nore than
capabl e of dealing with hinself, he asked her out to dinner, to the novies,
for walks in the park, there seenmed to be no stopping him

One afternoon Hal turned up on her doorstep after she hadn't called or
dropped by the office for a few days. Sue tried not to allow himin the house
but Hal carefully though forcefully insinuated hinmself inside even as Sue
tried to close the door in his face.

"What do you think you're doi ng?" Sue asked.

"I thought you mi ght need a man about the place," Hal replied quite sure
of himsel f.

"I'f you don't get out of here |I'll sack you and make sure the enpl oyment
agency knows all about your behaviour," Sue threatened himhalf heartedly.

Just her luck Sue thought, first | get pregnant and then | get accosted
in my own home by a hulk with fetish for pregnant woman. Unconsciously an
epithet canme to her lips, one so virulent and delivered with such passion that
Hal bl anched beneath his designer tan and tucking his tail between his |egs
hurriedly departed the scene he'd thought to dominate with Sue's crue
| aughter ringing in his ears.

"I'f you don't fuck off I'Il kick you in the balls so hard they fly out
yer arse!l"™ VWiich was a bit nuch really as Sue stood about five foot eight and
Hal was sonething like six foot six in his socks.

Sue sl amred the door shut and |lay back against it, unsure whether to
| augh or cry.

I nstead she froze as a vivid recollection flashed in her mnd

CGod had spoken |like that once, if not directly to her, in her hearing.

The two of them were standing, the inmage was a bit hazy, but it was the
two of them standing on a small rise |ooking out over a vast enpty plain as if
waiting for his flock to cone into view through the cloud of dust that filled
the hori zon.

Sue was puzzl ed, god shouldn't talk like that, not according to
conventional wi sdom anyway. Did this nmean that the man in her dreans wasn't
god then? That the white robed figures weren't angel s? O was the conventiona
wi sdom concerning the nature and character of god a bit astray?

More perplexing was that if god wasn't god, then who was he? If he were
the father of her child then how did he do it?

Sue screaned, sure she was going crazy. Sobbing, bew | dered and fearing
for her sanity she searched frantically for the phone nunber of the
psychiatrist she's visited to help her get over Tom

She hadn't thought about Tomin a long time and the nmenory was a pai nful
one.

Scattering | oose pieces of paper and the contents of two address books



over the floor in her panic she eventually found the nunber and with trenbling
fingers dialled his office.

"Doctor Dykes office," a bored receptionist answered, surely too
di spassionately for one dealing with traumati sed psyches.

"Can | help you?"

"I wish to nmake an appointnent to see the doctor as soon as possible."

Sue heard the receptionist flicking through an appoi nt ments book

“I can fit you in at nine fifteen-tonorrow norning."

"That's no good," Sue screanmed frantically into the phone, "I need to see
her today, it's urgent." Sue pl eaded, on her knees in front of the phone as if
the receptionist could see and woul d heed her prayer.

Sue listened to the sound of nore pages flipping over, the tap of
comput er keys and finally the detached sigh of the receptionist as if she were
wel | used to such calls.

"Hold the line please.™

Sue waited, alnost pulling great hunks of hair fromher skull in her
desperation. Tears poured down her cheeks blurring her vision and naking snall
puddl es on the tel ephone table and she al nost missed the return of the
receptioni st through her |oud sobs.

"Are you there?"

"Yes," Sue replied just before the receptionist cut the |ine.

"I'f you can make it to the office in half an hour the Doctor will fit you
in." She didn't sound too happy about having to stick around the office for an
extra hour.

"Thank-you,'
| eave her nane.

The psychiatrist's roons were a ten ninute wal k away, she would get there
easily on foot, besides she was too distraught to drive. Anyhow the wal k m ght
help to settle her down, as long as if she didn't see men in white robes or
little green nen even on every street corner

Wt hout another thought Sue grabbed her handbag, nade sure she had a
house key, slipped on her thongs and |l et herself out. She didn't stop to dry
her tears or nake sure her hair was tidy and her sonmewhat dishevelled
appear ance as she strode purposefully head down along the pavenent attracted
many mldly alarnmed stares as she passed through the opul ent suburb.

Sue nmade the psychiatrist roonms in the |Iocal medical centre with ten
m nutes to spare.

The receptionist didn't need to identify the patient, Sue was easily
identifiable by her distress.

"G right in Mss, Ms?" She needed Sue's nanme for the bill.

"Carke.S. "

"Thank-you," the receptionist pressed a button on her desk and like a
jack in the box released as a child's surprise the psychiatrist appeared at
t he door and ushered Sue into her office.

"And how are you today?" she asked

Stupidly Sue thought. How the hell did the silly bitch think she felt?
Sue bit her lip and didn't respond which wasn't quite the reaction that Doctor
Dyke had been expecti ng.

A tricky one then Doctor Dyke decided. Sonething to get her teeth into.
Most of the people she saw had no real problens apart from |l oneliness and
| azi ness. What nost of her patients needed was sinply a synpathetic ear to
listen and she saw nothing imoral with taking their noney for the service she
provi ded.

"Sit where ever you feel confortable,"” Dr Dyke told Sue and notioned to
the chair and the traditional couch

These days Sue felt nobst confortable lying on her back. If she had sat at
the desk Dr Dyke woul d have sat behind the desk, now she sat in the chair that
Sue m ght have. If Sue, if any patient had sat in the chair behind her desk,
she didn't know how she woul d react.

Sue waited expectantly for the psychiatrist to begin sorting out her

Sue sobbed hanging up, in her distress forgetting even to



problem she had forgotten that she was supposed to start the discussion off.
Doct or Dyke wondered where to begin once the silence between them settled upon
the room she couldn't get a handle on what the problemwas if the patient
didn't speak. Then she recalled Sue and the upset she had experienced when her
partner had left, at about the same time she noticed that Sue was pregnant.

Finally she began, sensing that Sue, she renenbered her name now, while
obvi ously very upset was not exactly unstable. But that was nore a subjective
intuitive conclusion an objective clinical one.

Her training really nmeant nothing nost of the tine Doctor Dyke reflected,
she mainly relied on her wits and a kind ear to fulfil nmost of her client's
needs.

"You are obviously pretty distressed over sonething, do you want to tel
me about it?"

Sue al nost | aughed but choked instead, the opening ganbit sounded so
corny and cliched to her ears. She might just as well unburden her self to Ms
Pratt. She stunbl ed because she was suddenly afraid to voice her fears. What
am | doing here? She asked herself critically. Wat's the doctor going to
think if |I tell her that |I think I'mcarrying god' s baby?

"I don't know where to start really,"” said Sue feeling as if she were
about to be hustled down a white sanitary corridor in a strait jacket full of
feel good drugs if she articul ated what was really on her nind

Her mind a blur, Sue forced herself to think, why indeed?

"I think I"mgoing nuts,"” she declared quietly admitting the fear even
though it seemed a bit silly now. She might be a bit upset, but she was
copi ng, functioning wasn't she?

"Why do you think you're going nuts?" Doctor Dyke asked, a little
di sappoi nted, she'd been expecting sonmething rather nore juicy. This one
woul dn't be any different to the others.

"Well you won't believe me, but." Sue decided on a variation of the
truth.

"As you can see |'m pregnant."

"A perfectly natural condition, is it troubling you?"

"I knowit's a perfectly natural condition," Sue retorted hotly, "what |

don't know is how | came to be pregnant, | don't know who the father is!"
There Sue thought, I've finally said it. But it didn't make her feel any
better.

Doct or Dyke | eaned forward with interest.

"There are that many candi dates then? Doctor Dyke asked with a trace of
envy in her voice.

"No, | haven't explained nyself properly, | have no recollection of a
sexual act that might have led to my pregnancy. | think god m ght have done
it," she added very quietly.

Definitely crackers Doctor Dyke thought with an inward snile, quickly
reassessing her first inpression of her patient. She's obviously had a
synpat hetic pregnancy as a result of the enmotional trauma of the breakup of a
previous rel ationship.

Doct or Dyke | eaned forward further, far nore interested in her patient
NOW.

"Yes?"

"Well it's like this. |I've been celibate for alnbst a year now and unl ess
I've totally blanked out at sone stage, this baby couldn't possibly have been
concei ved naturally."

"Ch really," Doctor Dyke had to work hard to suppress a chuckle. Despite
her years in practice Doctor Dyke never failed to marvel at the fantasies
peopl e devel oped to try and forget or gloss over their stupidity or behavi our
they knew to be sinmply wong, crimnal or otherw se.

"You' re sure about this then?"

"Well not really,” Sue admitted, "you see |'ve been having these really
weird dreanms. Most of them seemto revolve around this nan." Sue went on to
descri be what she could recall of her dreans, her visions and the recurring



el enents of them

"So you have a suspicion that your baby was imracul ately conceived," Dr
Dyke concluded. "Surely you know that's not possible? "You mght just as well
bel i eve that sonme space traveller inpregnated you one night while you were
asl eep”

Sue hadn't entirely discounted that possibility either but she thought
she had sai d enough al ong those |ines now

"Shit woman!" Sue took a deep breath and got herself under control. "See
there I go again, soneone or sonething keeps on putting words into ny nouth,
do you see?"

Doct or Dyke didn't.

"Don't you think you could be reacting verbally, just as you have because
that's the way you have learnt to respond?" She suggested.

"Well no, of course not. | have never spoken like that. If my nother or
father had ever, even now caught ne talking like that they'd wash my nouth out
wi th soap and water.

"This woman needs a | ot of hel p,' Doctor Dyke deci ded wonderi ng whet her
she shoul d prescribe sone kind of tranquilliser

"Expl ain these dreans to me again," she suggested trying to discover a
consi stent pattern in them

Sue began to describe the angels and the man she thought m ght be god,

t hough he was a god that didn't seemto fit any characterisation of god that
she'd ever heard of. Then she renmenbered the dogs that were part of al nost
every dream but whom she hadn't nentioned to Doctor Dyke yet.

"The dogs?"

"At last, ' a voice in her mnd seened to say.
"What have dogs got to do with the dreans?"

' Heaps.'

Sue shook her head and realised by the incredul ous frown on Doctor Dykes
face that she woul dn't be any hel p.

"Fuck this, I"'mgoing to p.o.r.,!" She said getting up off the couch
Where do these phrases cone from 1've never heard them before.
"Yes you have,' insisted the voice that seemed to have forned a

connection into her mnd. Sue didn't find this connection any nore disturbing
than any of the others, especially as there seened to be no malice in it. But
she knew that if she explained this new event to the psychiatrist that she
woul d think she had really tripped over the edge of sanity.

Sue slipped her feet into her thongs, grabbed her handbag and fled the
roonms as if she were being chased by a thousand denons. Past the open nout hed
receptionist, out onto the street and then hurrying up the road as fast as her
| egs would carry her.

Sue cursed herself as she ran, it had been a nmistake to go there in the
first place. Then she began to feel a little paranoid.

Woul d the psychiatrist chase after her or worse still send sonebody el se
after her with a straitjacket, some tranquillises and a free ticket to the
| ocal funny farnf

She qui ckened her pace and | ooked nervously over her shoulder in case she
could pick out sonebody follow ng her. But what exactly she would do if a van
full of big men in white coats drew up beside her she didn't know.

Finally after what seemed hours Sue nmade it home unscat hed and then hid
under the bed for a while in case sonebody did turn up to take her away. After
ten minutes or so Sue crawl ed out, nade a nmental note that it was about tine
she cl eaned under there and fell on the bed feeling nore than a bit silly.

She | ay back, burying her head in a pillow and tried to get a grip on her
racing mind as it cycled fromone horror to another

"Pl ease, please," she sobbed, "l eave ne alone."” But Cop didn't hear her
plea, it was night tine on the other side of the world. Besides not ruch of
what was going on in Sue's head was his doing.

The voi ce that had spoken to her had ceased, but still the unconnected
i mges flashed through her mnd Iike a kal ei doscope, and then Sue hit upon the



i dea of forcing her mind to be blank. She inmagined a white wall and for a
while this seened to work and she slept.

Initially the wall remained fixed in her mnd, then slowmy as a dog
t housands of miles away snuffled in his sleep and deci ded he needed to have a
piss aline slowy grewin the centre of the wall.

Despite herself Sue watched the Iine grow upwards and downwards until it
nmet the upper and | ower edges of the wall. Then in a detached way she wat ched
the Iine develop into a gap as the two halves of the wall began to draw apart.

Subconsci ously Sue becane quite interested in the dream was the dream
Not that she could conprehend that part of it.

The wal |l drew apart to reveal, nothing. The nothing had no col our or
texture, no form No light, no darkness, this can't be true a part of her
said, there is no such thing as nothing.

Shoul dn't there be sonmething there? O course. O course there was
something. A light grew froma central point, at first it was just a fuzzy
little snmudge. The light grew steadily in intensity rem nding Sue of a fetuses
devel opnent from conception to birth shown using time |apse photography.

A part of her recognised this simlarity as being of some inportance and
filed the informati on away. How apt she thought.

Then there, replacing the nothing was a filmscreen. Sue felt as though

the brief interval, in reality only mcro seconds |ong, between the end of the
adverts and pronp's and the beginning of the film had been stretched to an
eternity

Sue woke with a start and watched the filmbegin, finding herself in a
ci nema surrounded by people staring raptly at the screen, nechanically
stuffing thensel ves with popcorn and ice creans. She | ooked around for a
fam liar face but couldn't recogni se anyone in the darkness.

She sensed the body beside her noving and saw himsmile. His teeth, how
was she so sure it was a he? Wre brilliantly white in the darkness. Rel axed
and at peace, somehow reassured, Sue settled back confortably as the screen
credits rolled by. She'd nissed the title by this tine and didn't see any
nanes she recogni sed, but she forgot all about that as with an audi bl e sigh
fromthe people around her the novie began

It didn't come as a shock for Sue to see herself crouching in the
undergrowth of a forest with a crazed expression on her face.

Soneone's idea of a joke she thought, one of the others on the tranp
she'd been on a few nonths ago, it seened |like years ago now, nust have had a
vi deo canera

But what was she doi ng?

Sue stiffened in her seat and felt the life draining out of her body,
like the way water drained away out of a bath once the plug was pulled. | was
lost, | was |lost a voice echoed inside her head.

She screaned but nobody seenmed to hear, not even the man sitting beside
her, maybe everyone was seeing their own private nightmare and screaned al ong
with her. Sue didn't know

"That's right, | was |ost, Sue renenbered calnmy, as on screen she got
to her feet and stared around her, noving one way then the next obviously
pani cked and not know ng which way to turn By her feet rested a | arge bright
pack, she | ooked down and was about to pick it up, but ran into the trees
i nstead. Then the picture fade, replaced by a harsh griny light, like a blank
cl assroom over head projector inmage flashed up onto a dirty screen

Sue wasn't aware of how | ong the screen remained like that. Tine now
seened to have no neani ng for her

"Are you | ooking forward to the novie?"

"Eh?" The person beside her was a 'he' Sue discovered. Hey the lights
were on she di scovered. The man shrugged his shoul ders, rebuffed by Sue's
attitude.

Sue started to get to her feet, the novie was over, she must have fallen
asleep and missed it. She tried to stand upright but an unseen hand pushed her
back into her seat. The lights dimed, the filmrolled again.



Now Sue saw herself looking a little furtive, not scared, her trousers
pushed down bel ow her knees as she did her business anong the bushes.

"Hey that's not fair!" she yelled."How dare you take a picture of ne
pissing in the forest!" she yelled at the unseen photographer.™

The picture faded again, not before Sue watched hersel f shoul der her
pack, wiggle alittle to get it confortable on her shoulders and then step
out onto a track just intinme to see a simlarly burdened figure disappearing
around a large tree.

"Toot toot.' Sue heard the neighbour's car reverse down the drive past
her bedroom wi ndow, illuninating her bedroomwall for a noment as the car
swung onto the road.

Sue pinched herself to nake sure she was really awake this tinme and with
a cal mess that felt strange after the recent constant turnoil, went over the
dream whi ch she could still clearly recall

Her subconscious was trying desperately to tell her sonething, sonething
vital she realised, as half a world away Cop cocked his leg on the |long grass
besi de the shed while he waited for the boss to get his small noisy horse to
nove.

Cop wondered if the femal e boss had got the nessage yet, Cop thought she
was probably about as thick as Punch. He'd better have another go at getting
through to her when it got dark again, after he nmade sure the bitch next door
knew where she was supposed to be tonight.

Then Sue renenbered, if remenbering what had happened nade her feel any
better. She recalled getting | ost and pani cking after stepping off the track
to go to the toilet on the tranping trip a few nonths ago as part of a Forest
Tranpi ng Tour Pronotion.

She saw the panic at being suddenly, realising that she was |ost. She
renmenber ed crashing through the undergrowth, calling out in the hope that
someone woul d hear her or realise that she was mssing. Then finally she
slunped to the ground m nus her pack, which had slipped off sonmewhere,
exhausted, the forest darkening as night began to fall

Sue got the inpression that she must have had some kind of black out
because the only thing she could really recall with any clarity was wal ki ng,
no running up the track to catch sonmeone up after conpleting her ablutions
behind a tree.

VWhat was goi ng on? Sue forced herself to think, to draw those suppressed
menories into her consciousness. Unafraid now, certain that she had undergone
some wei rd supernatural experience.

Focusi ng hard she found that some fuzzy inmages appeared in her nmind as if
the nmenories had been inperfectly retrieved.

Frustrated by her inability to get a clear inmge she balled her fists
impotently trying to separate fact fromfiction

Fact one, let's do this nethodically Sue deci ded.

Fact one | was |ost.

Fact two |'m pregnant.

Fact three | wasn't lost, | can't renmenber being |ost.
Fact four, 1'mhungry, thirsty and going crazy.
The | ast observation wasn't a worry to Sue now. |'mnot, she wlled

herself to be at peace with herself and found that she was.

The | ast dream had stilled her fears for sone unknown reason, Sue felt as
i f she had changed worl ds, |eaving one on the point of death arriving on
anot her before she'd left the first. However irrational or unlikely it
sounded Sue began to think that this explanation wasn't far fromthe truth.
Sonmewhere in the mddle she'd inhabited another world, perhaps with the
characters of her dreamworld who nust be real. She patted her tummy and
t hought: there's the proof.

VWat really happened Sue knew she m ght never know, but it didn't seemto
matter anynore.

She was here, wherever that was, she was alive and she had two futures to
| ook forward to.



"No worries," she said out |oud, her favourite saying and then renenbered
where she'd heard the expression before. A television comercial How silly
|'ve been she thought, but then a dose of the warmfuzzies didn't explain the
baby. She shuddered distastefully at the sudden feel of warm firm hands upon
her body and then realised that the hands were gentle, fondling and caressing,
wel cone and all she felt was the wanting and the need to have those hands upon
her once nore.

Strobe |ike uncoordi nated flashing half imges of a body pressed agai nst
her own fl ooded Sue's mind and she ashanedly reali sed what had happened.

She' d gone out and got drunk, or perhaps sonmeone had slipped sonething
into a drink and she'd allowed herself to be picked up. That she couldn't
renmenber anything disturbed her a little but how unattractive the truth was,
"that's what must have happened,’' she decided matter of factly |Inmmacul ate
conception indeed she snorted derisively. Lack ofcontraception nore |ike she
told herself wondering if the father knew or cared about their baby.

ei ght

Rael e wal ked slowy out of the space port and out into the city proper
Far behind himhe could hear sonebody calling his name. Amatm or one of the
others fromthe patrol craft was |ooking for him probably wanting himto hold
their hands and tell them everything was ok.

The city was eerily quiet, enpty except for the odd service unit going
about it's business. Raele noved cautiously, constantly | ooking about him for
some sign of life. He had never known the city to be so enpty and quiet and it
made hi m nervous.

He had never known a time when he had been so conpletely al one either
Al ways there had been that security of know ng that sonebody was close by. In
t he next room standing shoulder to shoulder in a cromd at a stim gane.

Uneasily he began to nove through the fanmiliar enpty streets, towards a
vast building that dominated the city. Surely there would be sonmebody there
Rael e t hought, hoping there woul d be.

Rael e continually expected sone unspecified |urking danger to | eap out
and do himsome kind of injury. Exactly what, Raele didn't have the
i magi nati on or experience to even hazard as a guess. It was just that
Skidian's weren't used to being alone or in places enpty of people. He
wonder ed how the of fworl ders who seenmed to thrive on being alone in the far
greater enptiness of the organic plant had coped with the unknown.

If they could, he could for he was a far superior being. He wasn't sone
primtive froma backwater planet that didn't even know that space craft from
civilisations thousands of light years away regularly cruised their airspace
wi t hout detection on joy rides and inspection tours.

Wth that thought in mnd Raele put his fears into a conmpartment in his
head and shut the door on them He began to take note of the city around him
and tried to work out what felt so different. It wasn't just the |lack of
people. It took a long while for Raele to realise that the buildings, the
wal kways, everything was new. O if not new had been conpletely renovated
recently.

The open areas that had al ways seened slightly shabby, the paths, the
pl azas the small areas of organic material were all neat and tidy, the
bui | di ngs shone brightly where once they nerely glowed dully under a | ayer of
grime.

Rael e pushed open the door of one of the vast entertainment centres that
he was passing. It was enpty of course but the hum of machinery told himthat
everything was operating as usual, |ike everywhere el se he had been. He wal ked
out si de again and watched a service crew pulling down a |large scaffold that
t hey had obviously been using to work on the upper levels of the building.

Rael e wat ched them for a while and then realised that they weren't a
service crew at all, but one of the heavy duty crews used for major



construction projects. He had seen the |like of them before when he had been
stationed at one of the industrial conplexes in his early years in security.

Rael e | ooked up at the vast building that he was headi ng towards and
t hought that he could see a simlar crew working there.

It occurred to himthat if he could get up there he would be able to see
a large part of the city.

Even better if | had a patrol craft. Rael e wondered why he hadn't called
one fromthe space port before instead of noving around the city on foot. He
wal ked over to a console, placed his hand in the identification slot and
bashed his request onto the keyboard.

Wthin mnutes he was staring down over the vast enpty arena where stim
events were held on a daily basis. He watched the construction crew for a
whi |l e and saw the arena wasn't conplete either

Raele flew further out over the city and began to realise that something
had gone desperately wong. The further he went he saw nore construction and
service crews and nore buildings in various states of repair.

On some of them work had barely begun but there was activity everywhere.
Crews buil ding, service crews and untold vehicles noving al ong the ground
| aden with construction materials all fanning out fromthe centre of the city
as if they had started work there and were steadily pushing their way outwards
towards the outskirts of the city.

Al this activity puzzled Raele, what did it mean? He asked hinself, how
does this explain the absence of people? Soon he was over one of the vast
outer dormtory areas of the city and what he saw he was both at odds to
explain and horrified by.

Here there was little activity, bar that of thousands of the flying
creatures that lived on the great salty waters and occasionally could be seen
flying over the city if one bothered | ooking up. Raele couldn't see what they
were doi ng but they seenmed to be wal ki ng through the black tw sted renai ns of
what had once been buildings. Sonetimes they would flutter upwards and he
could see sone of them struggling with each other over objects they picked up
fromthe ground.

Rael e | ooked cl oser and in places could see fog still rising fromthe
ground and wondered what that nmeant. He hovered just above the ground and
tried to identify the snell that was coming through the patrol craft's
ventilation system

It was the snmell of rotting bodies and snoke, of burnt wood and plastic
and ash mixed in with dirt, it was the snmell of danpness and death. Rael e had
never encountered anything like that before, death to himwas sonething
sanitary and cl ean that nobody really understood, even if they happened to zap
someone with a dazi erwogga which reduced a body to a small pile of ash.

Staring down at the scene of desol ati on Rael e wondered how such a thing
coul d happen on Skid. The sight didn't explain to himwhere all the people
m ght be, where were they?

Deci ding that he wanted a cl oser | ook, Raele let the patrol craft sink
slowy to the ground. The birds rose to nmeet himflappi ng and squawki ng
angrily as the patrol craft intruded on their neal.

As he stepped out of the patrol onto the soggy ground craft Rael e pinched
his nose to block out the terrible snell that seened to assault him and
permeate his hair clothing and flesh in an instant. No wonder no Skidi an
remai ned here! As he trudged over to a set of blackened ruins little clouds of
ash fluffed up and clung to his |l egs and made dirty, danp stains on his white
robe. Metres fromthe patrol craft his foot pressed into sonething that was
both firmand yielding to the downward pressure. As he peered down to see what
he had stepped into he heard a | ong drawn out groan, |ike the sound of
tortured netal when a patrol craft |anded too heavily and skidded on its belly
al ong the ground.

As sonething hot and acidic forced it's way up his throat and past his
hand Rael e knew what had becone of all those that were mssing and ran back to
the patrol craft.



ni ne

Bruce cursed, but not too much, as water |eaked on to his bare foot
through the hole in the roof. The wi ndscreen w per sort of kept the w ndscreen
clear of water, though infuriatingly so, the wiper nmust had slipped onit's
pinion so it's path started hal fway up the screen and finished well outside
t he wi ndow frane.

Not to worry Bruce thought as saw an enpty parking spot right outside the
travel agents'. Wthout indicating to the cars foll owi ng behind him stopped
and manuervered the ute with a series of backwards and forwards novenents
into the enpty space.

The ute was still well out on the road when Bruce gave up trying to park
the heap of shit properly. Who gives a shit he decided studiously ignoring
the angry toots and gestures that were directed his way as he flung the door
open and stepped out, slipping his jandals on and then grabbing his cheque
book off the dash.

Bruce didn't bother |ocking the ute, there was nothing inside worth
pi nching and nobody in their right mnds would want to pinch the ute itself.

It was little nmore than a nobile rust bucket and Bruce deci ded that he would
drive it into a creek once he got hone and nmake a crossing out of it.

"Hey Bruce, ya usel ess bugger!"

Bruce swung around and saw Di ck Todd standi ng across the road, "aw shit,"
he groaned i nwardly.

"How are ya mate?" Dick called dodging the traffic as he ran across the
road to where Bruce stood.

"Not bad, how s yoursel f?"

"Can't conplain, nobody |listens anyway," Dick chuckl ed, "what are yer up
to, haven't been down to the club | ately?" Dick spent nost of his spare tine
propping up the club bar with his ample frame and didn't seemto understand
t hat some people had better things to do than spend their free hours getting
pi ssed. He was a fairly |ikeable chap for all that.

"Not a lot, I'mjust about finished up at Bogside," Bruce replied, edging
towards the Travel Agent's door

"What are ya up to now, wanna beer?"

"Maybe | ater eh?" No way, Bruce thought, well maybe he decided after a
second's further deliberation, "I've just cone into town to tidy up sone | oose
ends and book nyself a holiday." Bruce notioned towards the Travel Agent's
si gn.

Oh yeah mate, |'ve heard that one before too mate, Dick thought, who do
you think you're kidding? But he said:

"Where're ya going, z?"

"Haven't really decided yet," Bruce answered diffidently, which was true.
He planned to buy a ticket for the first destination that popped into his head
when he sat down inside.

"Well 1'1l be down the club later on. Pop in for a beer."
"Ok," Bruce reluctantly agreed, not intending to at all, anything to get
rid of Dick.

"Do | really want to do this? Bruce asked hinself as he | ooked inside the
office. He'd seen the girl inside appraising him trying to decide on his
potential as a customer and then her disnissive | ook. Bugger to her too, he
t hought and pushed t hrough the door.

She was a pretty wee thing and Bruce had to fight down the urge to plant
a kiss on her sweet looking lips and give her tits a squeeze for good neasure.
He breathed in her fragrant perfume and hoped that his lust didn't show
t hrough too nmuch. At the sane time he felt a bit intimnmidated by her apparent
sophi stication. Maybe she thought she was better than this two cow town and
i ked maki ng people feel awkward and provinci al

"How can | help you sir?"



"Ah, um | want to book a holiday somewhere," Bruce grunted
inarticulately.” He could ve kicked hinmself for sounding |like such a clod.

"Anywhere in particular sir? Have you anywhere in m nd, we have sone good
deals to resorts around the Pacific at the nonent."

"Umm Oregon,"” he said before he knew what he was saying as he
desperately scanned the large world map on the wall above the girl's head.

"Portland, Oregon," he added firmy as if that had been his destination
al | al ong.

"Ck, let me see what | can do." The girl flipped her flight book open
Who woul d you like to fly with and when would you like to go? And oh, have you
a current passport?"

"Nobody in particular and yes | have a passport and a multi entry visa in

to the US," he said putting the dog eared booklet on the table. "I'm ooki ng
at leaving in three or four weeks, sooner if you can get me on an earlier
flight.

You realise you will need to get a visa before you can go," the girl

continued as if she hadn't heard Bruce while she swi velled around and began to
punch away at her conputer keyboard.

"I can't wite you a ticket until have proof," she added wi thout | ooking
up.

"Yeah no worries," said Bruce flipping open the passport, "l've got a
multi entry visa that's valid for another sixteen nonths or so."

"How di d you get one of those?" The girl asked suspiciously |ooking at
t he docurment, and the nunber of entries in the passport.

She | ooked at Bruce with new interest, he didn't ook |like an experienced
world traveller.

"I can do you a flight pretty well as soon as you |like to San Franci sco,
you'll have to catch an internal flight fromthere, the sixteenth suit you?"

Bruce nodded.

"What about an internal flight, hotel acconmobdation?"

"Not at this stage."

"Ok, that comes to $1400. 10 percent now and the bal ance when you pick up
the tickets, or you can pay the lot nowif you want."

Bruce dragged out his cheque book and painfully wote out a cheque for
the full anount.

Though he had planned to junmp straight back into the ute and di sappear
back to the farmwhen he had finished his business. Bruce forgot about the
list of jobs he had made and tucked away in his pocket and found hinself
pulling into the club carpark beside Dick's battered old | androver.

Feeling strangely elated he strolled through the bar, already high on the
snel |l of stale beer and cigarette snoke before he downed the pint that Dick
shouted him just for com ng al ong.

It occurred to Bruce, standing at the bar that Dick didn't have anywhere
else to go and he felt sorry for him Not that Dick seened to mind too nuch.
He had the run of the place, helping out the well-painted bar |ady, hel ping
hinself to jugs of beer and holding a pretty open court in 'Dick's' corner
Today he was engaging in an animated conversation with a little old nman
proudly displaying a tarni shed RSA badge on the [ apel of his dowdy jacket.

Sonet hi ng about dog bones. The old man al ready | ooked hal f chooked,
though it was barely two in the afternoon

Bruce | eaned happily against the bar. After a few gul ps of beer he took
out his going to town snokes and flicked a cigarette into his nouth.

"Anyway Phil," Dick said turning to Bruce. "This is ny nmate Bruce. Bruce
nmeet Phil.

Bruce shook the proffered |linp dank hand and said: "G ddae Phil."

"Did you organi se your trip mate? Bruce is going overseas Phil."

"Yeah? | was overseas once, in the desert,"” Phil said, his eyes glazing
slightly at the menmory of sights and sounds better left forgotten. "Didn't
like it much."

"What the fighting?"



"Nah, not that." He said without elaborating and then sort of drifted
away to the other end of the bar and sone of his old cronies.

"Funny sort of old beggar," Dick said shaking his head sadly as he
wat ched Phil nmeander away. "Used to be a top shearer in his day, has a beaut
farm over Tuakau way and lives there in an old shack, while his son has a big
flash house. Doesn't want to nove apparently.”

"So where're you goi ng?" Dick asked changi ng tack

"Yeah. "

"I's it a secret then mate?"

"Ch, sorry. Nah not really. I"'mstarting off in San Francisco and want to
head up to Oregon. |'ve got about six months to fill in."

"Sounds ok to nme, there's nothing like travel to broaden the nind," Dick
pontificated. Not that he'd ever travell ed anywhere. Even a trip to the big
snoke, | ess than a couple of hours away was a major mssion for Dick

Phil had wandered back and nodded sentinmentally, his eyes glistening
slightly as he recalled the good bits of his own OE. He'd gone off on a
troopship with all his mates in thirty-nine and come hone by hinself six years
later. But these youngsters wouldn't want to hear all about that he decided
drifting away fromthe bar again.

"Well you're in luck boyo," Dick said slapping Bruce on the back. "D d
you ever neet ny younger brother Trev?"

"Yes | think so," Bruce lied.

"Well he's just started a restaurant in a place called Portland | think
"Il give you his address and you can go and see himif you |ike?"

"Sounds good to me." Bruce said, thinking what a coinci dence.

Now | have a reason to go up there he thought. "I'Il certainly do that,"
he added thi nki ng how strange he felt because he neant it.

Bruce quickly polished of his jug and bought another couple and then one
for Phil who had shown up again but was |ooking rather the worse for wear.

Pl ease god don't let ne end up like that Bruce thought, pitying the old
nman.

Then Phil drifted away again and Dick said with a |l eery wink that he had
anot her engagenent and it was tine to go.

"Well Bruce," Barry extended his hand,"” thanks very much for the way you
| ooked after the place. You' ve done a great job."

Bruce shook Barry's hand, a little enbarrassed by the conplinent.

Barry and his wife had returned fromtheir trip and while his w fe was
dallying in town, Barry had come down to the farmimrediately on his return

There shoul dn't be any conplaints either Bruce reckoned. He was good at
his work. He | ooked around the farma little wistfully, sad to be leaving in
some ways for he had nostly enjoyed his stay.

Oh well, he mused. Nothing |asts forever

"I'f you've got any queries Barry, you have mny ol ds' phone number. I'lIl be
there for a week or so before flying out."

And that was it. Bruce made sure the dogs were chai ned up on the back
securely and clinmbed into the ute.

The dogs were whinpering expectantly, knowi ng that something special was
up because riding on the ute neant sonething out of the ordinary was afoot.

“"I"l1l be off then," he said to Barry as he started the engine and drove
slowy down the driveway and onto the gravel road.

Bruce |l eft what sentinent he had at the gateway. There was no lingering
on the road that passed through the farm He had another hour on the gravel
before he hit a state highway and then the nmotorway north, an hour or so on
the motorway and then another thirty mnutes of gravel before he nade it hone.
Bruce didn't want the trip to take any | onger than necessary.

The trip north was nostly uneventful, a female service station attendant
remar ked how cute his dogs were when he stopped in the mddle of Auckland to
fill up with fuel and didn't bat an eyelid when Bruce bought the dogs a pie
each to nunch on.



Hi s paranoia that the ute would finally shit itself in the niddle of the
not orway rush hour proved unfounded. Before he knew it the trip was al nost
over and he was stopped on the hill overlooking the farm his nose full of the
sweet smell of fennel that grew al ongside the road, hot oil, and dust.

Overl aid over those evocative odours was the greasy woolly snell of sheep on a
hot day. This was hone and Bruce loved it.

Bruce wat ched the tenperature needle on the dash rise as the ute idled
away and got stiffly out of the driver's seat. One by one he unchai ned the
dogs.

"CGet out of it," he snarled half heartedly as each of them strained on
the end of their chains and they | eapt of the ute one by one to investigate
their new pad. Bruce let themtrot down the hill behind the ute and he began
to wonder about the reception he m ght receive at hone.

For once his father seemed pleased to see himand said so and his nother
didn't try and overwhelmhimas if he hadn't been sighted for several years.

"Have a good trip up? His father asked emerging fromthe garage as Bruce
pul I ed up.

"Yeah." Bruce found it difficult to cope with his parents strai ght away,
there needed to be a settling in time before he felt even a little
confortabl e.

The dogs cane puffing up the drive which i medi ately caused an out break
of barking and growls as Bruce's teamand his father's dogs acquai nted
t hensel ves. The uproar was conpl ete when his nother's ancient corgi joined the
cacophony.

"Shut up you bastards!" Bruce neant to tie his dogs up to the fence while
he sorted out where they were going to be housed while he was away but his
father forestalled him

"I built those for you,'
hadn't noti ced.

"Thank's, Bruce grunted, unaccustoned to his father's thoughtful ness.

The uproar nostly subsided as Bruce shut his dogs up, then he foll owed
hi s father indoors.

Neit her of his parents conpl ai ned when Bruce |lit a cigarette while his
not her made a cup of tea. She even provided an ashtray for him As usual they
sat around the table unconfortably with the television on to provide a
di straction and as an excuse not to talk to each other

Thi s afternoon though, none of themwere interested in yet another re-run
of 'Mash,' now well past it's sell by date.

"Well," Bruce's father broke the unconfortable silence punctuated by
canned | aughter fromthe tel evision.

It get's worse as | get older Bruce thought, as he nade a valiant attenpt
not to pick his nose. Conmunication between hinmself and his parents was nostly
a non event.

"Um "

"Yes?" Bruce knew his father well enough to realise that he was working
hinsel f up to saying something. He watched his parents | ook at each other, as
hi s nmot her opened her nmouth his father forestalled her with a wave that said.
G I'll doit.

Bruce's stomach knotted in anticipation. What now?

Not what he expected.

"“Your nother and | are sorry Bruce."

"Eh, sorry, what for?" Bruce asked not hiding his consternation

"Um we're sorry for the way we've treated you over the years, the way
we negl ected you after your brother died."

"Ch," was the only comrent Bruce nmuster at his father's stunning
revel ation.

"I"ve been thinking about it for a while, we nade things pretty difficult
for you at tinmes, nost of the time. I, we just want to say that were both
proud of you."

Bruce watched his father's cheeks glisten and turned away totally

he said pointing to some new kennel s that Bruce



enbarrassed. Did the old bugger want a hug now?

"I dunno what to say," he said |ooking at his teacup

"Especially recently," his father continued,” over the farmthat is and
we think we'd Iike to negotiate a nore favourable deal for you."

Bruce nodded, wondering why this sudden change in attitude. H's old man
want ed a Harwood to continue on the farmall right, but he'd al so wanted Bruce
to pay over the odds for the privilege.

"Recently we've been supporting the local farner's support group. You
know Bunty Watson | ost his place? You' Il know how tough things have been
recently? Anyway it was only after listening to sone of these people that we
real i sed how your brother's death had affected us."

'"That was fifteen fucken' years ago! Bruce thought. He was about to say
so, then he | ooked at his parents and saw what the effort of tal king had taken
out of them

"W know we can't change what's happened in then past but we hope things
will change in the future.™

Bruce did the only thing he felt in the circunstances and said: "She's

right." He thought at the sanme time that it was easier to forgive than to
forget. But at |east he wouldn't feel like a stranger in his own home any
| onger. This was hone now

"Bugger this," his father said. He got up and returned nonments later with
two cold bottles of beer. For the first tinme that Bruce could ever remenber he
and his father got drunk together with his bean ng nother | ooking on as she
genteelly sipped her gins as the two men in her life finally got to know each
ot her.

There was reservation on both sides until the al cohol began to break down
their inhibitions and then all three of them communicated nore or |ess
properly for the first tine.

Food appeared and was denolished with gusto, bottle were enptied and
taken away and finally the level in the whisky bottle fell by a considerable
anount .

"What are you planning to do until you go?" Bruce's nother asked as she
stood over a frying pan of bacon. That his nother was actually cooking him
br eakfast was a neasure of how much things had changed

"Dunno really, nuck about here |I s'pose. | hadn't given it much thought
really. What are the fish running |ike?"

"Ch a few filets of snapper would be nice for tea." H s nother piped up

"They are catching a few down the harbour, not many around here. The
boat's nore or less all ready to go if you want."

"When's the tide in?"

"About two this afternoon eh dear?"

Bruce noted that his parents seened to be nmuch closer than they ever had
and wondered what was behind it all

"So what are your plans for the future?" Bruce's father asked, serious
again. "You still want to come back here?"

"Yeah." Bruce still wasn't totally confortable in his new role as
favourite child.

"What | mean to say son is that don't feel you have to hurry back on our
account, we can hang on here for a while yet."

"Ck dad."

"Good, that's settled then," his father grunted and then tucked into his
bacon and eggs.

Bruce's week at hone sped past quickly, too quickly for Bruce as he began
to feel guilty about |eaving so soon. But his parents seened to understand,
there would be plenty of time when he came honme again.

They went fishing and Bruce did a bit of work around the farm and even
t hough he wanted to, wondered whether he was ready to come home and take over
the reins of a farmthat was so established that it didn't seemto hold any
chal | enges for him He turned out for the big |ocal rugby game of the season



the married nmen against the single. He visited the famly solicitor with his
father and then before he knew it, found hinmself at the airport where the
parting was as stiff and formal as al ways.

As the junmbo thundered down the runway then spiralled up into the sky
Bruce finally relaxed, smled at the young woman sitting al ongsi de. Bruce
thought he'd like to get into her pants but before he could fantasize about
that he was asl eep

ten

Rael e wat ched Amatm and the others clustered in a tight group staring up
at him as he hovered overhead. They would be waiting for himto tell them what
to do, what was happening. They would be waiting for anybody that they
recogni sed as their superior on Skid to tell themwhat to do for that matter
They might be waiting a long tine Rael e deci ded.

Rael e decided that he didn't want to face themjust now, at any noment
anot her patrol craft pilot mght return froma nmssion with a pilot that would
see to them In any event they wouldn't stray far, Raele was sure he'd find
themstill there however long he left them He couldn't be bothered with them
for the moment and pushed forward trying to think of somewhere any survivors
m ght have gat hered, survivors who nmight be able to tell himwhat had happened
and brought the mighty civilisation of Skid to an ignom ni ous end.

O it's own volition the patrol craft swept over Sietnuoc, the rest of
the city | ooked the sane to Raele. Either it was in various stages of
reconstruction or totally devastated, enpty of life.He dialled in the on board
conput er and then wondered why he hadn't before, in an attenpt to |ocate a few
Ski di ans. They seened to be scattered across the face of the planet, sone in
the centre of the other cities, a few scattered around the fringes, some in
the industrial conplexes and a few nore scattered through the wi |l derness. Wat
they woul d be doing out there Raele didn't know. But there they were
scattered in ones and twos, small groups totalling several thousand in nunber.
A tiny fraction of Skids popul ation pre; whatever disaster had befallen it.

The patrol craft left the city behind and headed into the w | derness.
Raele felt a twinge of anxiety, he'd never flown over the w | derness al one
before. This was a bit of a worry to himand though he was safe inside a
sophi sti cated piece of Skidian machi nery he kept on | ooking around to make
sure that sonmeone or sonething didn't sneak on board and get him Wat exactly
m ght get him Raele didn't have the imagination to conceive. Wen sonething
didn't | eap out and do hima m schief Raele gave up worrying. He could have
t hought, '1 have nore inportant things on ny nind.'

But he didn't, he sinply didn't know what to do next.

Raele dialled in a course that would take himto the vast industrial
conpl ex closest to Sietnuoc then settled back in his seat. The | argest group
of Skidians he had detected on his nmonitor was clustered there, surely they
woul d have some idea of what had happened?

Looki ng down at the wilderness Rael e saw that he was over flying the
organi ¢ plant that had been built by the of fworlder male. There were Skidi ans
there, though Raele didn't think of |anding. He did wonder how Skidi ans cane
to be there when he had i nmol ated the place just before Inel instructed himto
return the offworlder's to their own pl anet.

The organic plant must have been rebuilt after he had left Skid, for as
far as Raele could see it still seened to be operational. Then he was past the
organi ¢ plant and overflying one of the vast groups of prinitive nanel ess
beasts that inhabited the wi | derness.

Suddenl y the conmuni cation's channel that had been silent for so |ong
crackled into life."Patrol craft xt2135-2 please identify yourself and the
nature of your m ssion."

The voice startled Raele, what's nore as a high ranking officer in the
security forces, his right of passage across Skid had never been questi oned.



Ti mes have certainly changed he told hinself.

"I am RO Raele Inel," Raele said giving his full name and rank

"I have lately returned froma mssion to planet 100083l in the Lan
Gal axy. "

"State the nature your mssion."

The attitude of whoever was calling himwas starting to irritate Raele.
He wasn't used to being interrogated as he flew about his own planet. He
replied carefully though, conscious of the weapons systens that could bl ow him
and his lightly arnmed patrol craft out of the sky in a flash of blinding
light.

Rael e wat ched the freight docks loomlarger and | arger in the distance.
These ports were the only evidence of the vast subterrani an conpl ex.

"W have a positive identification, you are cleared to | and," the ponpous
voi ce told himover the comms channel

"Of course | am' Rael e grunted.

"You may dock at port nunber one."

Rael e thought that was odd, surely there would be fat bodied freighters
docked there? Should be freighters docked there | oading, supplies for the rest
of Skid or other planets that Skid serviced. If the situation was bad here
what nust it be like on other planets' that depended on Skid for al nost al
thei r needs.

VWhat he had seen of Celcious hadn't struck himas abnormal though, there
seened to be plenty of Celcions still. Now that was a worry, what if sone
Cel ci ons managed to take over a patrol craft or freighter and get to Skid?
Rael e shuddered to think what night happen, Skid had |ong kept the Cel cions at
bay by not allow ng themtechnol ogy of any sort after the last Celcion
i nvasion attenpt centuries ago. The Cel ci ons woul d show no mercy to those few
Skidians still left alive, Raele was sure of that.

Rael e's heart | eapt as he saw sone Skidians waiting for himon the dock
as the patrol craft settled into it's cradle.

He stepped out a little hesitantly and surveyed the group, noting
nervously that they all wore dazierwoggas strapped to their waists as if they
expected some kind of trouble. Raele made sure that he wore his own, encased
init's special sheath in case of trouble.

Not that Raele didn't believe for one nonent that he couldn't deal with a
few technicians and nminor officials still enanoured by the aura of their petty
posi tions which was what these Skidians obviously were.

"That's far enough," one of them said, placing a hand ostentatiously on
hi s dazi erwogga. But Raele saw that the fool hadn't armed the weapon, nor had
any of the others. The weapons were just for show, they obviously didn't know
how to use them properly.

Rael e stopped and waited for their next nove.

"Use the checkpoint to formally identify yourself please." The Skidian
who seenmed to be the | eader of the group denmanded, the Skidian who | ooked
ready to use his usel ess dazi erwogga.

Rael e put his hand into the console and watched his details flash up. H's
rank was given, his status since returning to Skid and details of his |ast
m ssion. Not all the details' Raele noted curiously, as far as Skid was
concerned he had sinply been on a routine patrol

The reception party visibly rel axed when Rael e seemed to be what he was.

"W can't be too careful sir," the self appointed | eader nuttered
respectfully.

"Are you expecting sone kind of disturbance?"

"W don't know what to expect after what has happened in recent tines."

"What did happen?”

"Nobody really knows sir." Wich wasn't quite right, these people
certainly knew what happened, what they didn't know was why.

Raele Il ed the group of men into the pilots' |ounge and slowy the story
came out.

Soon after Raele had left Skid, production fromthe synplants had all but



ceased, strategic stockpiles were exhausted and Ski di ans began to go hungry.
The inhabitants of the industrial conplex had watched it all on their screens
wi th nmounting horror as Skidians roamed the streets and the fringes of the

wi | derness, | ooking for food, eating anything they thought m ght sustain them

Stuffing organic material into their nmouths, even resorting to eating
each other and then dying of un heard of diseases, wasting away to not hing.

Then there were the infernos that swept through the cities, reducing them
to piles of snoking rubble and trapping nost of those that were left in their
paths until only a few scattered groups of stunned survivors renmained, eking
out a basic existence as best they could.

Rael e knew there were other groups at the other industrial conplexes who
had access to synfood and ot her products that would sustain themindefinitely.
He wondered if these Skidians had worked that out yet.

"Then the service crews began to work, rebuilding the cities, they kept
the synplants operating as if nothing had happened,” the sorry tale continued.

It didn't matter to the machi nes whet her there were any Skidians about
Rael e realised, they would carry on with their tasks Skidians or no Skidians.

"Are the plants operating to their usual capacity?" Rael e asked.

"Yes, the problenms we had before the disaster have rectified thensel ves
now and everything is back to normal ."

Rael e decided fromthe man's tone that while he would like to take credit
for solving Skid's problens he coul dn't because he couldn't explain why the
synplants had returned to nornal .

He sat quietly and thought for a while, then he noticed that the
technicians were waiting for himto do sonething. Whatever aspirations they

m ght have had of their own they recognised that he was for all intensive
purposes their legal ruler. Traditionally he would follow his father in
assum ng the position of chief mati, late father? Though it was just as likely

that he woul d be assassinated or exiled to Celcious through the plotting of
some other high born mati that al so coveted the role.

"I nel ?" He asked.

"I nel died before things got bad,"” one of the technicians replied. "He
was operating fromthe organic plant set up in the wilderness." Added anot her

So the place had been the death of him Rael e thought sadly. There hadn't
ever been much comuni cati on between the two of them as was the Skidian way
but Raele did feel a pang of sorrow at |earning of his passing.

Rael e knew that for the noment that these Skidians | ooked to himfor
| eadership, even if he didn't know what should be done. If he didn't show sone
ki nd of |eadership the few remaining threads of Skidian society that stil
bound these Skidians to himwould unravel forever taking with it the best
chance to rebuild Skid to its former glory.

"How many of you are there?" Rael e asked, sure there nust be nore
Ski di ans t hroughout the vast conpl ex.

There appeared to be several hundred, the normal conpl enent of the
conplex either attending to their normal duties or following the neeting in
their recreation quarters.

Rael e didn't want anything to do with themreally, the burden of conmand
was al ready heavy on his shoul ders. For the nmonent he was expected to |ead,
even if this was only a tenporary neasure until Skid cane right again. But
Skid woul dn't ever come right again, not the way it had once been. O before
somebody el se decided they were better equipped to run what was left of the
greatest civilisation that had ever been

"Very well | must continue ny inspection tour," he said adding to the
apparent spokesnman that had net hi mwhen he | anded: "M schief | will |eave you
in charge until | return." Raele watched M schief's chest swell on being given

authority and hoped it wouldn't give himideas beyond his station

"I want a daily report on your activities. Your readi ness and production
reports nmust be kept up to date and | want an investigation into what happened
to the synplants." Rael e hoped that would keep M schief out of mnischief for a
while. "l also want you to make contingency plans for |ocating and bringing



every Skidian still surviving to a central point where we can start a new
conmunity. You nust also provide me with options on where the best place m ght
be to begin rebuilding this conmmunity."

One of the precepts of Skidian political theory was that the nore
concentrated the popul ation the easier they were to control. Fewer nunbers
didn't nean fewer problenms if they were spread all over the planet as far as
Rael e coul d see

M schi ef nodded qui ckly and before he coul d ask any questions Rael e
qui ckly stood and nmade to | eave, not that he had any i dea where he was goi ng.

Back to Sietnuoc he supposed to Amatm and the others, the wel com ng arns
of the femal e back on the patrol ship. He felt his loins stir at the prospect
and specul ated about whether he woul d have to change Skid's procreation
conventions to ensure rapid popul ati on grow h.

He should also visit the organic plant he decided on the way out to the
ship and visit at |east once the grave of his father

Soon Rael e stood by the marker that showed the spot where Inel had been
burnt in the traditional manner by the inhabitants of the organic plant, even
if not with the usual cerenpny acconpani ed by the passing of the planet's
chief mati.

In the manner of Skid Raele and his father had never been cl ose but he
felt alittle sorrow at his passing. He paused by the marker trying to
under st and what | nel had done at the organic plant.

What he had found stunned Rael e. The technicians at the industrial
conpl ex were cowed and fearful of their future, but here the Skidians were
happy and carefree as if they were really enjoying life. It wasn't nerely
their attitude, these Skidians | ooked different. Fromworking on the organic
pl ant on who's production they tried to exist, they said. Not that they relied
on the on the organic plant for everything, if they couldn't produce sonething
they ordered it through a service provider as all Skidians were used to doi ng.

But unlike the Skid that Raele knew they no longer relied totally on
Skid's technical sophistication for their existence.

From what Rael e coul d see Inel had gathered some of the younger
i ndependent thinking Skidians, the sort that would normally be sent to
reeducati on centres for conspiring agai nst the Skidian Way. Fromtheir nunbers
and di sparate origins Rael e guessed that |Inel nust have been engaged in and
encouragi ng this treasonable activity for sometine.

Here the hierarchical Skidian caste systemhad all but ceased to exi st
and even newconers that had stunbled on the organic plant or had been found on
the residents wi de sweeps of the wilderness and trips to the devastated cities
seened to accept this as the way of things despite their previously carefully
progranmed |ives.

More startling to Rael e was that he seemed to be expected here. After he
had spent an acceptable period beside his father's nmenorial they led himto
the offices fromwhere Inel had run Skid until he had died.

Here Raele found that he had access to the entire conputer database of
Skid and the secret archives passed fromchief mati to chief mati and his
trusted associ at es.

Rael e knew all about the archives as previously he had limted access to
them He entered his password and found he not only had full access but also a
| ong nessage from his father

el even

Sue | ooked around the gynaecol ogi sts' opulent office and sas where a fair
chunk of his exorbitant fees went.

The man hinmself was leafing through a pile of files on his desk.

"Now M ss Clarke," he said appearing to be having trouble tracking down
her file. A level of disorganization did nothing to put her at ease. She was
al ready worried about her own doctor's insistence that she make this



appoi nt ment .

"A very interesting case ny dear," he began, finally tracking down the
right file. "Nothing for you to worry about, though you nay possibly be about
to make nedi cal history."

"I'n nore ways than one.' Sue still hadn't entirely ruled out the
possibility of immacul ate conception

"Ck," he continued, unaware of the anguish he was causing. "I want to
ask you sone very personal questions which | hope you will answer frankly.
Then | will attenpt to explain these test results which, | don't mind telling
you, baffle ne."

"What do you nean?"

"Ch as | said nothing to worry about, yes nost intriguing," he continued
glancing at the open file. "At the nonment," he added under his breath.

"Eh?"

"Sorry, what can you tell ne about the father? If that's not a traumatic
experience."

"l can't recall nuch about him" Sue faltered, nore enbarrassed than she
could ever remenber. "I don't know anything." She began quietly.

Sue wat ched the gynaecol ogi st | ooking at her over the half gl asses
perched on his nose.

"Look Mss Cark, |I've been a doctor for thirty years and |'ve heard or
seen everything. |I'mnot here to censure you but to help you. |I take it you do
know t he fat her?"

Sue thought hard before replying. It would hurt to tell the truth on the
other hand a lie could be nore destructive in the long term

"I don't know," she said quietly.

"Ch." These cases were so sad, the gynaecol ogi st thought with sone
synmpathy. But this one was too interesting not to pursue a little further

"What about explaining the situation to ne then."

Sue wanted to believe that the gynaecol ogi st genui nely sounded nore
i nterested and concerned with her plight than her own psychiatrist had been
and she let her guard down a little.

"It's difficult to explain,"” Sue began, her mnd crowded with i mages of
angel s, god, and a warm facel ess body beside her on a bed. "I can't recall any
sexual activity that would have led to ny pregnancy, unless | was drugged or
something at the time which I think is pretty unlikely."

One for the shrinks then?

"I guess | nust be repressing nmenories, repressing nmenories of an
unattractive experience. That's the best explanation that | can give anyway."

The gynaecol ogi st was a little di sappointed, he'd been expecting a story
that showed a little nore imagination. He expected a story along the lines of
"I was kidnapped by nen from outer space.' He could only guess about the
hi story of the worman sitting across the desk fromhimbut there was certainly
somet hi ng odd about her pregnancy which couldn't be explained by a sinple mx
up of dates. He was certain she was still keeping sonething back

"In all respects you appear to be a nornmal heal thy young woman. However,
there seens to be sonething quite fascinating about your pregnancy. No don't
worry," he added quickly when he saw he had al armed Sue. "I have every
confidence that you will deliver a full term baby. But unless we can cone up
wi t h anot her expl anati on you seemto be confoundi ng medi cal history."

"I's everything all right?"

"I assure you it is and I won't spoil your fun by telling you the sex of
the child unless you want ne to either.”

"Then what's wrong?"

"There's nothing wong as such, tell me how advanced do you think you
are?"

"I don't really know," Sue replied. How can | know when | don't even know
how or when | got pregnant? She had taken the date of conception to be around
that of the tramping trip that she had gone on al nbst six months before. "Six
nont hs or so?"



"Yes, that concurs with the tests that your own doctor carried out, the
hormone |l evels don't usually lie but I'lIl tell you nowto prepare for the
birth in a few days, ten days at the outside. Your baby's devel opment has been
incredible and if your latest scan is to be believed it's alnost full term™

"Ch god." Sue's conposure finally broke and she began to sob. This on top
of everything else, am| sonme kind of freak?

"Have one of these," the gynaecol ogi st said handi ng over a box of tissues
and he nade a few synpathetic clucking noises while Sue dabbed at her eyes and
bl ew her nose.

"As | said there's nothing to worry about, what | want to do is run a few
tests and ask a few questions to see if we can't establish what happened.
think we can forget about Martians and such like," he chuckl ed.

Sue wasn't so sure

"How can you say there's nothing to worry about?" Sue demanded through
her tears, "there's so nmuch | don't know. "

"Just take your tine and tell me about it dear, we've got all day if you
need it."

"There's nothing much to tell, one day | woke up feeling sick. After a
few days | went to the doctor and after a fewtests he told ne | was pregnant.
Sinple really, "Sue said sarcastically, "nowall | need to knowis how "

"Have you had any sexual contact that could have resulted in your
pregnancy, taken any drugs that m ght enhance your reproductive capacity,
anything |like that?"

"Not that | can recall."

"Hmm |let nme show you a diagram " The gynaecol ogi st placed a sheet of
paper on the desk where Sue could see it and began to explain it's
signi ficance

"This shows the different |evels of hornones in the blood streamof a
normal woman during pregnancy. | won't go into the different names and the way
they work. But generally these |l evels here are consistent at the begi nning of
a normal term This is the usual concentration of the hornones in your
bl oodstream duri ng pregnancy and this is the line that shows your levels." He

pointed to a series of lines that rose and fell at odds with the others." Sue
tried to work out in her own mnd what the lines represented and fail ed.

"So what does this nean?"

"Well it means that according to this data you' ve had an unusually rapid
gestation period and that you're about to give birth."

Sue stroked the | arge bul ge beneath her best maternity dress. | thought

you were Big Trouble, she though. Sue'd taken to calling the unborn baby;
Troubl e sinmply because it had caused her so nuch.

Sue listened with half and ear as the gynaecol ogi st ranbl ed on about
taking tests and naki ng sure that she was prepared for the birth. Sue was past
the stage of caring, all she wanted was the baby born so she could carry on
with life and put the past behind her. The baby woul d al ways be a remni nder of
t hat unknown past but she thought she could cope with that.

Ambl i ng out of the nedical centre, a big nodern place with lots of gl ass
and polished nmetal, Sue was struck by how famliar it felt to her. She had
been there several tines by now of course but the feeling was nore than that,
as if she had been in another such building, a simlar place but not quite the
same. She ducked as a plane flew | ow overhead and took a suspicious | ook
around. Just what she was | ooking for Sue had no idea, somnething anyway.

|'"d better ring nom she decided as she pulled on the seatbelt, so she can
be on hand while the baby's born

Sue swung out onto the road, nmercifully free of traffic and slanmred the
brakes on. She'd added driving on the wong side of the road to her
i di osyncrasi es. Concentrate, she told herself as she swung across to the right
side of the road, after all you're driving for two now

VWil e she was driving hone it occurred to Sue that she was hungry and
that the nice ethnic restaurant like no other was just around the corner

Sue found the attractive waiter still in place who smled at her with an



odd greeting for a restaurateur.

"No wonder you chucked when you were here last time lady. You'll have to
bring the young fella in so we can help you wet his head," he added with a
chuckl e, a genuine display pleasure that Sue found sonehow reassuring.

"Wet the baby's head?" Did he mean a christening, was he sonme kind of
cel ebrant as wel|?

twel ve

"You had a good sleep."

"Eh?" Bruce | ooked around and found the girl sitting al ongside sniling at
hi m

"You had a good sleep, we're at |east halfway there now. "

"Ch bugger, I'd hoped to sleep the whole way," Bruce smniled back He
rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, yawned and rubbed a hand over the stubble on
his chin. He probably should nake the effort to have a shave he thought. On
the other hand he couldn't really be bothered. He thought he'd |like a snmoke to
but that was definitely out of the question.

"On holiday are you?" the girl asked.

"Yeah, what about yourself?"

"I"'moff on ny big trip, been planning it for nonths." She replied. "I'm
neeting a friend in a few weeks and we're going off towards Europe, England of
course and then back hone through G eece and I ndia probably. My nanes Carol
what's yours?"

Listening to the girl Bruce detected a hint of nervousness in her voice,
as if she were saying | don't really know what |I'mgoing to do or if ny friend
will actually turn up but 1'mgoing to enjoy nyself if it kills ne.

"Bruce," replied Bruce.

"What about yoursel f then Bruce?"

"Ch well I've got no real plans, |'ve got a few months and | plan to work
my way up the coast to see some friends."

"Ch that sounds neat," Carol said and they chatted away until eventually
she dozed off.

Bruce had brought along a book he'd nmeant to read for a while and read
until the flight attendant droned her blurb as the plane started it's descent.
"Pl ease have you travel docunentation ready when you di senbark," the
flight attendant droned |lethargically, as she had many tines before. She said

a few other things as well that Bruce didn't catch

Then the plane was on the tarmac and Bruce joined the general scranmble to
grab his hand |l uggage and join the queue to get off.

In the termnal Bruce ignored the no snoking signs plastered everywhere.

"Sir?" He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to find hinself
confronted by a huge black security guard.

I"msorry sir but you' re not allowed to snoke in here."

Bruce gave the guard a good | ook, noted his gun, rolled his eyes
theatrically, and decided not to argue.

"No worries mate." Bruce handed the astoni shed guard the cigarette and
stal ked off to the toilet to have a snmoke in peace.

Bruce brushed his teeth, left his designer stubble al one and had a few
swi gs of duty free whisky while he enjoyed his snmoke before joining a queue to
claimhis luggage fromthe carousal and then another to pass through
i mm gration. Then he was outside wondering what to do next.

Sinple, find sonewhere cheap to spend the night, but not too cheap he
deci ded.

"What are you doi ng now?" A subdued voi ce asked at his el bow.

Carol, laden down with a big pack stood there hesitantly.
"Um |I'mgoing to suss out a place to stay for a night or two."
"I need a place to stay as well," Carol said and expl ai ned that her

sister was going to neet her but at the last minute couldn't make it. |nstead



Carol was going to nmake her own way to where she lived over the next few days.
She al so | ooked as if now confronted by the enormty of a strange country,
travelling by herself wasn't such a good idea afterall

"You can tag along with me if you like." Bruce said half seriously and
was a little surprised by Carol's enthusiastic response. He wal ked over to a
bus stand cl aspi ng an acconmmodati on gui de, thinking strange things happen at
sea.

"Dorm tory or double roonf? The receptionist at the backpacker's hoste
asked.

Bruce wasn't about to sleep with a whole |oad of yahoo's grunting and
groaning all night and was prepared to pay for the privilege. Carol could do
what she |iked.

"Doubl e pl ease," he said handing over his youth hostel concession card.

"Ch New Zeaaal and," the receptionist gushed, "we sure get a lot of you
guys here. Enjoy your stay." She added handi ng over the key to his roomw th a
list of the house rules.

Bruce slung his bags over his shoul der and wandered al ong a corridor and
intoalift.

Carol stepped in behind him

"VWhat are you doi ng?" He asked.

"Well you paid for a room | thought | mght as well share it," she
replied with a nervous smle.

Bruce shrugged his shoulder's a little taken aback.

The roomwas snall, dom nated by the bed, but tidy and clean. Bruce
dunped his bags on the floor and | ooked around. H s eyes rested on Caro
standing hesitantly in the doorway and he realised how young and i nnocent she
| ooked.

A stab of guilt lanced Bruce's heart and he knew he wouldn't be able to
restrain hinmself fromtaking advantage of her

"OK," he said, "I don't know about you but | need a wash." Bruce opened
one of his bags took out a towel, sponge bag and a bat hrobe and headed for the
shower down the hall leaving Carol to arrange herself as she saw fit.

Fifteen minutes later feeling much refreshed and supplied with the
address of a decent |ocal eatery off an English tourist he'd met in the
bat hroom Bruce wandered back into the room He planned to have a wander
around, maybe have a drink somewhere, something to eat and then get an early
ni ght .

Carol had al so nanaged a shower as well and stood in front of the dresser
brushing her hair wapped in a towel. She turned as Bruce entered and Bruce's
eyes were drawn towards her breasts and then towards her barely covered
t hi ghs. He wanted desperately to reach out and touch them to run his hands
over the soft curves of her body, through her thick luxuriant hair. Wen Caro
didn't utter a word Bruce reached over and ki ssed her

She tasted fresh and sweet, and her |lips were as eager as his own, her
flesh firmbut yielding to his touch. Carol's towel slipped to the floor and
Bruce quickly shrugged off his robe and ran his hands over her body, cupping
her breasts and then pressing his |ips agai nst her nipples.

Bruce marvelled at they seened to swell and harden at his |ightest
touch. Carol gasped and pressed her |ower body against his and then tried to
hook a |l eg over his hips.

"Hey settle on woman!
| owered her to the bed.

Carol chuckled lustily, w ggled her bottom and w apped her arns around
Bruce's neck.

"Shoul dn't we?" Bruce began to ask but Carol put a finger to his lips to
silence him Wo cares about condonms anyway? Bruce thought as their bodies
nmerged into one.

Later as he lay awake staring at the ceiling of the dark stroking Carol's
hair gently as she lay in his arns it occurred to Bruce that this wasn't the
first occasion in recent times when he'd knocked off a woman totally

Bruce muttered agai nst her neck as he gently



unexpectedly. But who was the other one?

Bruce knew that he had done it, but he was struggling to renenber who.
Al he saw was a tangle of dark arms and |l egs. A black woman? He'd never
bonked a bl ack woman. Never even net one as far as he could recall. Bruce
hoped that it wasn't a bl ack bl oke.

Sunni ng hi nsel f outside his kennel Cop turned his nose up in disgust.
Bosses he thought, how conme they could run everything and be so stupid at the
same time? If | could walk on two | egs and talk boss talk 1'd rule everything
he thought. Cop wasn't quite sure what everything was and the wonders he'd
seen over the |ast few nmoons |eft hi mwondering whether his world, dom nated
by sheep and cattle was the world at all

He | ooked at the femal e boss, they weren't to far apart now and it | ooked
as if she were going to have pups and wanted the boss there. If the boss was
anything like hinmself he wouldn't care | ess about the pups. However the fenale
boss was another matter and Cop knew that the boss woul d never be happy unti
he found her again. Cop sighed and scratched at an itch that had been
annoyi ng him what dog could ever understand a boss?

Bruce and Carol stayed for several days at the hostel, enjoying each
other hungrily and seeing sone of the sights of the famous town. They rode on
the cabl e car, sanpled the restaurants at the Fisherman's Warf and generally
pl ayed the tourist part. But after a day or so Bruce felt as if invisible
t hreads were tugging at him wlling himaway, he began to feel that he should
be el sewhere. Even though he was enjoying hinmself a part of himwanted to be
away and with sonebody el se.

At first Bruce didn't try and explain hinself to Carol, but when he
menti oned that he should be nmoving al ong she sinply suggested that they both
travel up to her sister's place.

"I'"'msure she wouldn't mind."

Bruce was surprised at Carol's surprisingly tearful response

Carol's suggestion was certainly tenpting but surely she still wanted to
carry on with her own trip? Bruce had no intention of changing his plans for
her .

"Tell you what," he suggested, "let's go on to your sisters and then ||
be on my way and maybe | can catch up with you later on."

"Ck," Carol agreed alnpst reluctantly as if she realised that was as nuch
of a conmitnment she was going to get out of Bruce.

Carol was keen to hitch her way northwards. "Two of us should be safe
enough shoul dn't we?"

"From what? Drive by gunmen and casual robbers and rapists. You can
hitch if you like but 1'mgoing to rent a car." Bruce retorted. Sone people
just didn't have a clue he thought. Silly girl, sonetimes her conplete
i nnocence bordering on the inane made hi mwant to shout at her: "G ow up!" Her
cl oying clinginess was beginning to grate on him

Bruce was tenpted to tell Carol to buzz off though he knew that woul dn't
be fair. The problemwas that in the space of a few days she had gone fromthe
passenger in the seat bedside himto a partner who seemed reliant on himfor
total confort and support. Bruce didn't feel as if he needed or wanted that
at the nonent. It crossed his mnd that maybe Carol had suddenly deci ded that
t he prospect of her big trip away was just to nuch to conprehend and had
decided to latch onto himinstead.

Oh well, mght as well enjoy it while it lasts he thought sliding his
hand over her thigh, marvelling at how Carol's |legs spread to receive him at
his slightest touch. Perhaps that was part of the plan as well?

thirteen

Raele felt a little guilty as he gazed confortably at the plain. He knew



he shoul d have | ong since conpleted the tour of Skid that he had been enbarked
on before stopping at the organic plant.

He sipped on his beer and puffed contentedly on his agbar. Al around
himthe inhabitants of the organic plant that they still called Aotearoa, the
unusual nane that the of fworlder had bestowed, twi ttered happily, but
respectfully leaving himalone with his thoughts.

The Aotearoian's seened to accept himas their rightful |eader and
accorded himthe respect that befitted his stature. Though thisdidn't stop
t hem from goi ng about their own affairs pretty nuch as they pl eased.

Rael e had i mersed hinself in the affairs of the plant as just another
i nhabitant | earning howto tend the organic food and after a trip to the space
port to collect his crew had stayed put.

Amatm and the rest of the crew hadn't settled into their newlife as well
as he had. Not having experienced the destruction of the Skid they knew, they
still hankered for the old ways and had formed their own uncooperative clique
within the small comunity.

In the old days they would sinply have had them di sinfected or have them
deported to one of the re-education cadres for correction of their antisocial
tendenci es. That wasn't a valid option these days Rael e thought. Not |east as
according to the archives they would need every abl e-bodi ed Skidian to
participate in the priority objective of re- popul ating the planet.

The archives also told himthat this |latest disaster wasn't the first
time that Skid had been visited by a catastrophe that threatened to destroy
the greatest civilisation that had ever graced the universe. That such events
had occurred in the past served in Raele's nmind to confirmthat they were the
greatest civilisation in the known universe sinply because despite their
reverses they had al ways energed fromthese periodic crisis nore powerful and
sophi sticated than ever before.

Still Raele could see many probl ems | oomi ng, not |east Amatm and his
smal |l group that were |like a cancer eating away at the harmony that existed at
Aot earoa. The tenplate for the society that in his last notes to him Inel had
suggested he use for restoring Skid to it's fornmer glory.

Rael e had been studying fromafar the other communities that were slowy
devel opi ng around Skid. The Skidi ans who had stayed in or around the
i ndustrial conplexes were surviving quite well, though they still lived in
fear of what disaster would befall them next.

These Skidi ans were arm ng thensel ves agai nst unknown threats, would be
| eaders were tentatively trying to assert command functions to replace those
that were lost. Al of themwere waiting for soneone they recogni sed fromthe
ancient |egends to be resurrected and |l ead themto sal vati on. Rael e wondered
if he were the figure they expected. He surely had powers greater than their
puny weapons could counter and far nore power to assert his authority than he
had ever suspected.

Unl ess he did sonething soon, these relatively confortabl e groups would
enul ate the position of Amatm here at Aotearoa, unless he could bring them
into the fold he would have to excise them

There were ot her Skidians roam ng the planet, many making for the fringes
of the old cities after wandering through the wilderness living a hand to
nmout h exi stence as word spread that the cities were mracul ously being
rebuilt. Mst of these survivors lived in the hope that somehow |ike the
rebuilt cities their lives woul d once again becone the confortable existence
t hey had known and they could get on with their lives.

These waifs and stragglers were fromthe vast majority of Skidians that
had never had to do anything to justify their existence. They had sinply lived
out the allotted span of their years as untold nillions of Skidians had done
for generations before them

Rael e was sure that gradually these | ost souls could be gathered to
provi de the breeding stock on the organic plants that |Inel envisioned as the
basis for the next leap great leap in the Skidian civilisation

A civilisation based on Skidians earning rights not existing and



receiving as of right, one that controlled the technol ogy that had devel oped
over the generations and not one that was rul ed and overtaken by it's
mul titude of achi evenents.

Rael e wonder ed about the Skidians who had nade Skid what it had becone.
Whil e there were those who survived that could operate Skid' s technology with
the aid of the service crews. W had, or how had the service crews had been
established in the first place? It was as if the infrastructure for the
t echnol ogi cal devel oprment of Skid had al ways been there and regul ated itself
with mnimal Skidian input. Surely at sonetinme in the past Skidians had
devel oped this technol ogy thensel ves? Rael e hoped so, otherw se who, or what
had?

The cities would remain nostly enpty while the popul ace |l earnt to work
for a living, gained the sort of training and skills that had al ways been
reserved for those that had the right genetic profiles while the rest of the
popul ati on had existed as a supply of mndl ess drones, sinply existing.

Real |y, he thought, nost Skidians had lived with little nore rights than
the Cel cions for exanple. Skid had enslaved the Cel cions for generations by
depriving them of any technol ogy that would allow themto even feed
t hensel ves.

Rael e wondered how t he Cel cions were getting on w thout the regul ar
shi pnents of food and other material from Skid. He knew fromhis recent visit
that a fair nunber of themstill survived. However fromwhat he could see
fromthe information he could sift through at his conmand consol e Rael e was
| earning that survival was a relative concept.

There was a big difference between the alnost idyllic life around
Aot earoa and the lives of those trying to eke out an exi stence by scavengi ng
in the wilderness and those cooped up in the industrial conplexes that were
evolving into prisons.

Rael e finished his beer with a single gulp. In nmoments a full glass
repl aced the enpty one. Mstril, the conforter he had used whil e aboard the
patrol craft, of all the crew seemed to have settled into the new world of
Aot earoa effortlessly. Raele had a sneaking suspicion that her attentativeness
wasn't w thout reason, apart fromanything el se he was the chief mati of Skid
for the moment and with the [ack of any suitable consorts it probably wasn't a
bad bet that she could beconme the vessel for his heirs.

There were ot her options Raele knew, nore likely vessels, with better
| i neage, not just at Aotearoa but el sewhere around the planet. Cbviously aware
of his own nortality while he was conpiling the nmessages he had left to his
son, Inel had urged himto make sure that he make the production of offspring
a priority.

Nobody knew it yet but Rael e had ceased the addition of the
contraceptives to all synfood products. Soon fenal es woul d becone pregnant and
the communities around Skid would not only have to concern thensel ves with how
to deal with offspring but with the birthings thenselves. There would be no
nor e prepackaged adol escents ready to enter Skidian society as there had been
in the past, Skidians would be responsible for the production and devel opnent
of their own offspring.

Rael e didn't understand the full inplications of that but he realised
that he would have to begin to |l et others have access to his database so that
at |least they would have some idea of what to expect.

In the old days this woul d have been an unthi nkabl e act, naking
i nformati on available on anything to any but the ruling classes. Access to
information and the ability to use it was the main threat to the continuance
of the Skidian way. But today there were physcians remaining and if the
Ski dian way was to remain in any formor other, then Skidians had to know how
to go about rebuilding, if not creating a civilisation. The task was certainly
beyond one Ski di an.

That's sonething he could do for the Skidians here he thought, inport
some nedi cal experts. There were one or two that survived wandering about the
wi | derness and a few nore in each of the industrial conplexes.



Despite the presence of people all around himand their chatter Raele
couldn't get over the quiet, the stillness of the wilderness.

Al ways, except when on patrol nissions he had been surrounded by the
hustl e and bustle, the never ceasing barely audible murrmur of nillions of
ot her Ski di ans goi ng about their business. At Aotearoa, especially in the
early nmorning or evening there was nothing, just the occasional call from one
of the ivops down on the plain and the noise the wind made rustling through
the I arge organic structures around the house.

Rael e had quickly conme to realise that the reason why the wil derness had
al ways seened so awesone was the |lack of noise and it's very enptiness.
Apparent enptiness for Raele now knew that it had never been enpty. There was
nothing to fear out here at all

"When are we going to return to Sietnuoc?" Amatm demanded angrily. Raele
hadn't seen hi m approach and had barely registered the sudden silence that had
settled around him

Rael e turned to | ook at Amat m and found hinmsel f | ooking at a dazi erwogga,
anot her unarned dazi erwogga. Skidians |ike Amatm sinmply expected everything
t hey picked up to work. Poor fool, Raele thought. At |east you have given ne
means to get rid of you that won't alienate the others here.

After making sure that his own dazi erwogga was arnmed and ready in it's
sheat h, staring unconcernedly up at Amatm Raele ran through his options. He
had to get rid of Amatm now or he was sinply allowing a rebellion of sorts to
fester, one which would quickly get beyond his ability to control

Rael e wat ched with gri manmusenent as the hand that held the dazi erwgga
began to waver, Amatm obvi ously expected himto accede i nmedi ately. But as he
had remai ned silent and outwardly unconcerned, Amatn s confusion was grow ng.

The ot her crew nmenbers fromthe patrol ship who had enthusiastically
followed Amatmto this point now nervously backed away | eavi ng Amat m by
hi nmsel f.

"W want to return to Sietnuoc now, the wlderness and living |like
primtive peoples is no place for Skidians." He added in a quavering high
pitched voice, as if he suddenly didn't have the courage of his convictions
and realised that whatever support he m ght have believed he had, had
evapor at ed.

Rael e had sone adnmiration for Amatm he was the type of Skidian that Ine
suggested he gather about him deternmined, with a high intelligence quotient
and marked i ndependent tendencies.

Rael e had checked his profile and realised that Inel had specially
selected the crew for his last mssion. Unfortunately for Amatm his mgjor
failing was his conservatism unlike nost of the others at Aotearoa he didn't
want to change, couldn't understand that the Skid he'd al ways known had
changed ireccovably.

Oh well the profiles had never been an infallible tool

"W are not going to return to Sietnuoc and live the old ways for a |ong
time, if ever Amatm" Raele said calmy, naking his feelings known publicly
for the first tine.

He heard grunts of approval fromsone quarters and a shuffling as the key
menbers of the Aotearoian comunity began to flank his seat, according himthe
honour of openly accepting his | eadership in a way they never had before.

"You want to give up these unknown freedons, a life that has purpose and
prom se, for the life you used to lead in Sietnuoc Amat n?" Rael e asked.

"OfF course," Amatmreplied fiercely," who wants to live like the
primtive beasts we tend down there," he pointed towards the plain.

The hand hol di ng the dazi erwogga shook even nore as Amat m becane nore
agitated, as he realised he was fighting a lonely, losing battle.

"What freedons do we have?" Amatm denmanded.

"You have the freedomto go," Rael e suggested, waving vaguely at the
wi | der ness.

"You cannot do that!" Amatm screaned shrilly as Raele ritualistically
cast himout. "I"Il kill you first."



"You have a choice Amatm" Rael e began setting an unheard of precedent,
"either | eave now and wander forever," which was as good as signing his death
warrant. "Or kill me now " Raele said knowing that even if he tried Amatm
couldn't possibly do so.

Rael e wat ched the indecision in Amatm s face as he grappled with enotions
t hat generations of programm ng had | ong suppressed.

Raele didn't want to disinfect him he wanted Amatmto wander off into
t he darkness and sinply die as was the usual way when a Skidian was cast out.
But he kept his finger on the trigger of his dazierwogga just in case.

Rael e was al so conscious that winning this confrontation would reinforce
his | eadership position. It would be a long while before anyone at Aotearoa
sought to stand up to himif he ruthlessly dealt wi th Amatm now.

He wat ched Amatm s knuckles tighten on the grip of the dazi erwogga and
fired, suddenly tired by Amatm s indeci si on and despi sing the weakness of his
convi cti ons.

The sudden conversion of what had micro seconds before been a Skidian to
a small hot glowing pile of ash stunned the crowd. Few Ski di ans had ever seen
such a thing. The disinfection of a fell ow Skidian always struck Raele as a
little sad. But often there was no other way as had been the case here, to
root out a disruptive influence on society.

As had al ways been the case when he had disinfected Raele felt the need
for a female, as if he could somehow put things to rights in the act of
creating a new life. Tonorrow, with new found confidence due to his handling
of the confrontation with Amatm and the reaction of the rest of the Skidians
he woul d begin his work to bring the rest of what remai ned of Skid under his
domai n.

For the nonent though he accepted the agbar cerenonially offered to him
and stuck it in his nostril. For the first time since his arrival an attentive
subj ect produced the glowing nmetal taper to light it for him

fourteen

Bruce knew he didn't need a good excuse not to stick around |onger than
absol utely necessary when he nmet Carol's brother in law. Bruce didn't like the
| ook of himone bit. He was one of those supercilious superior bastards that
said he was a real estate devel oper, but was nerely not a very good buil der
who had, had a run of luck fromwhat little Bruce saw of his work.

H s effortl ess good | ooks, pristine inmge and holier than thou
sanctinonious attitude irritated Bruce fromthe nonent that he wal ked through
t he door and shook the man's hand. In his opinion Carol's sister wasn't rmnuch
of an inprovenment and he began to wonder how such a sweet woman coul d have
such a bitch for a sister

But they seened fairly close and at least Carol's sister didn't try to
denean himas nuch as her husband tried to.

Bruce's first inclination was to give the wanker a punch in the head. Not
that he thought that would be a particularly diplomatic action. It would
sinmply have given hima bit of satisfaction, but there was nore than one way
to skin a cat.

The brother in | aw seened to feel he had to prove who was the better man
and kept on baiting and chall enging Bruce to various petty and childish tests
of manhood. Wat did he have to prove, why the conpetition? Wiat was his
probl en? Maybe Bruce's inpression of the man was too apparent?

Eventual | y havi ng achi eved sone sort of psychol ogi cal dom nance over
Bruce or so he thought, John the brother in law, invited himto his health
club in order to overwhel mwith his physical prowess and prove who was the
better man once and for all

After all a man that had served his country with distinction in the US
Marine Corp., the toughest fighting force in any nmans' arny should have no
probl ems thrashing sone hick farnmer froma country he'd never heard of unti



he had nmet his wfe.

"Play squash?" He asked superciliously as Bruce stepped out of the car
and headed for the sign that said: bar

"Not much lately," replied the New Zeal and juni or chanpi on of nineteen
ei ghty and sonet hi ng.

"Woul d you like a quick game then?"

"Now? | wouldn't mind actually, mght blow a few cobwebs away. But
don't have any gear." Bruce thought he m ght be able to whack John over the
head or sonething while they were playing and shut himup for a while.

"I can sort that out if you like." John replied, struggling under the
wei ght of flash gear bag that just happened to be in the boot.

"ok,

John wasn't going to make things easy for Bruce and before he had hardly
scored a point John had wapped up the first gane.

"I haven't played in a while." Bruce wheezed | eani ng agai nst the wall
bet ween ganes trying to get his breath back and vowi ng for the unpteenth tine
to give up snoking.

The second gane was a | ot closer, Bruce only lost by a point this tine
and John had to fight hard for that. Bruce had got his second wi nd and deci ded
that if it killed himhe was going to teach the snart bastard a | esson he'd
never forget.

Bruce was all warmed up and the cobwebs were being swatted away with each
furious swi pe of the racket.

"Sure you want to carry on?"

"Shut up and serve smartarse." Bruce grunted between gasps.

"Tutut. Tenper tenper,"” John | aughed and served.

Bruce attacked the ball and bounded into mid court ready for the return
He took a mighty swipe at the return but at the |ast nmoment delicately placed
it in the corner just above the tin where John had no chance of reaching it.

"Very clever Bruce, think you can do it agai n?" But Bruce was already
serving for the next point.

"Wasn't ready." John protested.

He wasn't either which was just the opening Bruce was waiting for. Bruce
stal ked across the court waving his racket at John

"Now | ook here shithead, if it was ok for you to pull a few fast ones'
it's ok for me. Conplain again and 1'll punch you in the neck." Wth that
Bruce turned and served before John had a chance to respond and pronptly won
the next two sets.

But in the fifth Bruce knew he was beaten, he just didn't have the w nd
to conpete and at eight six down he knew he had to do something drastic if he
were going to wn.

He took the pace off John's serve and deftly tucked it into the corner
John raced in sensing that all Bruce needed to get back into the game was a
few quick points. Bruce didn't even need to give John the planned kick as John
slipped on a danp patch and cannoned nose first into the wall.

John got up holding his nose froma which a thin trickle of blood flowed.

"“I'"'m bl eeding," he whined as the bell that rang to end their court tine.

Bruce grinned reached for a towel and then in no uncertain ternms, with a
great deal of satisfaction, told John to fuck up

It was customary for John to stay and have a beer with his victinms after
the on court demolitions that he seened to get his kicks from It was a custom
that didn't find disfavour with Bruce.

John's fellow club nmenbers had enjoyed wat ching himget his coneuppance
on the squash court and soon dragged Bruce away into their own conversations
| eavi ng John by hinself, muttering darkly into his drinks.

"W're going," He spluttered thickly after sonetine.

"k, see youse fulla's again." Bruce said waving to his new acquai nt ances
as he followed John out to the car

Bruce took John's keys away after watching himprod a fewtinmes at the
door lock nmuch to John's disgust.



By the time the two of them had returned to the house John was |oudly
accusi ng Bruce of purposely running himinto the wall. The exertion caused by
voi cing his outrage made his nose start to bl eed again.

Bruce knew he'd outstayed his wel cone, which was a pretty good effort
seei ng as though he'd only been there a few hours.

From the | ooks Carol gave himhe thought she m ght have outstayed her's
as well and said as nuch as they were getting ready for dinner

"W were never really close." Carol said. "I knew sonething was w ong
when she said she couldn't neet me at the airport.™

"Ch well not to worry, we can head off in the norning." Bruce said
wi t hout thinking. Then cursed hinself for forgetting that he really wanted to
head of f by hinsel f.

"What about the friend you were meeting?" He asked, "weren't you pl anning
on neeting here?"

"She's not conming either." Carol replied with a sob. "This whole trip's
turning into a conplete disaster."

That was one way of looking at it, though Bruce couldn't see much point
in crying about it. There was nothing stopping Carol carrying on by herself.

On the other hand he had noticed that she wasn't particularly
i ndependent, sonetinmes Bruce felt that he couldn't even go to the toil et
wi t hout Carol fretting.

Carol's sister appeared in the bedroom doorway and gave the two of thema
di sapproving frown. Bruce wasn't sure whether she just disproved of himor him
and Carol .

"Dinner is ready," she said icily.

"Thanks." Bruce replied, "we'll be down in a mnute."

Di nner was a subdued affair, John and his wife were merely going through
the nmotions with their hospitality, Carol hardly said a word. Bruce didn't |et
t he atnosphere trouble him He felt quite cheerful, a difficult evening was a
fair price to pay for a decent free nights' sleep and he'd really enjoyed
bri ngi ng John down a peg or too.

He didn't respond to John's continual flow of insults and gripped Carol's
hand reassuringly when her sister made a few particularly nasty coments.

Bruce couldn't understand the acrinony, Carol was famly after all and he
had made it quite plain that he only intended staying the night. But neither
of them had nade the slightest effort at being cordial. Mist be one weird
fam |y Bruce thought, and | thought m ne was bad enough

After a while though, Bruce just couldn't resist nmaking a few digs of his
own, he had nothing to |ose.

"This food tastes |ike dog shit." He said and had the satisfaction of
wat chi ng John's jaw drop and a nouthful of potato tumble out onto the table.
Carol's sister imedi ately broke into tears and fled the room she'd obviously
had enough of sonet hi ng.

Carol's face turned red as she tried to suppress a giggle.

Bruce stabbed a piece of meat on his fork and sniffed, grimacing as if it
was terribly offensive rather than a choice chunk of steak

"What do you think Carol? " He asked brandishing the fork in her face. "I
don't think i can eat anynore of this shit."

But Carol was alnobst in hysterics and couldn't reply as she wat ched John
scrape up the potato that had fallen out of his mouth. Bruce watched John's
mout h open and shut slowy as he tried to say sonething.

"How dare you!" He managed after a few nonents

"What are you tal king about? You've been such an arsehole all night that
| thought it was acceptabl e behavi our around here."

"Don't take that attitude with ne you comm e bastard!" John yelled at the
top of his voice, "we don't stand for the |ikes of you around here."

"At least I'mnot a dickhead Iike you shit for brains." Bruce retorted
rising fromthe table and having the satisfaction of watching John shy away
fromhim

Bruce felt a little silly, he'd should ve just ignored the twit and left,



with or without Carol. Baiting John and his wife in the end hadn't even been
fun. It was tine to go, apart fromthe events of the day the insistent naggi ng
i dea that he should be on his way north was upon himagain. He hurried up to
the room he was sharing and felt his shadow cl ose behi nd.

"Are we | eaving tonight?" She asked.

"Well | think 1'd better don't you?"

"And | eave nme here by mnysel f?"

Bruce decided that wasn't such a good idea under the circunstances.

"Do you think it would be a good idea to ask for the | end of a car?"

"Well ny sister might lend us her's for a few days just to get rid of
us." Carol |aughed and skipped off down the stairs.

She was back a few minutes |ater dangling a set of keys just as John
started ranting at his wfe.

"She really wanted to come with us but |I told her that wouldn't be a good
idea," said Carol who then turned sonmewhat alarnmed as she heard her sister
scream

Bruce ran down the stairs, if there was one thing he couldn't stand; that
was men beating up on their w ves.

VWhat he found stunned himfor a noment and then caused himto collapse in
hysterics.

Wves' beating up on their husbands was a different matter. John was
curled up on the ground, moaning, clutching at his nether regions. Hs wife
stood over himwith a foot on his chest like a triunphant amazon, her chest
heavi ng, her face weathed in a triunphant snile

"He won't be any nore trouble." She said recognizing her woul d be
chanpi on for what he was and thanking him "feel free to stay the night if you
want . "

fifteen

Sue groaned and cursed the absent and unknown father of her child as
anot her painfull spasmripped through her |ower body. The gynaecol ogi st had
been right, her | abour pains had started just three days after her visit.

She was al one bar the midwi fe, the doctor was on his way but the mdwfe
seened to fully expect that the baby would be born well before he arrived. She
had a conpetent air, an air that didn't nake Sue feel any easier. Fromthe
books she'd bought on child birth and all the novies where normality suddenly
becanme tragedy she knew t hat anything could go wong. Lately, anything that
did happen to her did go wong. At that nmonent she didn't care, all she wanted
was for the baby to be born and an end to the pain.

"Push, gently now." The nmidw fe said gently.

"What the hell do you think I'm doing?" Sue screaned.

"There | ook, he's com ng, push again."

Sue felt the Mdw fe's hands between her crudely spread | egs and felt
somet hing el se give inside her. Just like on tel evision she thought, except on
tel evision there was no pain, pain so intense that Sue wondered how any wonan
in her right mnd woul d consider having any children, let alone a whole tribe
of them

Suddenly there was a spasm of agony nuch worse than she had experienced
in the last few hours acconpani ed by a tearing sensation

"What's goi ng on?" Sue asked seeing the grin on the mdw fe's face
| ooki ng down at the bl oody ness between her | egs as she put sonmething a towel.

The nmidwi fe held the swaddl ed shape up for Sue to see.

"What's that?" she asked.

"A beautiful baby boy."

Sue watched the midw fe cut the umbilical cord with a pair of scissors
and then rub nost of the rmucus and bl ood fromthe tiny body.

“Can | hold hinP" Sue sighed relieved at the baby's outward nornality,
relieved that it was all over at last. Relief anyway.



"Here you are dear." Said the mdw fe handing over the small bundle.

Sue and rested hi magai nst her breast guiding his tiny nouth towards a
ni ppl e. She | ooked her baby over and was relieved to note that he appeared to
have all his fingers and toes. Though he looked a little pale, though his hair
was thick and dark. But his skin was nowhere near as dark as her own. That's a

bit odd she thought, looking at the winkled little face still damp and
slightly red fromthe its passage from her wonb.
Then the baby opened it's eyes which had been tightly closed till now to

have a | ook at this strange new worl d.

Hi s nother screaned which wasn't quite the wel cone that one would expect,
not that the baby cared nuch one way or another as it tried to come to grips
with his new environment.

"It can't be mine, there nmust be sonme sort of m stake!"

The midwi fe who was used to distraught nothers tried to soothe Sue.

"There, there. O course the he's yours, a very nice little chap he is
too."

"But he's got blue eyes!"

"Lots of babies have blue eyes and light hair like this little one.™

"But I'm. . ." Sue didn't conplete the sentence and | apsed into silence
for a few nonents.

She thought about it for a monent. OF course the baby was hers. It was
i mpossible for it to be otherw se.

She | ooked again for a glinpse of his eyes but they remained firmy shut.

"Shall | call the father in?" The mdw fe asked.

"No, he's not here. He's ah overseas." Sue lied. "This one cane a bit
sooner than expected." Sue didn't see nuch point in changing the story that
her parents had accepted, if not believed.

VWhat woul d they think when they saw the baby. An illegitimte child was
one thing, but an off white illegitimte one?

Sue didn't know how they would react to that, her father had sone
pecul i ar ideas about racial purity which was one reason why she hadn't kept on
at their church where he got these ideas after she'd left hone.

"But you could let nmy nother in, she's waiting outside.” Mght as well
get that over with as soon as possible. "N. . ." Sue was about to stop the
m dwi fe and then decided nore matter of factly than she woul d have thought
possi bl e that she mght as well get it over with. The nmidw fe hadn't even
broken her stride. No doubt she was used to distressed new nothers.

Sue's nother wore a radiant snile as she came through the door. The
prospect of seeing another grandchild, even if not the first and not
| egiti mate was somet hing she | ooked forward to.

Sue wat ched her not her approach the bed, appraising the little nativity
scene. The quickly re-freshed nother, the baby wapped in a clean towel at her
breast. She saw her nother stop and do a double take and then clutch the
headboard for support.

The babi es undoubted illegitimcy and her daughter's sluttish behavi our
could be forgiven, if not forgotten. But this? It was the ultimate insult, her
daughter had | et sonme white trash boy take advantage of her

Sue's nother had a guilty start. There had been a time before she had net
her husband that she had all but sinned with a white nman and he hadn't been
trash, well not then anyway.

"I haven't thought of himin years,' she thought guiltily, the expression
on her daughter's face sham ng her

"Hell o dear," she said as if she neant it.

Sue held out her baby and was pleased to see that whatever her nother
felt about the colour of his skin she couldn't resist holding her first
gr andson.

"What are you going to name hi mdear?" She asked as the thrill of the
child overcone any other enotion for the nmonent.

"Bruce." Sue exclainmed drowsily, a bit of a disappointnment to her nother
She had hoped that Sue m ght choose one of her own or her husband's famly



nanes. Rufus Junior had a nice ring to it she thought. Maybe Rufus B C arke
Junior, yes that did have a nice ring to it she thought.

She | ooked at the baby which was trying to see past the skin and hair
colour and the eyes. W obviously aren't as nigger as we thought, nust be sone
white massa there somewhere in the background for this little one to be so
pal e.

Sue watched her nother glare at her baby, then watched her expression
soften sonewhat. But why Bruce? That's a bloody awful nane. |'m sure nom has
an idea, naming it after her father perhaps m ght soften the bl ow of the
evi dence of her bad behaviour. Even if she couldn't remenber being bad. This
tine at |east.

VWhat was it about the nanme Bruce that had nmade her suggest it as a
possi bl e name for her child? Before she had spoken, she had been considering
nanes, she hadn't given the idea of namng the child once it was born nuch at
all, that was the | east of her worries.

There was a book at hone, nmore than one listing endl ess possible nanes
for children. Sue had been aghast at some of them who in their right mnd
woul d bestow a name |ike Saffron or Moonbeam or sonething el se equally as
wei rd and inmediately start the poor kid off on the back foot.

Sue al so had books on child rearing and baby care, sex after child birth.
Not much need for that really. But she had barely begun shopping for the baby
before her mother had arrived a few days previously. If her nother hadn't of
cone no doubt she still wouldn't have nappies, baby clothes and bottles, a
bassi net and all the other things that needed to be bought for the baby.

Her credit cards had taken one hell of a beating and Hal on one of his
regul ar calls had nade noi ses about the liquidity of the Travel agency with
all her recent spending.

Fuck Hal she thought, relishing the silent use of the obscenity, and how
aptly it described the way she felt.

FUCK the father well. If he ever turns up, | don't know what I'Il do to
him The effort of thinking about what she night do al nost exhausted her

Her not her watched Sue's eyes droop, blink a few tines and then suddenly
cl ose for good.

Poor thing, she thought and satisfied that the baby wasn't in i mediate
need of feeding put it in the bassinet by the bed and quietly left the room

She thought about what she would do to the father if he turned up. But
her inmedi ate concern was what to tell her husband about the boy. He woul d be
wai ting by the phone to hear the good news.

Waiting for the news was al so a good excuse to stay glued to the
television with a bottle of softdrink and a bow of popcorn beside himinstead
of doi ng somet hing useful Iike nowing the awn or washing the car. She knew
her husband had a secret fantasy that the father mi ght be one of his footbal
heros. A basketball or baseball player for second preference. Howto tell him
that the neither was |ikely?

He woul d have to accept that his daughter had strayed badly and learn to
forgive. Not that Sue's straying neant that she had to tell himeverything
strai ght away, he hadn't yet come to terms with the fact that his daughter had
strayed so badly.

He was also suffering in his owm way for he had sought the advice and
gui dance of their pastor who on hearing the news had pronmptly begun to
publicly voice doubts about brother Rufus's suitability to hold church
of fi ces.

Losing his position in the church m ght be a bl ow from whi ch he woul d
never recover. Having to retire had been bad enough, losing the roles that he
had devel oped to fill the yawning gap left by not having to work again m ght
be the end of him

Sally darke was normally a m|d mannered woman who always tried to see
the best in people. But standing in the corridor outside her daughters room
if the child' s father had been present she would have throttled him

The birth had the potential to destroy her life and all she held dear



She al so knew in that monment it wasn't the baby's fault for being born, Sue's
for that matter or even the father's, god rot his soul. She would nurture the
baby as she woul d one of her own.

How everyone el se would react and the shame that they as a famly would
be forced to bear in order to make everyone el se feel righteous and pure woul d
be the heavi est burden to bear

The absent father was a different story, she'd wing his neck if she ever
got the chance. How dare he do this to then

Sally O arke found a phone and dialled her husband to i nform himhe now
had a grandson. The excitenment in his voice convinced her not to disclose the
rest of the details of the child other than both nother and child were well.
There woul d be tine enough for that out later, besides as his sight was no
| onger the best he might not notice anything amiss until it was too |late.

Though she was exhausted fromthe birth Sue dozed fitfully. She was
di sturbed by visions of the man figure she thought m ght be god. She al so got
up several tines to check on the baby, he was such a quiet soul that she
t hought he m ght have stopped breathing. Sue was quite paranoid about the baby
suddenly dyi ng on her. Everything about her pregnancy hadn't gone to plan from
t he unknown conception through to the full term though apparently premature
birth. Anything could and probably woul d happen she thought as she saw her
nmot her slip back into the room Soon doctors and nurses woul d be fussing over
her and the specialist would no doubt want to take tests to figure out why she
had given birth so soon. She dozed off only to awaken again after what seened
to be several mnutes to find her nmother arguing with someone.

There was sonet hing odd about the man, he held a little square box in
front of her nother's face and was rattling on hardly giving her a chance to
speak.

"The public has a right to know, Ms ah, you' re the nother right?"

"Yes, now. . . "

"Qur paper will pay good noney for an exclusive interview, |ots of baby
clothes, a slot on sone high profile talk show, the skies the linmt."

"Ah | ook she's waking up." The man had turned to | ook at Sue.

Sue cl anped her eyes firmy shut and wi shed the man woul d just go away,
not understandi ng or caring what was goi ng on.

"Young man," Sue heard her nother say firmy,"there's a security guard
down the hall, if you don't leave imediately I'I1. "
"You woul dn't do that would you, I"'monly trying to make a living you

know." The man was changi ng tack, hustling, trying to pierce Sally C arke's
form dabl e defence's.

"Peddl ing scandal and lies in some trashy tabloid?" Sally Carke retorted
hot | y.

“I"1l have you know madam t hat our publication has the hi ghest |evel of
editorial integrity in the land and is read by thirty mllion Anericans every
week!"

"Trash!"

"No madam we do not print trash, only carefully researched hunman interest
stories and such material that we think the public has a right to know. "

"So what does the public need to know about ny daughter?"

"W have it on good authority that your daughter slept with an alien."

"What ! "

Sue sat bolt upright in the bed stunned by the accusation and the w nd
was taken out of her nother's sails. Sue watched her visibly sag, al nost
crunple to the ground and then after a noment straighten again holding the
partially open door for support.

"Cet out!" She screeched at the top of her voice. "Get out of here this
i nstant, how dare you make such obscene accusations about ny daughter!"

Bef ore Sue had a chance to react, her mother was trying to shut the door
on the reporter to force himout of the room She also heard the sound of
rapi dly approaching footsteps in the corridor

The door burst open and a man brandi shing a | arge, heavy revolver in one



hand and a card in the other burst into the room

Just like on the novies Sue thought as she dropped back and drew t he
bedcovers over her head.

"Freeze!" He yelled at the top of his voice. "Everybody down!" The
conmmand was superfluous as both the reporter and Sally O arke were on the
ground. Then to cap it all off the baby started how ing.

"FBlI," the man with the gun yelled a little less |oudly.

"Are we a police state, this is police brutality." The reporter was the
first to regain his wits. He was already barking into his small tape deck
while the FBI agent was still darting anxious |ooks around the roomtrying to
wor k out what was happeni ng.

"G ve that here." The agent said holding out his hand for the tape deck

VWen the reporter said:" You can't do that." The agent replied, "Yes I
can." He took the recorder and handed it to another man who had appeared in
t he doorway.

"You can't do that." The reporter insisted again.

"I just did," The agent replied, whipping out a set of handcuff's and
before the reporter knew what was happeni ng, cuffed both hands behind his
back.

"Take himaway," He said after listening to a few nonents invective "and

lock himup with the other nutters.”

"Wait till we print this outrage," the reporter yelled at the top of his
voi ce as the second agent dragged him screaming fromthe room "You'll w sh
you' d never been born."

"So will you when we've finished with you," the first agent called after

his retreating figure

Sue pushed the covers back and reached out for the baby to try and soothe
it. She was in tinme to watch the FBI agent slip his revolver back into it's
hol ster and reach out to help her nother to her feet. He | ooked a lot |ess
intimdating, a child with a dangerous toy Sue thought as he sm | ed sheepishly
at them

VWi |l e she made cooi ng noi ses and held the baby to her breast Sue tried to
appear unconcerned at the reporter's accusations. How had he found out?

Were the agents here to arrest her or keep an eye on her?

"I"'msorry we had to disturb you ladies." He said. "But we're guarding a
speci al patient down the corridor."

Just as well he didn't have a gun, Sue said to herself alittle relieved
that she wasn't the one that the FBI were interested in. Unless of course she
was and the agent sinply wasn't letting on

"Why don't you stick himsomewhere el se instead of putting my daughter in
danger," Sally d arke insisted having regai ned her conposure.

"I"'mnot at liberty to say madam " the agent responded trying not to
wat ch Sue suckl e her baby.

"Well what are you at liberty to say young nan?"

"Not hi ng madam except that you are quite safe.”

"Hah!" Sally C arke snorted, "Who do you think you' re kidding sonny? You
can't even keep a reporter out of here."

"Yes madam well | rnust be off | adies, please stay away fromthe far end
of the corridor if you haven't already been informed," the agent told them
backi ng out of the room

They hadn't been inforned of course, another stuff up of were they, she,
the object of their interest?

si xt een

Rael e returned to Sietnuoc to pick up a longer range patrol ship. He
liked the idea of being able to go anywhere in the known universe at a nonents
notice. Being in charge nust have sone perks afterall

At Sietnuoc's space port he found the patrol ship that he had used to



return the offworlders to their planet all serviced and waiting for him

Rael e had hal f expected to find, half hoped really, that other patrol
craft had returned. Fellow pilots, used to enploying a little initiative, the
cream of what remmi ned of the Skidian technocracy were the sort of Skidians he
needed to help rebuild Skid.

Skid had been a world where adm ssion to the ranks of the technocracy was
a jealously guarded privilege. Skidian society worked so well because nost of
t he popul ation not only knew nothing, they didn't know how to do anyt hi ng
except live fromday to day either

Rael e found the space port as enpty as he had found it on his arrival.
Even nore unfortunately, once he clinbed aboard the patrol craft and taken off
he found that the service crew had nmade a few nodifications to the auto pil ot
when he tried to enter his the coordinates for his intended destination
Nornmal Iy the probl em woul d have been picked up and rectified by the
supervi sor. But there was no supervi sor anynore. Rael e wondered what el se
around Skid m ght not be as it seened after a service crew had worked on it
wi t hout supervi sion.

Rael e wasn't too concerned about the auto pilot system After all he had
plenty of time and no distractions to correct the problem it was a |ong way
back to the of fworl ders' planet.

Later, panels, nodules, and fasteners strewn across the floor
repl acenent nodul es stacked al ongsi de a di agnostics and repair kit Rael e had
to admt that he was beat. Somehow the service crew had placed an override on
t he out bound navsystem Until he worked out what they had done he coul dn't
alter the patrol craft's course. If he couldn't discover a way to circument
it then it |looked as if he were | ocked into a course back to the of fworlders
pl anet .

Rael e tried punching in a Skidian bound course and saw it entered in the
priority schedule. He hoped this nmeant the patrol ship would set course for
Skid after it conpleted it's program \Vhich was? The log said a routine
patrol of carbon based planet 100083L. The schedul e al so noted that he had
full manual control so Raele didn't have a lot of faith in the log

Throughout the trip Raele tried to bypass the override w thout success,
despite al nost rebuil ding the whole systemfrom scratch so he could nmanual |y
pilot the craft. As he got closer to the of fworlder's planet he began to
wonder what the service crews had programed for him Mre inportantly whether
t he program woul d return nmanual control of the craft to himonce he got close
to the planet in case evasive action was necessary.

Rael e hoped so. He didn't really | ook forward to waiting on the pl anet
for a rescue crew without a 'confortor 'if something went wong. He really
shoul d have brought one along just in case he thought.

Too late, he was alnost there. Raele felt the patrol craft begin
decelerating as it passed the planets single noon and nmade the default
approach. He watched the planet grow | arger on the screen and noted not for
the first time it's superficial simlarity to his own planet.

G ve thema few thousand nore years and they m ght be where Skid is he
t hought, renmenbering the prinmtive nature of the offworlders. He'd inspected
the craft they'd left on their moon, or intercepted in space and wondered how
t hey had nanaged to get so far with them He also knew that all kinds of
debris, primtive expended fuel packs, satellites and other space junk orbited
t he pl anet.

Wy don't they clean it up? He wondered, could they? What race in their
right mnd woul d advertise their lack of concern for their environnent the way
these of fworl der's did?

A warning light began to flash. Raele scanned the read out on the screen
and saw a shape alnost directly in front of himrapidly growing | arger and
larger. One of their patrol ships, space shuttles they called them Craft that
were only able to orbit the planet at fairly low altitudes, hardly worth the
tag of space craft at all he decided with a superior grin.

Rael e had encountered these shuttles before at a distance, always he was



able to steer well clear of themand rely on his own ship's cloaking devices
to avoid detection. This time he had no control over the ship but stil
expected it to veer away, |eaving the unarned shuttle to continue it's way
conpl etely unaware of his presence.

This time however his craft didn't change course and the shuttle grew
| arger and | arger on the screen. Raele becane a little concerned. What was
goi ng on here, what had the service crew done to his patrol craft?

He gl anced at the schedul e again, the preprogramed patrol would be
conplete within mnutes. Just enough tine to orbit the planet once at a | ow
altitude and then it would be away again, released to his control. Raele hoped
S0 anyway.

Rael e wat ched as their approach velocities slowed, cloaking devices or
not the people aboard the shuttle couldn't help but see himout their w ndows
now. The commruni cati ons channel scrolling through all possible frequencies
suddenly opened between the two craft so Raele could listen to the frantic
conversations both on board and between the shuttle and it's ground
controllers.

"Col unbia to ground control. W have encountered an unmar ked obj ect that
appears to be an alien space ship."

"A what ? Col unbi a, our sensors show nothing."

"Neither do ours control, hold on a noment we'll vector a canmera on him
There do you see?"

"Holy shit!"

"What's he up to do you think?"

"No idea control, what do you think we should do?"

Rael e's craft slowed and swung around to keep station on the shuttle, so
close that Raele could see right onto their flight deck. He could see the
excitement of the offworlders. Some of them pointed up at him one waved so
Rael e waved back, others seemed to be working frantically at their consol es.

"He's right beside us now. Bastard waved at us. Is this sone kind of joke
control ?"

"No it's not," snapped back a voice. "Have you tried maki ng contact with
the vessel ?"

"No control, though Commander Hasset did wave at him"

"I's the ship showi ng any aggressive tendenci es?"

"No it has just changed course and is now on the same headi ng as
ourselves. W'll try nmaking contact."

Rael e wonder ed whet her he shoul d open conmuni cations with the shuttle but
before he had tinme to consider the idea which was strictly forbidden.
For bi dden by whom he was the | eader of the Skidians now his patrol ship
abruptly swung away and resumed it's previous course.

"He's gone control, heading your way." The owner of the voice sounded
relieved Rael e thought, he was sonebody el se's probl em now

But who's?

"k Col umbia, we think we've got himnow You will now abort your m ssion
and return imredi ately to base i medi ately. Repeat abort your mi ssion and
return imedi ately. And maintain radio silence except for mssion rel ated
comuni cati ons. "

Rael e t ook another | ook at the schedule. Hopefully in a couple of mnutes
he woul d regain control of the ship and then he woul d head back to Skid.

No doubt his unschedul ed presence woul d confound and confuse the
of fworl ders but he had nore inportant matters to attend to back on Skid.

The planet |ooned larger in his screen and then he was flying through the
at nosphere the patrol craft changing course regularly to make a wide birth
around the other craft sharing the sane airspace.

"Unidentified craft entering US controll ed airspace please identify
yourself or we will take defensive action." A voice denanded over the
comuni cat i ons channel

Rael e al nost | aughed out |oud, but he didn't reply. The offworlders had
nothing to that could touch him Wthout any concern for his safety he wat ched



ungainly craft loaded with primtive mssiles labour into the air.

"Unidentified craft please identify yourself." Raele knew they were
getting worried down on the planet's surface now and didn't really blame them
It nust come as quite a shock to discover a space craft from another pl anet
suddenly flying through your airspace and realise there wasn't nuch you coul d
do about it.

Rael e wat ched the scene beneath himunfold as his patrol craft sped
across the planet. One nonent he was crossing a great salty water, the next
the craft jinked across a large city that didn't |look unlike a city on Skid,
then over vast enpty spaces.

The of fworlders could track himeasily now Rael e thought, his craft had
sl owed sonewhat and their offensive craft could al nost keep up with him As he
thought this a ball of fire bloomed to his left, then another ahead of himand
shockwaves generated by the expl osions rocked his craft slightly. They're
firing at me Raele noted as his ships defensive systenms identified, tracked
and then destroyed the incoming mssiles. Then there were nore explosions far
behind as the craft that had fired the mssiles were al so destroyed.

"Unidentified craft you have destroyed several of our aircraft that were
sinmply tracking you w thout aggressive intent. W now deemyou to be a

hostile and will take steps to destroy you unless you imediately turn to
headi ng one four five true and formon an aircraft who will |ead you to one of
our bases where you will land."

Rael e thought about the unknown speaker's words, not sure if he had
understood himcorrectly. Hadn't they fired first? He certainly had no
intention of landing to explain that he was only defendi ng hinsel f.

Beep beep beep. The control consol e announced that the override that had
been pl aced over the auto navigation systemwould be released in thirty
seconds, or so Rael e hoped. Nothing was working out at the nmoment as it
shoul d. He just hoped that the service crew hadn't done some other progranm ng
that he didn't know about.

The craft was approaching a high nountain range and snoothly ascended to

crest it. It had accel erated now | eaving any potential pursuers far behind,
t hough his nonitors detected sudden bursts of fire told Raele that they were
still trying to attack him As Rael e wondered at how the range was covered in
a white material near it's summit he realised that his craft was barely going
to clear it on it's present course.

Rael e wat ched the timer count down estinmating that he night have a few
seconds to save hinself and the ship fromdisaster if control reverted to him
at the end of the program He flicked the nmanual control swi tch and placed his
hand on the joy stick that stuck up like a pistol grip fromthe consol e ready
to wench the craft over the obstacle.

Wth one eye on the tiner Raele still had time to marvel at how the white
materi al snoot hed out the harsh rock that threatened to smash into his craft.
Rael e decided that the white material nust be sone kind of powder as it blew
out behind the craft as it passed. Maybe that's why the service crew
programmed the trip like this he thought, they wanted to see what the white
material, to see if it had any possible utility on Skid.

They were cutting it pretty fine if that was their idea. Raele felt that
if he could reach outside the craft he would be able to touch the ground.

He watched the tiner scroll down to zero and wenched back on the
joystick putting the craft alnbpst on it's end. Raele felt a slight bunp, the
service crew had slightly mscal culated. A quick glance at the control console
told Raele that the outer integrity of the craft's hull had been breached as
it crested the sumit.

Rael e pondered his options for a nonent. He wouldn't be able traverse
true space until that breach was repaired, though otherwi se his craft was
operational. He had to find somewhere to land and if he couldn't repair the
breach hinself await the arrival of a service crewto conplete the task. He
arnmed his distress beacon and began the task of selecting a suitably isolated
site to land and i nspect the damage.



The chasing craft seemed to have | ost himfor the nonent, perhaps
bel i eving that he had pl oughed into the nountain Rael e thought. He swung back
over the nountain and headed for the ground knowi ng it would be al npst
i npossible to be tracked at low | evels and that a reciprocal headi ng woul d be
the last thing they expected.

Voi ces still called to himover the conmunications channel, but they
obviously didn't know whet her he was hearing them or not because the sane
war ni ng was repeated over and over. VWarning himof the dire consequences of
not follow ng their demands to | and and promnising sure destruction if he
didn't.

Rael e began to search ahead of himfor a | arge open space where he could
land his patrol craft.

It didn't occur to Raele that there were many such places on the planet
but far frombeing isolated and largely enpty of people they were often
bustling places called airports.

After a detailed search he found what he was | ooking for. A |large open
space that conveniently had sone kind of |arge buildings at one end. Raele
t hought he m ght be able to park his craft in one of the |arge buildings while
awai ting the service crew who were already on their way in case he needed
t hem

There seened to be few of fworl ders about and only the occasional traffic
| eaving or entering the area, so Raele decided to trust in his cloaking device
and | and.

As the patrol craft cane to a stop outside the open door of one of the
| arge buil di ngs Rael e caught sight of sonme figures fleeing out the back. They
didn't concern himoverly, how could they hurt hin? Gngerly he rolled the
craft into the building and parked it beside one of the offworld craft inside.

Rael e wondered how such a large and unwi el dy craft could fly with it's
wi ngs and |l arge externally propul sion units engi nes. He wanted to have a good
| ook at it once he had surveyed the damage to his own craft. Perhaps he could
even take it for a test flight he thought.

As he stepped out of his patrol craft Raele heard a | oud piercing wail
and runbling noises that seened to be approaching him Sonmewhere a distorted
voice called unintelligible conmands. There were other sounds that Raele
couldn't identify, like the sound of heavy rain on a netal roof that he'd only
heard at Aotearoa. But it wasn't rain.

Rael e wasn't perturbed, he carefully checked the hull and found a | arge
ragged gash in the outer hull. He peered inside the gash and saw that the
i nner hull was undamaged. In between the two hulls he could see a repair crew
cautiously making it's way along on the inspection rail, surveying for
possi bl e danage as it did so.

Rael e watched as it's nmetal arms ran along the snooth skin of the hulls
checking for nore hol es and ot her structural damage.

VWhen it canme to the |l arge gash where it's rails had been damaged Rael e
wat ched as always in a little ame as the small robot rapidly rebuilt it's
pat hway. Once that was done, it began work on tidying the damage so that the
service crew could begin work inmedi ately they | anded.

There wasn't rmuch Raele could do for the noment except wait. He
sauntered over to the offworlder craft and sat hinself on one of the |large
round things that it seened to be supported by. Wat were they? He wondered
rolling hinself sone agbar, blissfully unaware of the no snoking signs around
t he buil di ng.

He thought he could possibly repair the damage to the hull hinself if he
had the right materials. Judging fromthe alloys used on the offworld craft he
sat under he decided it probably wasn't worth the effort.

Rael e coul d see out the door of the building fromwhere he sat and was
satisfied that the area in front was quite clear. If he stayed where he was,
he was sure the offworl ders would never |ocate him He got up and strolled
around the offworlder's craft wondering howit nanaged to clawit's way into
the sky and how he mght enter it to make a survey. It |ooked to be a vast



craft but much of it's bulk consisted of the wings and it's propul sion units.

He found what | ooked to be an access way |l eading up to the fuselage. Did
it have sensors that would prevent unauthorised entry simlar to his own
craft.

Rael e clinbed the stairway and peered inside the enpty fuselage. A cargo
shi p then?

As he consi dered whether to enter a loud distorted voice, simlar to the
one he'd heard earlier suddenly called out.

"You there, stop right there and put your hands' up
Rael e wal ked down the stairs so he could see where all the noise had
suddenly conme from There in the doorway was a crowd of men holding a variety
of sinmple weapons, not dissimlar to the one that the of fworlder had used on

Skid to destroy the beasts called ivops when he wi shed to consune one.

"And put that damm cigarette out!" Another voice called.

Rael e put his agbar in his nostril and considered the situation. He
didn't see the crowd of offworlders as any real threat. One blast fromhis
dazi erwogga woul d deal with them Maybe he thought, if | just ignore them
they'll go away.

He saw several of the of fworlders slowy approach him gesturing with
t heir weapons while others noved across to his patrol craft no doubt hoping to
cut himoff fromit. Well it's not going anywhere for the nonent he thought
wonderi ng what the gestures neant.

Rael e wat ched as one of them cautiously wal ked up the short gangway and
peered nervously inside. Then he went one step too far and suddenly
di sappeared in a cloud of snoke. Raele's nose winkled at the offensive snell
and saw the crowd of offworlders was visibly shaken and those closest to him
qui ckly stepped back

"Do you understand?" The harsh distorted voi ce demanded.

Rael e didn't bother dignifying the question with an answer. Just who did
this of fworl der think he was? Of course he understood.

"Now what ?" He asked hinself just wanting to be left alone until his ship
was repaired

"Do you understand me?" The voice from before repeated.

Rael e i gnored the questioner once nore and deci ded he night be better off
back in his own craft.

He wal ked to the bottom of the stairs and began to cross the floor

"CGCet him" the voice called and Raele suddenly found hinself surrounded
by of fworl ders reaching out and clutching at him He was so stunned by the
of fensi ve manners that he didn't know how to react for a nonment. By the tine
he decided to reach for his dazierwdgga he found that his arns had been
restrained by two netal bracelets.

The of fworlder with the |oud voice approached Rael e and | ooked up at him

"Wl |l what have we here?"

Rael e stared down at the ponpous little offworlder who wore a uniform of
colours and braid Iike a Celcion peasant pretending to be a warrior and
remained silent. He'd met his kind before on official trips to Celcious and
al ways found that the best way to deal with themwas to ignhore them

"Take himto the infirmary and see he is well guarded." The little man
said. "The people fromthe governnent will want to see himas soon as they
arrive."

Raele felt hinself pushed toward the doorway and an odd vehicl e that
stood there. Rael e thought about using his dazi erwogga, again, the offworlders
hadn't found it. Wiy bother he decided | might as well use the time while
wait for the service crew M ght even learn sonething fromthe of fworlders.

But as he watched the ponpous little offworlder stride up the ranp into his
patrol craft and i mol ate hinsel f Rael e thought that hardly Iikely.

sevent een



'Haute Tucker,' read the sign over the restaurant when Bruce finally
found it in an area that seened given over to trendy boutiques and eateries.
Not the sort of place he expected at all, nor did he expect to be a
hal f - expected visitor. Dick had cone through for once it seened.

Alittle bit of work about the place for the both of themfor free board
and tucker, grog not included seemed a pretty decent deal to Bruce.

"Business was a bit slowat first," Trev said as he poured Bruce a beer
in the bar." But it's picking up nicely now There's quite a few Kiwis and
Aussi es floating about the place who provide the hard core clientele and nore
of the locals are coming in. | think the antipodes are the in thing at the
nmonent . "

"Ch yeah." Bruce said diffidently nore interested in the rugby game on
the television if the truth was known, even though he'd watched it live before
he left hone.

"By the way, what happened to that girl that was with you?"

"Dunno really, she just deci ded she wanted the car for a while. Dunno why
she asked really, her sister's car."

"Thought she was shooting through actually, she took all her gear wth
her."

"She didn't say anything to me, maybe she's gone to the | aundromat or
somet hi ng. " Bruce suggest ed

"Don't think so mate, she | ooked Iike a woman on a mission that one."

Bruce secretly hoped that Carol night have slipped away, though he was a
little mffed that she hadn't said anything. Come to think of it he thought,
she hasn't said rmuch for the | ast couple of days.

Ch well, Bruce thought not to worry.

"I'"d better have a | ook upstairs | guess.'
hi s beer.

Upstairs in the roomthat Trev had given them Bruce found his bags and
cl othes discarded untidily on the bed where he'd dropped themearlier. O
Carol s' belongings there was no sign. As if she had never been except for the
slight trace of her perfune and the envel ope on the pill ow where she nust have
i ntended he'd see it.

Dear Bruce, the note began. Well didn't they all?

|"ve decided to go and nmeet ny boyfriend as pl anned.

Boyfriend? Bruce had thought all along that Carol was going to trip
around with one of her girlfriends.

Thank you for the wonderful time over the last few days but I'mgoing to
sneak off now, w thout saying goodbye.

Bruce didn't bother reading the rest, except to note that Carol added a
few 'x's after nane. He actually felt a great sense of relief as he wal ked
back down to the bar. That was one job that he wasn't | ooking forward to out
of the way.

"Cone?" Trev asked.

"Yeah." Bruce replied, crunpling the note and envel ope in his hand and
tossing it into an ashtray.

"Ch well not to worry."

"Yeah you get that on the big jobs," Bruce replied eyeing up a couple of
sophi sti cated | ooki ng worman who had just walked in to try out the latest in
ethnic eateries.

"What are you doi ng tonorrow ni ght?"Trev asked.

"Dunno, don't | have to work?"

"I"ve got sone tickets to a State of Origin gane that's being played here
tomorrow ni ght. Wanna cone?"

"Yeah sure,"” Bruce replied not really interested in what Trev had to say,
begi nning to smart over Carol's hasty exit.

Then he | aughed, she'd had one over on himall the tine.

The rest of the night was a blur of raised raucous voices and gl asses and
conviviality. Bruce knew he shoul d have sl owed, stopped drinking when he was
all but legless. But he couldn't stop hinself.

Bruce deci ded finishing off



The beer flowed easily down his throat, half snoked cigarettes filled an
ashtray at his el bow. Squint eyed, he tried to concentrate on another video
but the picture wouldn't stay still.

He felt sick, he had another beer and then he saw that the bar was enpty,
the Iights going off one by one and Trev was telling himto go up to bed.

"What for?" Bruce asked, |ooking at his watch and deciding that it was
only about eleven o'clock. "I wanna go raging," but he allowed hinself to be
led away to his room

"Take ny bi ke and have a | ook around the place, "Trev suggested the next
nmorning as the two of them sat around a table eating breakfast.

Bruce didn't feel like doing nuch at all. He had a shit of a hangover but
a good feed of bacon and eggs, a cup of coffee and several aspirin soon had
himfeeling much better

After denolishing the big greasy breakfast, managing to hold it down
wi t hout too rmuch effort he wondered whether the previous eveni ng had been
not hi ng nore than just another dream Wat had he done?

"Ck Trev, that sounds like a good schene to ne." Domestic duties around
the restaurant didn't really appeal to him

Qut si de Bruce kicked the bike into life and carefully nmade his way out
into the mdnorning streamof traffic trying to decide which way to head. He
was still thinking about it five mnutes |ater as he stopped at a set of
traffic lights.

A sign caught his eye as he waited fro the lights to change and sonewhere
in his subconscious a recognition signal flashed.

"Nah bullshit." Bruce thought, 'I'"mout of my mind.' He started as a horn
tooted from behind him

Bruce rode through the lights and pulled across the road, oblivious to
t he squeal of brakes and toots of the angry notorists he cut across in front
of. He pulled the bike onto it's stand lit hinmself a snmoke and then sauntered
back the way he had ridden so he could get a | ook at the sign that had caught
his eye.

"Trekkers Tours,' it read with, 'Travel Agents for the Intrepid,' in
smal l er lettering underneath.

The nane rang a bell with Bruce, but he couldn't say where it had rung
for him He walked up to the sign, rubbed his chin thoughtfully for a noment
t hen pushed i nsi de.

Bruce | ooked at the travel posters of inviting tropical beaches, snow and
nmount ai ns, a pronotional map of Australia and the like.

"Can | help sir?" Asked a giant of man who had silently appeared at his
si de.

"Nah, actually |I dunno really." Bruce tried to rationalise his decision
to walk in off the street.

"Can | see your boss please?" He asked before he knew what he was saying
in his best business |ike manner

"I amthe nmanager sir, how can | help you?"

"Who owns the place mate?"

"I am del egated by the owner to operate the business, while she," he
hesitated for a nonent.

A her then, that rang a bell somewhere.

"While she is er absent."

"Ch, I'mrunning an Adventure Tour Conpany in New Zeal and and had a
proposal to put to her. | guess | should really speak to her about it. When
she wi |l be back?"

Bruce felt that he really did have sonething to say to the owner of the
travel conpany. But what? He remenbered sayi ng sonething about travel to
somebody, perhaps |ast night when | was pissed he thought.

"Wuld you like to cone into ny office sir, we can talk there." Hal said.

The inposing bul k of the nman standi ng over him gave Bruce little choice
inthe mtter for the nonent, especially as Hal grabbed Bruce by the arm and



al nost marched hi m awnay.

"You have credential s?"

"I have positive identification if that's what you nean."

"Australian you said?" Was this bloke for real Bruce thought.

Calls hinmself a travel agent. He decided to |let the man conjure hinself
up visions of Australian entrepreneurs and their well known unorthodox nodes
of operation

"Hal Lindstrom" Hal said proffering his hand for Bruce to shake. "Your
approach is a little unusual, took me by surprise."” Hal said trying to crush
Bruce's hand in his awesone fist.

Bruce saw that Hal was the type of man that like to dom nate others by
the sheer force of his presence, which Bruce had to admit was pretty
i npressive. He squeezed back and a thirty-second test of strength began unti
Bruce tried to retrieve his hand. He wasn't confortable with the way some nen
liked to hang onto other nmen's hands.

"You have a business proposition, which you are loath to discuss with
ne?"

"We' ve | ooked over this place pretty carefully and decided that you're
our best shot with the type of narket that we're aimng at." Bruce didn't
bel i eve he was saying these things but he was beginning to enjoy playing the
big shot. Surely Hal nust snmell arat, if I'd really checked the place out 1'd
know all about the boss. Maybe Hal was as gullible and inpressionable as he
was bi g?

Bruce was wondering what to say next when saw a letter addressed to a Mss
Sue C arke laying on the. That nane also rang a bell.

"I"ve just returned froma trip hone and decided to make a direct
approach to." Mss or mssus? "Mss O arke."

"Mss Clarke is indisposed presently, | could pass on a nessage if you'd
like to give ne a general outline." Hal suggested.

Bruce felt an irrational inperative need to meet Mss C arke but coul dn't
work out why. It was as if a part of his brain knew why but wasn't letting him
know. Bruce felt as if he had been inpelled by an unknown force all these
nmont hs towards a hidden goal and suddenly realised it was al nost within reach

"I"lIl get the bitch.' A con artist! It stood out a mle. What a good way
to get back at the bitch, he thought and grinned secretly, the bitch that had
rebuffed his advances. Hal still smarted at this setback, he wasn't used to
bei ng rebuffed.

Hal was a vindictive man by nature and he saw in front of himthe weapon

he'd been waiting for to exact his revenge. He'll fuck this outfit for sure he
t hought .

"Look," he said," | think the best | can do is give you a phone nunber
and an address where you mght be able to contact her. 1'll leave it you how
you do it."

Bruce wat ched Hal |aboriously wite out a phone nunber on a piece of
paper. "Here you are." Hal said hand it over

Al'l Bruce could think of was that the cul mi nation of nonths of unfounded
year ni ngs and anxi eti es was al nbst imm nent, an awareness that Bruce hadn't
really been aware of until precisely that nmoment.

Bruce picked his nose unconsciously considering the proffered note and
wi t hout thinking pulled out his snokes and lit one up.

Hal 's nose twitched distastefully as he held out the note.

"Ch yeah, thanks mate," he said grabbing the piece of paper wondering
what was on it but not wanting to show hinmself up by looking at it in the
office. "Well we'll see ya later eh?" Bruce said standing to shake Hal's hand.

Hal | ooked at the hand, ignored it but automatically stood to hold the
door open for Bruce as he wandered out of the office wondering what the hel
he was doi ng.

"Thank's." Bruce nuttered as he wandered out onto the street and found
hi nsel f | ooki ng at a phone box.

He rang the nunmber and inmedi ately w shed he hadn't. He heard the phone



connect and then the warble of an answer phone ki cking in.

"Hell o, Sue here. I'mnot able to cone to..... "

Bruce hung up and found to his surprise that he was breathing heavily as
if he had just run a mile or so up the road in his gunboots. He was al so
grateful that Mss C arke hadn't answered, he needed sometine to think about
what was goi ng on.

This calls for a bit of thought. He decided that a beer or so was needed
bef ore he did anything and headed back to Trev's restaurant.

ei ght een

The noi sy roar of a notorbi ke going down the street outside woke Sue from
her afternoon sleep. Wke the baby which squall ed disconsolately in the cot
besi de the bed.

Sue wanted to get out of bed and soothe the child with mlk from her
heavy swollen breasts. But I'mso tired, she thought. It was turning out to
be a tiring occupation raising a child.

The bedroom door opened and her nother poked her head inside the room

"Aren't you going to feed him do you want nme to |l ook after himfor a
nonment dear ?"

“I"1l feed himin a few mnutes, he'll be all right then."

"You can't keep calling the baby 'him for ever dear. Wy not call him
Bruce like you said?" Sally O arke caught the | ook on her daughter's face and
decided to let the matter drop. It was unnatural for the baby not to have a
nane, even nmore unnatural to announce a nane and then decide to change it as
soon as she got home. But then the whol e business of Sue's pregnancy had been
unnatural. Sally Carke didn't know the half of it.

“I"1l make us a cup of coffee then."

Sue nodded tiredly and wondered whet her having and then caring for a
baby was al ways this fatiguing. Having a baby, watching it devel op day by day
should be a fulfilling and wonderful experience, all the books said so. It
wasn't working out that way for Sue

She felt as if the baby was sucking her dry, he drank insatiably and
seened to grow in front of her eyes. There was sonething strange about this
baby, she could see it witten in the doctors and visiting specialists face's
when they came to check up on her

Sue was sure the baby wouldn't survive |ong, even though he | ooked
heal t hy enough, they just hadn't let on yet what it was. This was why Sue had
forgotten about the nane even though the baby was a few weeks ol d.

For the last few days he had cried a | ot nore than usual and no amount of
feeding, the usual renmedy for his distress would quieten him H s guns were
hard upon her nipples, making them feel bruised and tender

Sue coul d hear the notorbi ke that had roared up the street earlier
returning like an irritating fly buzzing around the house.

She heard the engi ne noise die, then stop conpletely as it seenmed to stop
out si de the house. Mist be goi ng next door Sue decided, she didn't know
anybody that rode a notorcycle.

"Sue, Sue!" Her nother yelled bursting into the rooma few mnutes |ater
"there's a man, a white man," she didn't forget to say, "coming to the door
What shall | do?"

"Who, what?" Sue asked tiredly. Hal didn't ride a notorcycle did he?"

"He's probably lost or something. Just answer the door and see what he
wants. He probably won't bite." Sue added as her nother hovered nervously by
t he bedroom door.

"He m ght be dangerous." Sally Carke was nore than a little apprehensive
and didn't mind admtting it.

"Ch mum don't be so silly." Sue forced herself out of bed, picked up the
baby, draped a bat hrobe around her shoul ders and wal ked up to the front door
Her not her stood anxiously | ooking over her shoul der a hamrer in her hand just



in case as Sue opened the door

"Hello."

Bruce stood on the doorstep wondering if the people inside were ever
going to open the door. He'd seen a disenbodi ed face peer down at hi mthrough
the curtains froman upper story wi ndow and then just as quickly di sappear
when he waved. What sort of place was this he wondered? Maybe |'d have been
better off to ring instead of being clever and getting the address out of the
phone book he thought. But when he found the address was so close to where he
was, it seened silly not to just truck on down there.

Bruce was just about to give up and ride away when he saw a figure
t hrough the gl ass door. He stood there shifting unconfortably fromfoot to
foot and waited for the door to open, scratching his bumthrough the fabric of
his trousers and smoothing his tousled hair.

"G ddae." He muttered awkwardly wondering what he was going to find as he
heard the door being unl ocked and watched it swing open. "I'm/l ooking for

" Bruce didn't conplete the sentence as he was confronted by a sight that
left himtenporarily stunned.

"You?" The recognition was mutual. Then Bruce had to duck as a hammer
cane flying through the air at him

"You'd better come in." Sue managed to say after a monent or two. God had
cone to her as she had secretly hoped he woul d.

Bruce nodded and w ped his boots on the door mat. He didn't say anything
because he was a little bit dazed. This was the black worman that inhabited his
dreans but where did the baby come into the picture? He stepped carefully over
the inert body of Sally O arke who had fainted in the hallway after throw ng
the hammer at him

"Hol d your baby while | make sure she's all right.
t he baby and bendi ng over her nother.

"My baby? How can that be?" Bruce asked taking the baby in his arms and
suddenly overwhel ned by an incredi ble sense of achi evenent.

Ww, ny very own sprog he thought as holding the little bundle seened to
be the nmost natural thing in the world.

Bruce | ooked at the baby's face and saw how famliar it | ooked. How the
features rem nded himof his own baby photo's, indeed of photo's of his father
and those of a cousins kid who was unfortunate enough to have a striking
resenbl ance to both hinself and his father. Only the skin colour was a little
dark. Though it was surely inpossible, there was little doubt in Bruce's nind
that he could well be the child' s father

He sat hinself on the sofa with the baby while Sue revived her nother and
dragged her into the kitchen.

Sue watched god play with their child. Was it time to broach the problem
of his nanme? She was going to suggest that they call himJoseph but perhaps
that could wait. Sue decided that god seened to have a way with the child, it
gurgled contentedly in his arms. But then god would have a way with children
woul dn't he?

Bruce sensed that the wonan was | ooking at himand | ooked up with a
depreciating snile.

The wonman | ooked familiar, in fact Bruce felt he knew her al nbst as well
as himself, except that he'd only ever cone across her in his dreans.

"He's a cute little bugger isn't he?"

Sue didn't know how to answer that one, she wanted to kneel before god
and receive his benediction. But she was afraid to do anything until she was
tol d. Perhaps she should kneel in front of hin®

Bruce | ooked up expectantly. "I think he m ght need a feed don't you?"

Sue nodded dunbly.

VWhat the hell have |I stunbled into here? Bruce wondered wat ching the
worman kneeling at his feet and trying to work out what she wanted.

"Here." Bruce thrust the baby at her

Sue grasped her, their child and still kneeling on the floor pulled her
ni ght gown apart and let the child suckle hungrily at her breast.

Sue sai d handi ng over



Sally O arke entered the roombearing a tray of steam ng cups.

"What are you doi ng Sue?" She asked shocked to find her daughter breast
feeding her baby in front of a total stranger

"It's ok mom" Sue munbl ed tranceli ke.

"I think it's disgusting," Sally darke screeched and then it dawned on
her who Bruce might be. "As for you." She said turning on Bruce renenbering
her intention to kill the father if she ever came across him But she saw that
the two of themwere totally ignoring her

Sally O arke threw up her hands in despair and ran out of the room She
ran up the stairs and quickly threw her clothes into a suitcase.

M nutes | ater she had stonped out of the house to her car and was sitting
there waiting for Sue to come and out and say she was sorry. Say sonet hing.
But the mnutes ticked by and Sally O arke realised that at |east for the
nmonent as far as her daughter was concerned she didn't exist.

Bruce for his part was watching in silence as his baby sucked away at one
| arge dark breast and then watched as Sue unconcernedly swapped the baby to
the other breast.

Bruce grabbed one of the cups of coffee that the old womman had | eft and
bal anced it on the armrest while he rolled a snoke.

God had human weaknesses then Sue saw. If only one of those bl ood and
t hunder tel evision evangelists could see him

The baby rested in the wonan's | ap now apparently sated a little white
liquid dribbling fromhis |ips.

“I"1l just change him" Sue said rising to her feet.

"I"'msure he will." Bruce said watching as Sue grabbed an ol d-fashi oned
nappy froma pile by the door and an absorbent pad. He watched the blissful
donestic scene with a warmheart. It was alnost as if by sone strange tw st
of fate that he'd stunmbled on what he had been searching for all these years.

Bruce got up and wat ched Sue put the baby in it's cot, kissing it's
forehead before quietly backing out of the roomand cl osing the door

Bruce picked his snoke out of the pot plant that he was using as an
ashtray and polished off the remainder of his coffee while Sue stood before
hi m

"Sit down."

Sue sat stiff and straight al ongside Bruce on the sofa waiting for god's
next command, not that god knew what to say.

"I s'pose ny turning up here nmust cone as a bit of a shock." Bruce said,
"I mean you probably don't even know who I am™

"Yes | do."
"Eh? You do?"
"Yes."

"Well how cone | didn't know who you were today? Though |'ve dreaned
about you for ages."

"Ch." It was Sue's turn ro be surprised,” was she only one of god's
vessel s then?"

"What's your nane?"

"Bruce."

Sue thought that god must be travelling incognito. Deep down t hough she
knew she wasn't dealing with a divine being but a flesh and bl ood man who |i ke
herself was trying to find sone m ssing pieces of his life.

To Sue it was obvious who the father of her baby was and Bruce thought he
must be. Both of themwere at a loss as to explain how

"How | ong have you been here Bruce?"

"Wher e?"

"Here in Portland | nean

"Ch just since yesterday norning."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah of course, what do you think I an®"

"I"'mjust trying to work that out you fuckwit." Sue clapped a hand over
her mouth. She had never spoken |ike that to anyone, never



But Bruce didn't seemto notice.
"Look at what you did to ne."
Bruce | ooked at Sue and couldn't see what her problem was.

"What ?"

"I'sn't that obvious?" Sue yelled at him"What do you think that is in the
bedroom a bl ow up doll?"

"No of course not, it's a nystery to ne as well." He nuttered.

How was it that this woman had a baby that was the spitting i nage of
hi nsel f at the sane age?

"It nust be you." Sue accused him "I've had dreans about you."

"I'"ve had dreans about you as well." Bruce said, "and tall weird | ooking
men wearing dresses.”" He added not sure how he could admit responsibility for
t he baby.

Bruce scratched his nose contenplatively. "Can you tell ne sonething?"

"What ?" Sue snapped back

"Who the hell are you and what am | doing here?" Bruce asked a little
nmore harshly than he had i ntended.

"My nanme is Sue, as if you didn't know You found ne didn't you?"
"Yeah but only by accident really. Well | dunno about that quite so
" Bruce didn't know how to explain how he had cone to be there yet.
"Well what you did to me was no accident." Sue retorted. "You took
advant age of nme and that baby is the result.”

"But where did we neet? | haven't been to this part of the world before
have you been down our way recently?"

"Your way, | don't even know where your way is."

"New Zeal and. "

That stunped Sue for a monent. It didn't occur to her that the nman
sitting al ongside her m ght be fromthe other side of the world.

"New Zeal and? | don't even know where that is."

"I know." Bruce replied absently. "You told ne."

"So you have net ne?"

"Well | nust have, but | don't know where."

"I"ve seen you in ny dreanms."” Sue admitted after a while. "Do you think
we shared a former |life sonehow?"

"Shit!" Bruce snorted," get a grip on yourself, another life indeed!"

"Well we nust have shared sonet hing, sonewhere!" Sue snapped at Bruce.

"Well I'mnot disclainmng responsibility for the mte you know, It just
doesn't seem possible to nme that's all."

"There are tests you know "

"Yeah | know, but all they'll prove is what we probably already know. "

"Wul d they?"

"Yeah, the little bugger's the spitting i mage of me when | was a kid,
poor bugger." The idea of being a father was really growi ng on Bruce. He
scratched his nose free of the chunk of snot that had been irritating him

"Something really weird' s going on here you know." And he began telling
Sue about the recurring dreans in which she had played a part. How he thought
for along time that he was losing his grip on reality, how he had the naggi ng
feeling that somehow he had not been there in spirit at |east for sone |length
of time. How all of a sudden he and his dogs had put on wei ght and ot her
m nor events that put together must mean sonething. And how for nonths now
he's felt an invisible thread dragging himalong to this neeting.

Sue in turn told Bruce about her dreams of himand how she thought he
nmust be god.

"Do you have dogs?" She asked.

"Yeah three of them" Wich explained the dogs.

"Well they were there too and those nen who | ooked |ike angels.”

"Yeah they had ne stunped as well..... "

"By the way?" Sue asked." Wat's your nane, did you tell nme?"

"Bruce, Bruce Harwood

"I thought ny dreans of you were actually visions.

nmuch.

Sue confessed, "I



t hought you were god and | was your vessel."

"Christ." Bruce guffawed and chuckled to hinmself for a few m nutes.

"And now we've net | have this weird sensation that we have nmet. "Sue
continued undeterred." But where? "

Bruce didn't know what to think, but he had a pretty vivid inmagination

"Do you hear voices calling to you, tal king about you?" Sue conti nued
just as Bruce was opening his nouth to speak

"Wl l not exactly you know. "

Bruce was saved from el aborating by the tel ephone. He picked up the
receiver.

"Hel | 0?" Bruce |iked disconcerting people when answering tel ephones in
ot her peopl e's business and honmes. "What can | do you for?" But he wasn't
quite prepared for the earful he received this tine.

"I want to talk to you, you | echerous inmmoral bastard." A |oud, obviously
angry, male voice roared down the tel ephone.

Bruce held the handpi ece away fromhis ear while the tirade went on. In
t he background Bruce coul d hear someone crying, soothing voices and the
clatter of crockery as if sonebody was nmaking a cup of tea.

"Not a problem" Bruce said when the tirade had stopped, replaced by
tortured sounding heavy breathing." | think it's for you." He said passing the
handpi ece to an astoni shed Sue.

"Sue speaking. "

"What have you done to your nother?" An angry voi ce demanded, one that
Bruce could clearly hear even though he had stood and noved di screetly across
the other side of the room close to the door. He needed to get away and
t hi nk.

"Ok well come up now." Bruce heard Sue say and his heart stopped. He
definitely didn't want to face her irate father

"We can't, your nother crashed the car on the way hone, she was in such a
state." Sue's father roared in a way that nmade Sue wonder whether he was nore
angry about his car or her behaviour.

"That was ny father." Sue said switching off the phone a few seconds
| ater.

"I'"d never have guessed."”

"He want's to tear your head off."

"Chance will be a fine thing." Bruce decided naking for the door, he
wasn't planning to be around for that.

ni net een

Cop gave up disgustedly.

"Into himPunch." He muttered, or rather, thought in sinple doggie ternmns.

Punch | eapt at the two disbelieving listeners biting and snarling
viciously. He wasn't a big dog, however since their trip away, the tourists
found thensel ves beneficiaries of all kinds of super dog capabilities.

Cop was able to conmunicate and articulate in a manner he'd never
i magi ned possible. One day he'd tell the bosses boss what a silly old duffer
he was. He couldn't wait to have a decent chat with his own boss. But unti
the boss returned Cop wasn't about to put his new powers to the real test.
Unfortunately Can and Punch were as thick as they'd always been. Pretty thick

Can coul d now view the world about her in colour, but could make linmted
use of this ability.

Punch, well if Punch had a brain it would be lonely. A gangly overgrown
puppy if ever there was one who could run tirelessly for hours, barking
constantly as he |loped along. He liked nothing better than to drool over the
boss or any other boss for that matter while they were eating in the hope of
some titbit of boss tucker. Sonmewhere along the |line Punch had acquired a
ten-fold increase in strength which neant that he woul d have been quite
capabl e of tearing the two doubting rovers to pieces if they had not been



separated by a few well placed whacks with a baton by the bosses boss.

"Bruce's dogs have al ways been trouble." Rangi Tauroa, the Harwood's
near est nei ghbour conpl ai ned as he gave his dogs a whack, believing they'd
pi cked on his Bruce's pup. Bruce's father eyed the three dogs who now sat
wat chi ng him

"Ya know, they're a strange team seemto know what you want before you
do. Can't stand know all dogs."

"They'll let you down when you | east need it or expect it." Rang
expounded phil osophically.

Cop listened to the discussion of the two old bosses. It had been Rangi's
arrival that had sparked off the little fracas.

Rangi, one of his dogs maintained was the bl ackest boss in the world and
his mate was even bl acker. Cop of course had seen a bl acker one and said so
and what's nore his boss had mated with her. He also told the other dogs about
the trip on the big silver bird with his still [imted vocabul ary.

It was a silly issue to have a fight about but Punch was keen and Cop was
sick of all the doubting rovers. He reckoned that all the other dogs in the
district were jealous of their travels.

Rangi m ght say that there would be trouble sometine but Cop, Can and
Punch were content to wait for their next trip on the big silver bird that Cop
was sure woul d happen sooner or |ater

"Better | ock themup before they create any nore mschief. "Bruce's
father said. Before he could make a nove the three dogs trotted over to their
kennel s and | eapt in.

"See what | nean?"

"Trouble.” Rangi said darkly.

"Where did that conme fron?" The stunned air traffic controller nuttered
as an unidentified signal appeared on his screen without warning. "Shit it's
al nrost ready to land." He quickly told the only other inbound aircraft to
abort it's landing approach and mmintain a designated hol ding pattern while he
furiously tried to contact the inbound craft.

"What is it TonP" The senior controller asked as the jets of a Starlifter
suddenly went to full thrust over their heads, shaking the control tower.

"Unidentified aircraft approaching runway oh-three-oh at, | don't believe
this 2500 kil onetres per hour. Correction unidentified craft |anding on runway
oh-three-oh." Tom stood up and | ooked out his w ndow searching the horizon for
i ncoming mssiles and saw instead a snmall oval object making for the hanger
The hanger that had a security bl anket draped over it |ike none he had ever
seen.

Hal f the bases staff had been uncerenoni ously confined to quarters and
t he base was ringed by an al nbst solid wall of arned guards to prevent anyone
entering or |leaving the area. Tom hinself hadn't been home in a week and was
worrying what his wife mght be up to.

The two air traffic controllers watched the small craft speed down the
runway. It hadn't actually | anded yet Tomsaw, it just seemed to hug the
runway. Soon it was |ost from sight between the hangers and other buil di ngs
but neither of them had any doubt where it was headed.

One of the hangers down that way was the centre of attention. \atever
was in there sonebody was powerful enough to keep it well under waps.

The senior controller knew what was in there but didn't let his junior
coll eague in on the secret, it was probably nore than his life was worth.
Though it seenmed that life was pretty worthl ess around here anyway.

Apart fromthe bases security commander who had been first to try and
enter the space craft soon after it had | anded no fewer than thirteen
techni ci ans had been zapped trying to enter the aircraft. No anount of
tinkering and testing had yet all owed anyone aboard let alone told them
anyt hi ng about the craft bar it's exterior dinensions.

VWhat had beconme of the sole occupant nobody knew except that he had been
whi sked away to sonme sane place where security was even tighter than it was at



t he base.

The service craft stopped outside the doors of the building that housed
the craft they had conme to repair. The craft's sensors told themthat the
bui | di ng was surrounded by inhabitants of the planet. The sensors al so showed
that nost if not all of themwere carrying primtive weapons, armed and ai ned
in their direction.

It al so appeared that the inhabitants were trying to communicate with the
service crew. Probably in an attenpt to deter themtheir task. However, the
service crew wasn't about to be deterred. The craft hovered outside the
entrance to the hanger and waited for the inhabitants to disperse.

The hanger door wouldn't respond to comands to open either, until the
service crew realised that the motor driving the pulley systemthat lifted the
door didn't have a conputer nenory that they could hook into. The patrol craft
noved cl ose to the hanger door until the front of the craft was nudging the
door.

"Rermai n stationary or we will open fire." A |oudspeaker called to the
patrol craft which ignored the message. It continued to nudg forward until the
hanger door bowed and then fell inwards startling the technicians and guards

i nside and sparking an indiscrimnate broadside ained at the craft as it
hovered at the entrance.

Sol diers opened up with rifles, antitank mssiles, grenade |aunchers and
surface to air mssiles. Several tanks and arnoured personnel carriers that
had been stationed opposite the hanger added their fire power to the
fusillade. The firing kept up for several mnutes and it was testinony to the
training of the soldiers and the accuracy of their weapons that the hanger
became a raging inferno and all the surrounding buil dings were peppered with
hol es caused by shells and shrapnel

The aircraft controllers watched fromthe relative safety of their
control tower as a pall of thick black snmoke rose above the base and fire
crews raced across the runways headed to the scene.

To the astonishment of everybody watching the raging fire was
extingui shed as if somebody had suddenly turned the gas off the barbecue. As
t he snoke di ssipated, a few shapes could be seen noving around inside through
the thick greasy snoke.

The sol diers stood around | ooki ng hapl essly at their comranders wonderi ng
what it was they had fired at.

Still, the alien space craft had di sappeared in the inferno which was a
great weight off everybody's m nd. Nothing could survive that sort of heat and
live to tell the tale.

As the snoke cleared the shapes noving around in the weckage were
reveal ed as not tw sted hunks of metal swaying in the breeze but robots.
Robots that | ooked as if they were clearing up what was | eft of the hanger
Before the eyes of the startled soldiers the debris was being sucked up by a
vast vacuum cl eaner that was even larger than the small space ship it had
energed out of. Other snmaller machines were clearing an area around both the
space shi ps which mracul ously had appeared to have survived the inferno
i ntact.

Nobody knew what to do

The smal |l er space ship had survived intact an assault to that of any
battl eshi ps broadside intact. Nothing short of an atom c bonb woul d probably
shift that and nobody was prepared to order one of those up, yet.

The robots went about their business in ignorance, apparently in
i gnorance of the intense scrutiny aimed in their direction.

Tirelessly they worked, clearing what renai ned of the hanger away and
then turning their attention to the first space ship.

One of the robots disappeared inside and several others began to work on
the gash in the hull which proved that the ships weren't invul nerable. Then
shortly all the robots piled back into the ship they had arrived on

Rael e wat ched the service crew on the small box that the offworlders had
brought into the roomthey had provided for him An offworlder stood beside



t he box asking himquestions. He wanted to know what was happeni ng, whet her
his people were planning to i nvade and several others that Rael e had al ready
forgotten.

Rael e didn't bother answering any of the questions for they were so
obvi ously stupid. What woul d Skidi ans want here? And wasn't it obvious that
the second craft was the service crew that had arrived to repair his craft so
he coul d go hone?

Were the offworlders so primtive as not to understand these things and
that by Federation convention, travellers on non hostile m ssions were
supposed to be allowed to cone and go as they chose?

Maybe the of fworlders didn't know this.

VWat ever, Raele wasn't very inpressed with the hospitality he had
recei ved though he was nost interested to find that he had been housed in an
of fworl d baby factory.

The of fworl ders had uncerenoni ously bundled himinto a vehicle and
whi sked himaway to a roomwhere a |ot of angry rude of fworlders had begun to
interrogate him Raele quickly decided that if they weren't going to accord
hi mthe necessary respect as a visiting | eader of another planet then he
wasn't about to answer any of their inpertinent questions.

He had been searched gi ven sone kind of nedical exam nation, though what
they hoped to find eluded him He wasn't diseased or ill, the offworlders were
the ones that were nost likely in need of medical attention Raele thought.
None of them seened too happy, all of themwore masks as if to hide unsightly
di sfigurenments, sone of them had even marched inportantly about in clunsy
suits glaring at himthrough hel met visors pressed up against his face.

Even t hough they had stripped himand then provided himw th of fworld
clothing that Raele found stiff and constricting, basically unconfortable,
they hadn't detected his dazi erwogga. Raele had considered using it so that
he could have a rest while waiting for the service crew

The next indignity was that an inperious sort of fellow that Raele
gat hered was fromone of the offworld security forces had shown up and
apparently taken over the task of |ooking after him

Rael e wasn't inpressed with his idea of hospitality either

The security officer had whi sked hi maway on a | onger journey in another
primtive craft that beat the sky with three |ong bl ades. Whup whup whup it
went across the sky, in an irritating fashion over the vast enpty spaces that
rem nded Rael e of Skid.

This craft nmoved so nuch sl ower than his own which gave Rael e a good
opportunity to have a closer ook at the offworld. The offworld w | derness
| ooked much like Skid's, though it was dotted with what | ooked |ike snall
settlenents. O fworlders obviously lived there and travelled across it in
fairly large nunbers. How did their |eader control themwhen they were so
spread out? He wondered meani ng to ask when he found sonebody that | ooked as
if they might be able to explain this and many other things that he had
noti ced.

The passed over larger settlements that |ooked nuch |ike smaller versions
of Skid's cities, except that the air above themwas often dirty and snelly.

After a while the noisy craft began to descend towards what Rael e now
knew was an of fworld baby factory. Though all he knew about of fworld baby
factories was that they were noisy places full of scream ng offworlders and
peopl e dressed in funny white cl othing.

"What's happeni ng over there mster?" The of fworl der beside the small
pi cture box asked for what seemed to Raele the hundredth tine.

Wasn't it obvious? Couldn't the offworlder see that the service crew had
repaired his craft and were waiting for himto set off his personal beacon so
they could come and get hin?

Rael e didn't want to do that yet, he still hoped the offworlders would
bring their leader to himso they could have a talk.

"I want sonething to eat." Raele replied, which was about the only thing
he said to the offworlders. Though he didn't nuch like their food. Sonewhere



bet ween what he was used to on Skid and the few neals of organic food that the
of fworl der Bruce had produced fromtine to tine.

Rael e thought about the offworl der Bruce and wondered if he might see
him Maybe after he got back on his ship.

"No nore food until you begin to cooperate with us?" The security agent
sai d.

How was he supposed to cooperate? Rael e wondered. After all he had | et
the offworld nmedical teanms strip his clothing away, allowed hinself to be
subjected to all their primtive testing w thout taking offence and then they
turned around and said he wasn't cooperating. There was no satisfying these
of f wor | ders.

"I want to | earn about your baby factory." Raele countered. "I want to
| ook around your cities, | want to nmeet your |eader, | want a female." Raele
recited his list of what he considered were reasonabl e requirenents.

"You aren't getting anything buddy unless you start cooperating with us.
Why are you here?"

Rael e wasn't about to adnit that a service crew had made a navi gati on
error, what would these offworlders think of Skid if he adm tted that
sometinmes they nade m stakes?

Not that Rael e had said anything about Skid yet, he didn't want to talk
about inportant matters with a mnor security functionary that woul dn't
under st and.

"Look buddy, we're gonaa keep you here for ever if you don't start
answering sone questions, you ain't never going to |leave this roomor one |ike
it unless we say so."

Rael e gl anced around the room and deci ded that he'd been in there |ong
enough anyway. The security people had |l et himwal k up and down the corridor
out si de and escorted himeach time he used the washing device and rerlived
hi nsel f but now Rael e deci ded he wanted to go further. Maybe he could find the
of fworl d | eader by hinsel f.

"Where do you think you' re going buddy?" The security agent asked as
Rael e stood up and nade for the door. Raele didn't bother answering and opened
t he door.

"Stop or I'Il shoot."

Rael e flipped out his dazi erwogga, turned and bl ew t he of fworl der's
primtive projectile weapon out of his hand.

The of fworl der wwung his hand that nmust have been affected by the | atent
heat of his weapon disintegrating and | ooked up to find hinself staring down
the short rectangul ar nuzzl e of Raele's dazi erwogga.

"Where did you get that fron?" he asked weakly. But Raele just smled.

"Do you still want to stop me or be ny guide? He replied. The agent
wat ched hel pl essly as Rael e wal ked out of the room and deci ded his best course
of action was to try and follow the alien and see that no harmcane to him

Rael e dealt with resistance to his passage with the other guards as he
had done the first and began to nake his way around the buil di ng.

"Let the director know what's going on." The first agent gasped as he
bustl ed by the other agents supposedly guarding the alien

VWhose idea was it to keep himin a public hospital anyway?

The agent got to the end of the corridor and found Rael e bei ng pushed out
of a delivery room

"You can't conme in here sir. Your wife nust be in another room"

The woman benused Rael e because the nearest thing he had to a wife was
untold light years away. Wiy couldn't he just watch?

"You can't go in there buddy." The agent said grabbing Raele by the arm
and | eading himaway. "Lets' go outside and have a drive around." The agent
added trying to gain sone sort of control over the situation

Rael e let hinself be dragged away. They entered a lift and nminutes later
were wal ki ng across the vehicle park to where a vehicle was waiting for them

Rael e was gl ad of the conpany, he didn't really know where he wanted to
go. He al so doubted that the offworlder | eader was cl ose by, otherw se he



woul d surely have seen hi m by now.

"Feel like a burger?" The agent asked, wanting to keep the alien busy
whi |l e they organi sed a nore secure place to keep him Though he al so wondered
that short of drugging himor forcibly restraining himnowhere would be secure
enough. An even bigger worry was how they were going to contain these aliens
if there were nore of themon the way.

Rael e was intrigued by the way of fworl ders seemed to have to provide
tokens in return for food, it was quite a novel idea he decided. Pity about
the food though. It was fairly bland and tastel ess, packaged in non-di sposabl e
mat eri al s whi ch Rael e thought was sonething of a waste.

After weeks of being cooped up in the hospital, special agent Watts was
begi nning to enjoy hinself. The alien didn't seemto be too hard to pl ease and
didn't appear to be nuch of a threat to anybody even though he was obviously
capabl e of inflicting considerabl e danmage. Maybe he was on sone kind of jaunt
after all.

Now he thought about it the second space ship | ooked a lot like a
nmechani c called out to repair a broken down car. Besides if there really was
an invasion fleet of aliens out there maybe it would be a good idea to make
friends with this one. Watts didn't really believe their was an alien invasion
fleet waiting out by the noon or the sun |like some of the mlitary and FB
peopl e he reported to did but a nan could never be too sure.

As they passed down one of the wide streets filled with ground vehicles
Rael e spotted a sign that made himthink back of Skid for the first tine in
days.

For some unknown reason the offworld nale had built sonmething in one of
the organic plants in the wilderness with | engths of organic material. Nobody
had been able to work out what he had done or why, especially as the shape was
only clear if you | ooked down on it from above.

Rael e had noticed that the organic material had now changed col our and
t he shape was nuch easier to discern. Nobody knew what it meant but Rael e was
sure he had just seen a shape very much like it outside a building they had
past .

Much to the astoni shment of Agent WAtts sitting in the drivers seat
besi de him Rael e flipped open the panel on his wist and noted the coordinates
of the sign. It was too much of a coincidence to ignore.

twenty

Sue couldn't find it within her to blame Bruce for getting out of the
house as fast as possible. She thought he'd be back, for she believed that he
sincerely like the idea of being a father. |If he didn't want to see her, he
woul d nost |ikely be back to see the baby. Wen he did perhaps they m ght be
able to sit and work out what had happened to them

Sue didn't blame Bruce for not wanting to be around when her father and
possi bly her brothers turned up either. Sue didn't really feel like being
around hersel f. What would they do if she wasn't there? She thought she m ght
as well find out.

It had been sonetime since she had pronised Trev down at the weird
restaurant that she would bring al ong her baby to show it off. Mybe today
woul d be a good day to do just that.

Sue had a shower and felt nuch better, she woke little Bruce, cleaned him
up and put himin his pushchair. It was a nice day and a short wal k woul d do
t hem both good. Sue felt as if she hadn't been out of the house in ages.

Ms Pratt caught up with her as she left the house. Sue saw she had her
gun with her. Sue thought she m ght have to borrow it later on when she had to
face her father.

"That's a nice little boy you' ve got there." Ms Pratt said shoving her
face at the pram and peering myopically at the baby. At least Ms Pratt
didn't persist in asking awkward questions about the father for which Sue was



grateful and even better had offered to babysit for a few hours if Sue ever
felt the need to get out by herself. Sue wasn't sure about that, she didn't
think that Ms Pratt lived sufficiently in the real world to be entrusted with
a teddy bear, let alone a real baby.

"You can borrow my gun if you like to shoot the father if he cones back."
Ms Pratt said hel pfully handing out the weapon. "I'd like to see it put to
good use before I go."

"Not today | think Ms Pratt." Sue replied declining both offers for the
monent. "But if you hear a conmotion over here later feel free to cone over."

The restaurant was a bit further Sue renenbered so she was a little hot
and bothered by the time she got there. Trev fussed over her |ike a broody hen
when she arrived, sat her down brought her a pitcher of iced water and w t hout
aski ng picked the baby out of the pushchair and dangled it on his knee.

"Handsone little devil ain't he." He said. "Just the sort |I always like,
all care and no responsibility. Gotta nane for himyet?"

"Bruce | think."

"That's funny."
yesterday."

Sue's heart mssed a beat. It couldn't be she thought, coincidences |ike
that just weren't possible.

"Hey Trev." A voice called fromthe kitchen."'
t hese kegs up?"

"Ah Bruce mate, could you please tone it down we do have custoners you
know." Trev called back winking at Sue. "He's a bit of a hard case that one."
He rmur nured.

"I bet." Said Sue who's heart was begi nning to pound knowi ng what was
com ng.

"Hey Bruce. Come here and neet a friend of nine."

"You!" They both snapped at the sane tine as Bruce energed carrying a rag
i n one hand which he threwit to the ground as hard as he could and stood
there with his hands on his hips.

"Did you follow nme or sonething?" He demanded.

"No. OF course not. | just did the same thing as you and wal ked out when
t he going got too tough."

"You know each other?" Trev asked in surprise," do you nean to tell ne
that this yours?" He asked pointing at the baby, putting two and two together
"W umthink so." Bruce admitted, but didn't really want to conmt

hi nmsel f.

"l know so." Sue snorted.

"Tell me about it then." Bruce retorted. "Cos | don't recall ever neeting
you he lied. He vaguely did recall neeting Sue. It was the when and how t hat
were a nystery to him He watched Trev dangl e his baby on his knee and deci ded
it would be a good idea to throttle Trev. Instead he poured hinmself a |arge
whi sky and gul ped it down.

"VWhat gives here?" Trev asked.

"It's a long story." Bruce replied pouring hinself another whisky."
Problemis we don't know the half of it."

"Wuld you mind telling me what's going on here?"

"I wouldn't mnd Trev, except that neither of us really know " Bruce
replied sonewhat enigmatically joining the other two at the table.

"How are you boy?" Bruce asked of his son. He dipped his little finger
into the glass and held it out for the baby to suck on

"Don't do that!"

"Why not?" Bruce asked as Sue grabbed his hand and pulled it away from
t he baby who was | ooking for something to suck on. "It can't hurt him"

"Look will you two tell me what's going on here?" Trev asked a little
exasper at ed.

"How can we tell you when we don't know oursel ves?"

"What do you nean, you don't know, you both act as if you know each
other, you." He said pointing at Sue," call your baby Bruce and you turn up

Trev said,"” |1've got a Bruce here too, just showed up

How t he fuck do you connect



out of the blue and find out that you're a dad. Don't tell me that you don't
know. "

"Well it's true | tell you." Bruce protested. "Ask her."

"This is god's baby." Sue said recognising Bruce's bantering tone, "and
Bruce is god." Sue |aughed for the first tine in ages and felt much better for
it.

"I don't understand you two." Trev said shaking his head sadly thinking
that the both of themwere a pair of nutcases or they had set himup a beauty.
He | ooked at the baby and wondered. It did look a little like Bruce but then
could anybody really tell?

Bruce stared noodily into his glass and Sue wondered whet her she shoul d
grab little Bruce back from Trev.

Trev for his part was wondering what was going on, he'd nmet sone pretty
wei rd ones on his travels. He didn't have to look very far, his own fanly was
full of weirdos, eccentrics sone people called them He thought he was pretty
normal hinself but there was no real telling. He could start foanming at the
nmout h any noment and start chewing on table legs |like a dog gnawi ng a bone.
One of his uncles was infanpbus for doing that sort of thing. Wat really
worried Trev was that he actually felt like chewing on table legs fromtine to
tine.

Bruce stood up and wal ked over to the bar. He didn't content hinself with
a large glassful of whisky this tinme but brought the whole bottle back to the
table and a coupl e nore gl asses.

"I'"ve got a restaurant to run." Trev protested as Bruce poured hima
gl ass.

"And you think you' ve got problens!”

"You won't solve them by |ooking in a whisky bottle. Sue said rather
pi ously.

"Yeah but it might give me sone inspiration or the balls to tell our
little story to Trev here." Bruce said splashing whisky into the third gl ass.
"One won't do you any harm" He said pushing it toward Sue, who didn't argue.

Bruce felt decidedly warm and fuzzy. You're already half pissed he
t hought .

"It's like this Trev." Bruce began, not sure that he should. But they
had to tell someone. "W think we have nmet, we think the sprog here is ours,
we don't know when or how. Sue thinks that the baby was conceived i mmacul ately
and | have dreans about her." Bruce didn't think Trev woul d appreciate the
other bits about angels and what not, just at the nonent. "Personally | think
we were abducted by little green men. Big white nen in dresses actually."
Bruce added wi t hout thinking.

"I think you're both nuts.'
excuse ne | do have a restaurant to run
out to the kitchen leaving themto it.

Bruce and Sue sat there eying each other up warily, neither wanting to
say sonething that would upset the other but both with a desperate need to
talk with the only other person that might be able to solve their own

Trev said getting to his feet." And if you'l
" Shaking his head sadly Trev stal ked

ni ght mar e
"Are we both nuts?" Bruce asked after a long silence.
"Well | don't know about you." Sue retorted but | certainly aren't.

"I wasn't sure about nyself there for a while." Bruce replied
t houghtfully picking up his son. "But this little bloke really defies any
expl anation now |'ve nmet you | know that it isn't for the first tine."

"Do you really think that aliens mght have got us?"

"Not really Sue, but | can't really think of a better explanation can
you? Until the last week or so | was back in New Zeal and and had been as far
as | know for several years. You have never been there. So how did we neet?"

"l don't know. "

"So what do we do now? Get married? Try to track down the people in our
dreans whoever they are? If everything else is real are they? O What?"

"Or what ?"



"Well | dunno." Bruce shrugged his shoul ders. He didn't know what to do,
what to think, didn't know if he wanted to know anything. Al he wanted to do
was find sonewhere warm and cosy and hide for a while. He | ooked at Sue and
deci ded he wasn't likely to get away that easily.

"Maybe we should just settle for getting to know each other." Bruce
suggested warily.

"I thought maybe you m ght know me better than you seemto be admtting."
Sue snorted cursing herself as she did. She didn't want to sound or act
bi tchy, Bruce was obviously at as nuch of a loss to explain things as she was.
She softened her tone and realised Bruce nust have said sonething simlar to
her at some other time. Earlier in the day, or before? Sue had no idea.

"You' ve suggested that to ne before."

"Yeah it's as if we've been through this once already. Sort of conjures
up visions of a room somewhere and just the two of us. And ne dogs." Bruce
added.

"And funny | ooking nmen, tall men wearing white robes with funny nanes."

"Yeah that's it, | dreant that sort of stuff too. Dreanpt about all Kkinds
of weird and wonderful stuff in my. " Bruce stopped in nmid sentence
"Maybe they weren't dreams, maybe it was real."

"So all we've got to do is find one of these nen and he'll be able to
unravel the nystery for us. Fat chance." Sue said as the car carrying Raele
and Agent Watts drove past the restaurant. "Anyhow | have to go, ny parents
are probably waiting for me so they can have the satisfaction of di sowning
ne."

"I s'pose |I'd better cone along to then." Said Bruce wondering what his
own parents would make of the himturning up with a womman and a baby in tow

Sue gave Bruce a long | ook and wondered whet her she should I et himknow
what he was in for. But it would be nice to have sone support on her side so
she didn't bother.

"But what are we going to tell then?" Bruce asked.

"We' || think of sonething between us I'msure." Sue sniled feeling
particularly chirpy all of a sudden. "No worries eh?"

"Yeah." Replied Bruce who hoped Sue's old nan wasn't in the habit of
carting a shotgun around.

twenty two

"Is it safe to have a cl oser |ook?"

The repl acement base security comander | ooked over the head of the
president at the secret service guard behind himwho was rolling his eyes and
screwi ng up his face.

The honest reply woul d have been to say: "W don't really know "

But he didn't know if that answer would satisfy a man reknown for his
reckl essness.

The commander decided that the truth m ght not be such a bad thing
anyway.

"W don't really know M President, neither craft has nmade any aggressive
nmoves and have only retaliated to our own fire so far. But there is no rea
way of telling sir."

"And what of the alien aboard? I'd like to neet him"

"He's been kept at a secure location sir." That was a lie as the
conmander had just been infornmed that the alien had broken out of the hospita
and was driving around Portland. Hopefully he wouldn't run anok and the
situation could be controlled.

"I"'d like to meet himas soon as possible." The president said, clearly
nmeani ng to be obeyed what ever m sgivings his various advisors night have.

VWhat a coup! The president was thinking, nme on national television
shaki ng hands with an alien, me on national television pledging intergal actic
mut ual support and cooperation. The rating's will go through the roof and



there's an election in six nonths.

The president eyed the two space craft with interest. They even | ooked
like space craft. His only real worry was that this mght just be another
right wing ruse to discredit him But he didn't think so, the discovery of the
first ship and the way it had delivered itself and their passenger into the
mlitary's hands and the arrival of the second one had sent a shock wave
through the nmilitary establishnent that had to be seen to be believed. The
idiots had just been given a clear indication that despite all their fancy
toys the whole country, the world perhaps was wi de open to an attack froma
power from outer space. It was the stuff of the cheap sci fi books and the
comics he used to read as a Kkid.

The president wasn't a vindictive man but he had taken great pleasure in
wat ching the mght of the mlitary and the mlitary-industrial conplex
rendered inpotent by sonmething they couldn't understand. The wei ght of opinion
was that the alien was dangerous and should be neutralised. He on the other
hand felt that the alien should be treated |Iike any anbassador froma foreign
power. For what if he were sone kind of ambassador or the vanguard of sone
unknown civilisation that wi shed to nmake contact with the inhabitants of
earth?

Nobody el se seenmed to realise that any alien power that had the
capability to land on earth nore or less with inpunity probably had not hing
much to fear fromany nmilitary power that earth could muster. Al he had seen
and been briefed on so far served to enphasi se how ri ght he had been.

"I don't think we have nuch to worry about. The president said to nobody
in particular." And began wal ki ng towards what was | eft of the hanger

He felt nost of those around himfall unhappily into stride with him he
didn't blame themreally he could well be leading the lot of themto their
deat hs. He saw however that the security commander didn't seemtoo perturbed.

"What do you nake of this?" The president asked.

"I think it's pretty clear that the first ship got damaged in sonme way
and had to land and the second one cane to repair it." The conmander said
after his initial surprise at being asked for an opinion.

"That's what | think son, but the biggest brains in the space
adm nistration, the mlitary and everyone else thinks differently." The
president turned and saw that his normal human shield had clearly lost it's
col l ective bottle. "And the secret service think I"'mnuts."” He said a little
| ouder. "Oh stay where you are." He added as his guards hurried up to him
"You don't have to worry about the aliens." He |aughed." Just make sure nobody
el se wants to shoot ne."

The security commander had never seen his president up close before. He
was surprised at how haggard, grey and strained the man | ooked. But he al so
noted the jaunty glint in his eye.

"Vell let's have a closer | ook eh M?"

"Wsneski Sir."

The two nmen approached the space craft a little warily. But really there
was nothing to fear. Both had been extensively surveyed, on the outside
anyway, it was only when sonebody tried to enter either that the trouble
began.

"It's pretty hard to believe isn't it." The President said quietly,
runni ng his hand over the smpboth cool surface of the smaller craft. "Mkes you
realise howinsignificant we really are when these things can cone to earth
and go about their business and we can't do a thing about it. Can't even keep
one solitary alien under control." The president grinned as he caught the | ook
of alarmon Wsneski's face. "Ch yes | know he's done a runner with a bevy of
the FBI's top agents in tow "

“I"msure they have the situation in hand."

"Well you've got greater faith in themthat | have. These people can't be
told that we're dealing with something far beyond their experience. Personally
I think the alien will do just about whatever he wants, we've just got to hope
that whatever he does is in our best interests.”



"I think so to Sir." Wsneski ventured a hesitant suggestion. "I don't
thi nk the owners of these craft, the pilot also are concerned at all about
| andi ng here. They don't perceive any personal danger."

"That's right son and if we do the alien a mschief there's no telling
what m ght happen. The whole situation is al nost out of hands anyway." The
president continued. "Did you know that the first UFOran into the space

shuttl e Colunbia and gave the crew such a fright that they're still cleaning
the brown stains off the seats?"

"No Sir."

"Once the crew starts tal king or some other highly placed big nmouth
wanting to nake a splash in the news the situation will really go ballistic.
The nedia will be scream ng invasion, will want inmredi ate access to the alien
The churches will start talking about Armageddon and the devil's arrival, you

know the sort of bullshit."

"Yessir." Wsneski tried to suppress a grin and failed. But the president
if he noticed didn't seemto mind

"And that's only in our own country, can you imagine the drama in the
rest of the world? It's a diplomatic nightmare. That's why we've got find out
what this alien wants and get himoff the planet as quickly as possible."

"But don't too nmany peopl e know about him al ready?"

"Yes but once he, is he a he? |Is gone there won't be any evi dence, no
evidence and then | can just say it's all a fignent of the inmagination." The
president knew it wouldn't be quite that easy but at |east there were plenty
of previous hoaxes to set a precedent.

"You let me worry about that, you just go get this alien and bring him
here.”

W sneski wasn't sure he had heard right and wasn't sure that he wanted
t he job, who knows what an angry alien nmight do to hinf By all accounts he
carried around a snmall arsenal secreted about his body.

"He does want to see ne you know, |'ve listened to sone of the tapes they
have of his interrogations. The chain of command won't let him doesn't think
it's a good idea, think I mght offer, say the wong thing. Wiat do they
know?" The president scoffed.

He wal ked around the | arger craft and rubbed his hand over the scar on
the hull where it had been repaired.

"You boy's sure made a ness of this place didn't you?" He said | ooking
around at the ruins of the hanger." And not a scratch on these beauties except
for that?" He pointed to the scar that marred the smooth |lines of the hull

W sneski renenbered the way his pants had alnost filled when the first
craft had appeared at the end of the runway. How tense and frightened they had
all been when they confronted the second craft and how it was worse when the
firing had stopped and the robots had got out and they all realised that they
wer e dead nen.

The silent ufo's didn't seemparticularly |ethal now Though neither had
the alien when they had taken himinto custody and | ook what he had done
si nce.

"Qur engineers think he must have hit sonmething pretty hard. Rock
probably, they discovered traces rock on the hull, as if he snagged the
Rocki es as he whi pped over them Simlar sort of material apparently."

"Yes | noticed that, makes me think that these aliens might not be as
clever as they think they are.™

"I wouldn't know sir."

"Ch conme on Wsneski, the arse lickers are over there." The President
waved vaguely in the direction of his entourage who were | ooking on but not
gane to approach the ufo's.

"Well it did occur to me that the alien was sonmewhat disorganised, as if
he didn't know what he was getting into. Wiy did he |and here when there nust
be untol d other places where he coul d have hidden hinmsel f away while his ship
was being repaired?”

"You know what | think? | think this particular group of aliens don't



think very highly of us at all. They obviously don't consider us a threat."
W sneski recalled the way the alien had nonchal antly strolled around the
hanger when he had first arrived. Even a conpany of fully armed sol diers had

failed to concern him It was only when a few of the soldiers worked up
enough courage to ring the alien that they had taken himinto custody.
"I wouldn't be surprised.”" He said. Afterall if they can travel through

space undetected by us then they probably do have nothing to fear from
us."That would explain a | ot Wsneski thought. The idea that he m ght be
considered a primtive being didn't make Wsneski feel all that special

"Ok Wsneski." The president slapped the hull of the smaller ship and
started to turn away. "Take whoever or whatever you need and bring that alien
back here as soon as you can."

W sneski nodded and wat ched his comander in chief stride purposefully
back to where his entourage waited for him The president was i mediately
engul fed and hustl ed away, presumably to somewhere safer. But with these
t hi ngs here was anywhere safe?

twenty three

Bruce wal ked past the car parked in Sue's driveway and felt the hostile
gl ares of the passengers on the back of his head as he stood behind Sue on the
door st ep.

"Are you coming in?" Sue asked as she turned the key in the door

After a nonments hesitation and what seened to be a hurried conversation
three car doors fell open and three nen clinbed out.

Bruce's heart missed a beat, they were huge and as bl ack as the ace of
spades. Bruce had never considered Sue as being bl ack, but these three
certainly were. The older man nust be her father he decided and the other two
her brothers, who were big and so bl ack they | ooked al most purple. And they
didn't look all that friendly either. Bruce heaved a sigh of relief when he
saw none of themwas carrying a shotgun or any other visible weapon

The three men sat wordl essly on chairs in the | ounge while Sue put the
baby in it's cot. Bruce | eaned unconfortably against the table and took out
his snokes. He watched three sets of lips curl distastefully in his direction
and then renenbered his manners.

"H |'m Bruce Harwood." He said noving over to where the nen sat and
of fering his hand to be shaken

One of the younger nmen shook Bruce's hand. "John O arke." He said. An
angry glare fromtheir father made the other brother sink back into his seat.

"Huh." The man who Bruce thought must be Sue's father grunted.

"Li kewi se |'msure." Bruce said politely, feeling nuch | ess intim dated.
The ol d boy was just being difficult he decided.

Sue wal ked into the room and ki ssed her father on the top of his head as
the older man tried to brush her away.

"Hell o John, M chael." She greeted her brothers.” | see you' ve net ny
fiance Bruce already."

Bruce was a little taken aback at this sudden elevation in status but did
his best not to choke on his cigarette.

"Fi ance?"

"Yes didn't nomtell you?"

"No." The ol d man sounded surpri sed.

Bruce felt the atnosphere in the roomease a little. Up till then he felt
it could have been cut by a knife and then two pieces would sinply fall apart.
"I didn't expect Bruce back so soon, he's been overseas working." Sue

expl ai ned nysteriously.

"Wher eabout s?" One of the brothers asked. Bruce wasn't sure which one.
"Um | can't really talk about it." Bruce replied. Which was true
because how can you explain what you don't know. "Conmercial sensitivity you

know. "



"Ch | see." The brother said. Bruce couldn't decide whether he was
bel i eved or not but that didn't really matter

"Where are you fromson?" Sue's father asked.

"Al'l over really." Bruce said.

"But | can't pick your accent son, you're not an Anerican are you?"

Sue canme to Bruce's rescue, since she was telling the story.

"I don't think Bruce is allowed to say at the nonment dad."

"Well is he allowed to say when he's going to marry ny daughter?"

"Soon dad, there's just a fewthings to work out yet." Bruce felt that he
was al nost superfluous to the conversation. This was probably just as well
because nore than likely he would have put his foot in it. However, the strain
of being on his best behaviour was beginning to tell. He still wasn't feeling
particularly confortable as he pulled on his snoke.

"Un M Harwood," the old man began, "we know so little about you can't
you tell us anything?"

"Ch we'll invite you to the wedding," Bruce joked. A statenent that
effectively ended the conversation as the old mans jaw dropped open and the
two brothers | ooked at himin surprise.

Sue tried to get her father and brothers to stay a while and talk a
little but she was fighting a | osing battle. Her brothers seened keen to stick
around but her father had evidently had enough, just as his wife could no
| onger stomach being in the presence of his daughter

Bruce thought the old man's reaction was a bit much really, he'd only
been joking. The old nan seemed crushed as if the whole weight of the world
was bearing down on his frail shoul ders.

"He'll get over it Sue, it's just a surprise that's all," John the ol dest
brother said to Sue as he shook Bruce's hand firmy.

"As far as he's concerned this sort of thing only happens to other
people.” Bruce thought that all the menbers of Sue's family were |ucky they
only knew the half of it.

"Gve hima few weeks to get used to the idea and then you two go down
for a visit," the second brother suggested.

The old man showed his inmpatience by angrily tooting the horn until the
two brothers energed fromthe house. Sue waved at her father and wasn't
surprised when her father didn't wave back

"I"'msorry," said Bruce standi ng behind her and w appi ng his arns about
Sue's waist. Sue relaxed a little and |l ent agai nst him as she watched the car
di sappear down the road.

"For what?" She asked.

"For saying sonething stupid, that's what got the old boy all wound up."

"Ch don't worry about that," Sue replied. "Like John said he'll cone
around. O at least | hope he will, | don't think he really realises sonetines
that the christian principles of charity and forgi veness that he sets so nuch
store by should start in the honme." Sue's words were tinged with bitterness as
if she felt let down by her father's behaviour. He hadn't even wanted to take
a look at his latest grandchild.

Sue twisted in Bruce's arnms so that she was facing him

"How wi | | your parents react when they find out you've got a child, that
you had it by a black wonan and are going to live thousands of mles away from
t hen®?"

"My grandma once asked ne if | was a pouf, | guess being a dad will put
that worry to rest. As to you, the colour won't worry them one of our
nei ghbours i s bl acker than you and | used to go out with their daughter for a
while."

"What about living here?" Sue insisted.

"What about it?" Bruce replied evasively. He didn't believe Sue woul d
understand the obligations he had at honme, obligations that he desperately
wanted to fulfil. How could he explain his alnmost spiritual attachment to the
land first farmed by his fanmily four generations previously?

"I don't think you'd fit in around here sonehow. " Sue suggested, "I don't



think I do any nore cone to that,"
"Well we've got a nonth or so to deci de what we do.

Sue added nuch to Bruce's surprise.
" Bruce said after a

nonent .
Sue saw Ms Pratt | ooking out behind a curtain at them and could just see
the barrel of her pistol protruding over the wi ndowsill. The pistol was

qui ckly removed fromview Ms Pratt caught sight of Sue | ooking at her

"I"'mgoing to need at least that long to sell ny the Agency," Sue said
| ooki ng Bruce in the face deci ding one issue.

Bruce didn't realise how tense he had becone in the |last few m nutes
until he rel axed and Sue's body noul ded itself against his own. Bruce didn't
think it was the right tine to explain to Sue that living three quarters of an
hours' drive fromthe nearest shop in a fairly isolated area was quite a big
step fromliving in the guts of a large city.

He relaxed his grip on her waist and | ed her inside, kicking the door
closed with his foot. Sue | ooked at himexpectantly but not a word passed
bet ween them as Bruce | ed her through the house and into the bedroom He
ki ssed her passionately and letting his |ips roam over her shoul ders and neck
as he unbuttoned her bl ouse, rel eased her bra and exposed her |arge breasts
heavy with mlk. Just like a dairy cow he thought teasing a nipple with his
t ongue.

Bruce felt Sue's hands at the waist band of his trousers and wi ggled his
hips to help her ease his trousers down and then they were both frantically
tearing at each others clothing in their urgency until they |ay naked on the
bed in each others arns.

"I don't know why |I'mdoing this," Sue giggled,” | hardly know you."

"I think we've done this before though," Bruce said his lips buried in
her hair as he rolled over and nmade hinself confortable on the bed. Then the
baby started to cry.

"Ch shit," Bruce said stopping what he was doing and rolling over on his

back.

"I guess we'll just have to get used to that,"
brought the baby to the bed.

It suddenly dawned on Bruce the size of the conmtment he was apparently
taking on and wasn't sure that he was ready for it. He felt |ike backing away
as he saw his child suckling at it's nothers breast, was he responsible
enough to help bring up the infant?

For a monent he seriously doubted it.

"Say hello to your son Bruce," Sue said passing the baby to him Bruce
didn't know what to do, howto hold it? Howtight to hold it and wasn't
particularly enthralled when it both vomited on himand wet it's nappies
si mul t aneousl y.

Who'd want to be a father? Bruce thought, not seeing the fruit of his
| oins or something to cherish but a mllstone around his neck. How are you
going to get out of this one? He asked hinmself nicely ganely trying to play
the role of a doting father. Maybe I'll enjoy it nmore when it's got big
enough to hold a cricket bat or pass a rugby ball he thought.

Sue said as she got up and

twenty four

Rael e had al ways thought that he and those who kept watch on the
of fworl ders knew al nost all there was to know about them As he becane
exposed to nore of the offworlders as they noved aimessly around the city
Rael e began to realise that their understandi ng was flawed. The of fworl ders
were at the sane tine far nore sophisticated and nore prinitive than they had
i magi ned.

Maybe the service crews or the conputer network that controlled them was
trying to tell himsonething? Surely there nust be some reason for their
routing his craft this way? In passing he wondered what was happeni ng back on
Skid, whether the small conmunity at Aotearoa and it's idyllic life style



still survived nmuch as he had left it. O had the technicians fromthe

i ndustrial centres begun to flex their nmuscles in an attenpt to define what
strength they had. Or had sone of the roving bands of desperate Skidians who
in ignorance of both those conmunities lived on whatever they could find cone
into conflict with either group and if so what was the result?

Rael e was torn between wanting to return to Skid as soon as possible and
seei ng what he could learn fromthe of fworl ders seeing as though he was
al ready there on the planet.

Rael e didn't think that he had much to learn fromtheir security
apparatus fromwhat he had seen of it. The offworlders didn't seemto have the
capability to deter even a service craft, let alone a fully armed nedi umrange
patrol craft. Nor did their security forces seem capable of controlling a
single Skidian patrol craft pilot he thought rather arrogantly.

The pl anet seened rich and prosperous and bustling with the sort of
activity that made Skid in sone respects seemlike a peaceful backwater by
conpari son. G ound vehicles of various shapes and sizes sped by and the
of fworl ders seened to hurry as if their was sone purpose in their lives,

t hough what that m ght be Raele couldn't tell.

Rael e was shocked when Watts infornmed himthat people had to offer their
efforts in return for food and shelter. There were no service crews here to
keep their industries in production

This was a foreign concept to Raele who had always lived in a society
where all that an individual required to |l ead a satisfactory existence was
provi ded without any form of transaction taking place, a Skidian sinply
existed to live.

Away fromthe hustle and bustle of what Raele figured nust be the centre
of the city he saw rmuch that rem nded himof Skid. Wde open spaces dotted
with tidy pleasant |ooking honmes, where offworlders strolled around and the
pace appeared sl ow and nore peaceful, Skidlike.

Then Watts nuttered sonething that Raele took to nean he had nade a
nm stake in his navigation

"Made a wong turn there, don't worry we should be ok."

Rael e couldn't see anything wong but he did note that they had entered
an area that seemed to have been negl ected by whoever |ooked after that sort
of thing on this planet, away fromthe | eafy suburbs and the hustle and bustle
of the city. Raele felt a little depressed just |looking at it. The |arge
houses, apartnent bl ocks, Watts called them had an air of neglect and the
peopl e here were obviously less well cared for. There was a furtive hopel ess
air to themas they went about their business. The streets were choked with
rubbi sh and the rusting bodi es of unused ground vehi cl es and people could be
seen accosting each other on the street.

Rael e coul dn't understand how a society that on one hand appeared fairly
prosperous could all ow such a blot on the | andscape to exist alongside it. Nor
could he understand how the offworlders could allow their industrial conplexes
to sprawl unchecked over the |andscape spewi ng snoke into the air and pouring
waste into the ground and the noving water that ran through the city. He could
feel the grit in the air on his skin and the snell was terrible, something
i ke what he had experienced in the parts of Sietnuoc that the service crews
had yet to rebuild, the smell of death and decay.

These of fworlders had nuch to learn, and that it seened to Raele m ght be
the sumtotal of what he had to l[earn fromthem

Suddenly Raele felt Watts tense in the seat beside himand nutter
somet hi ng under his breath.

"Shit!" He grunted.

Rael e | ooked about w thout alarmand saw a crowd of offworlders
approaching them as they sat at one of the trees with lights on it waiting for
the green light to shine. He thought they didn't |ook to happy. Many of them
were gesticulating angrily and waved pieces of netal and masonry above their
heads.

Besi de him he could sense Watts getting nore agitated. He called for



somet hing call ed backup on his conmmuni cation's device and then tried to nove
t he ground vehicle which then stopped for sone reason

"Start you bastard," Watts said as the vehicle made an odd noise. No
amount of talking to the thing would make it nove. Funny sort of vehicle
Rael e t hought .

One of the offworlders ran towards them and brought his nmetal bar down on
t he wi ndscreen which shattered under the force of the bl ow Suddenly they were
surrounded by a nmob who beat the car, rocked it fromside to side and then
tried to grab Rael e and Watts and pull them out through the shattered w ndow.

Rael e | ooked at Watts to see what he was going to do about this outrage,
but Watts was too busy screaming curses, trying to free his weapon fromit's
hol ster and beat away the hands that grabbed at him Then a chunk of nasonry
hit himon the head whi ch snapped back. The crowd growl ed and cheered as Watts
slunped forward with bl ood pouring froma deep gash in his forehead.

VWil e he was uncl ear as to what was happeni ng Rael e thought he'd better
do something. As the first cheer at the sight of blood pouring fromWtts's
head wound subsi ded, Raele had flipped his dazi erwogga out and raked the area
in front of the ground vehicle.

A sudden silence greeted the fourteen or fifteen piles of glow ng ash
t hat appeared. The rest of the nob froze, gaped at the sight and then sinply
vani shed into thin air. Raele slipped his dazi erwogga back into it's
conpartnent and got out of the vehicle.

Across the street someone was pointing sone sort of weapon at him he
flipped his dazi erwogga out but the offworlder di sappeared around the side of
a building and Rael e | et him go.

In the distance he could hear sone sort of nechanical scream ng noise
that seemed to be getting closer. Watts began to npan and talk to hinself.

"Where am |1 ?" He asked. Raele wasn't about to bother answering such an
obvi ous questi on

Rael e | ooked at Watts and decided that he wasn't going to be nuch use for
a while, especially as the ground vehicle seenmed to have given up. Typical of
the of fworl ders Rael e thought, to put faith in technol ogy that was so
unreliable. He checked his position in relation to the sign that had caught
his eye a little earlier, wirked out a course and headed in that direction
As he crossed the street several vehicles carrying flashing |ights screaned
towards him By the tine they stopped, still wailing and scream ng around
Watts's ground vehicle he was al ready out of sight.

The silence on the streets was vaguely disquieting to Raele. Avenues
that had been pulsing with life only mnutes ago were now enpty, though Raele
felt that nore than one set of hostile eyes upon him

A few nminutes |ater Raele heard a ground vehicle draw up beside him He
stopped and | ooked at the vehicle as an of fworl der dressed in the uniform of
their security forces got out.

"I"ve come to take you to our President.’
door for him

Rael e didn't know who the president was but getting a ride in another
ground vehicle seened to be a good idea, so he got in wthout a word.

"My nane is Wsneski," the security officer said.

Rael e nodded but didn't say anything, wondering whether he should make
W sneski take himwhere he wanted to go or go with himto see this president.
Rael e deci ded he didn't have anything better to do for the noment, the other
task could wait.

VWiile they travelled in silence to the Airforce Base, a man hurried to a
| ocal television station easily evading the security net that had been thrown
around the bl ock where the riot had occurred. In the pocket that he nudged, to
make sure it was still there at each hurried step he took, was a video tape
that he hoped woul d bring himfame and fortune.

Rael e recogni sed the Airforce Base, though he didn't know it by that nane
while they were still sone way away. Ch well he'd just have to take the patro
craft to check out the building on his way honme he thought pleased now that he

The of fworl der said opening the



had accepted the ride fromthe security officer. Raele suddenly found that he
was eager to get back onto his craft, where he could find sone decent

cl ot hi ng, eat some decent food and have a decent sleep without the of fworlders
security devices watching every nove he made.

But W sneski had other plans as he pulled up beside - under - one of the
| arge ungainly offworld craft. A group of offworlders stood around the
stairway that led up into the side of the craft. Raele felt their intense
scrutiny as he stepped out of the ground vehicle and foll owed Wsneski to the
st eps.

"Where do you think you' re going M?" One of the agents asked.

"The President wants to see us as soon as we arrive, | have ny orders,"
W sneski snapped at the senior Secret Service man. "And may | rem nd you that
my authority on this base exceeds your own." He added for good neasure.

W sneski wasn't sure that it did but in his experience the man with the
bi ggest, angriest bark usually won the day in these situations.

The secret service man knew who W sneski was, but he didn't think he knew
hi s compani on even t hough he | ooked vaguely fanili ar

After a noment, withering under Wsneski's glare he gave in, deciding
that Rael e | ooked soft and harm ess enough and decided to forgo even wavi ng
his netal detector over Raele. Besides it would be on Wsneski's head if
anyt hi ng went wrong.

The president nust have been warned that he had visitors because as the
two nmen wal ked up the stairway he appeared at the door in the fusel age ready
to greet them

The Secret Service agent watched the president shake hands wth
W sneski's conpanion. As the three men di sappeared from sight the Secret
Servi ce agent suddenly renmenbered where he had seen Wsneski's conpanion, it
was the alien!

"Shit!" He said tearing up the stairway only to find his way barred at
t he doorway by one of his own junior agents.

"Let nme past, Jones!"

"Sorry Sir, | have ny orders," the man said a little sheepishly, not
wanting to antagoni se his boss even nore than he already was.

"Il have you for this Jones!"

"Yessir."

A gale of hearty laughter issued fromthe cabin that was barred to the
Secret Service man, |aughter that he recognised as comng fromhis president.
Per haps there was nothing to worry about he deci ded.

Inside the aircraft Raele felt a little benmused. He was obviously neeting
a man of great inportance, but one who didn't appear to have the requisite
dignity of a | eader.

"You are the president?" Raele had asked as they had been introduced.

"Why yes | am The President of the United States."

"Ch | thought | was going to see the ruler of the whole planet," Raele
replied disappointed that he'd been so gullible as to believe this man rul ed
t he pl anet.

"What does he nean?" The president asked Wsneski nore than little
benused hi nsel f.

"I think M, er Raele was under the inpression that he was about to neet
the President of Earth and not the nost powerful nman on the planet sir." This
was the observation that caused the president to double up with |aughter

Rael e didn't know what to make of this and decided that the best place
for himwas back on his patrol craft, safely on the return trip to Skid.

Rael e flipped open the control panel on his wist and preprogramed his
patrol craft for takeoff as soon as he was aboard. He noticed the sudden
alertness of the offworlders in his presence and noted the weapons pointed in
his direction as he conpleted his programi ng.

"What are you doi ng?" The president asked with interest as Raele flipped
t he conpartnent closed and | ooked back at his host.

The president unlike nmost of his advisors was al nost overawed with the



potential that this alien with the funny nane presented.

He, they'd established beyond doubt that he was a he, was the key to
providing themwi th a great technol ogi cal advantage over the rest of the world
if only they could sonehow make himbelieve that it was to the alien's
advantage to hel p them

The only problemwas the how and that was the biggie which was why the
presi dent had deci ded, despite the possible dangers to neet with the alien
hi nmsel f.

"Pre-flighting ny patrol craft,’

Rael e replied as an idea occurred to
hi n?

"You're planning on | eaving then? " The president asked, the regret
showi ng in his voice as he knew he probably couldn't stop the alien even if
he tried and there was so nuch he wanted to know. \Where was he from why was
he really here, what kind of planet did he come fron?

"Yes," Raele replied w thout elaborating as a sudden commoti on began
outside the aircraft.

There was the sound of small arnms fire, a few yell ed commands and
suddenly the President was surrounded by his guards who had whi pped out their
weapons, pushing Rael e and Wsneski aside in the process.

"What' s goi ng on?"

"One of the alien notherfucking spaceships i s noving,
agent panted, wondering what he was supposed to do now.

Rael e bent down and peered through one of the small w ndows in the side
of the offworld aircraft just intime to watch the service craft skimal ong
the ground and then streak upwards into the sky where it was quickly lost from
si ght.

"What about the other one?"

"No sign of novenment," called an agent tapping nervously his earpiece.

"Your doi ng?" The president asked Rael e.

O course, Raele didn't say, once the preflight checks were conpl eted
successfully there was no need for the service crew to remain.

"I sure would like to see inside your ship mster," the president said
somewhat wi stfully much to the horror of everybody but Raele.

"I'f you wish," Raele replied and started toward the door, deciding that
it was time to go and al so deciding that it mght be a good idea to take this
president back to Skid with him Raele was beginning to see the possibilities
in having a | eader of the offworlders around to help himreturn Skid to it's
former glory.

That the use of offworlders had proved to be difficult and non productive
in the recent past didn't deter Raele in the |east.

"Well come on then boys lets go," the president said w th boyish
enthusiasmto the further disquiet of those charged with his safety.

Rael e wasn't too happy with the idea of a whole tribe of offworlders
par adi ng about his patrol craft, cleaning up the nmess after he had di sposed of
themwould be a trial if nothing else.

So he said in the slightly high-pitched voice that made everyone he met
on the planet wonder, along with his mncing steps if he were a queer or not:
"I have only room for one guest." \Wich made peopl e wonder what el se m ght be
i nside an outwardly commodi ous craft.

"Very well," the president agreed, effectively forestalling the insistent
stares and whi spers that sought to forbid himhis childish whim

Rael e wal ked out of the aircraft and down the steps ignoring the hostile,
fearful |1ooks fromthe | arge nunbers of offworlders bel ow and behind himas he
made his way to his patrol craft.

He wal ked up the ranp that had mracul ously | owered unnoticed by all and
sundry and beckoned to the president to foll ow hi maboard.

t he nost senior

twenty five



Bruce quickly tired of watching Sue suckle their son and nust have
drifted off to sleep. He was enjoying a particularly lurid dream of no
particul ar form when sonebody started to screaminto his ear. Bruce woke with
vague recol l ections of another time and an erection that he gazed at fondly
for a few nmonents until the screami ng. No sonebody was yelling at himto get
his attention.

"Come here quickly," Sue yelled at himfromthe direction of the |ounge.

Renenberi ng where he was he came fully awake with a start and noved in
the direction of the noise picking up his strides but not bothering to pul
t hem on.

"What's the racket all about?" He grunbled | ooking at Sue who to his
ast oni shment | ooked as if she were about to have a fit. Her conpl exi on had
turned grey as blood drained fromher face and she was pointing at the
television and trenmbling like a |eaf.

Dramatic nmusic issued fromthe tel evision and a newsfl ash graphic
appear ed.

"What's going on?" He asked sitting and draping an arm over Sue's
shoul der.

"It's them" she gasped as one of the toothy nmass produced newscasters
gave his audi ence the benefit of his stern frown.

"Who?"

"W have grave news about the president of the United States of America,"
he began sonmbrely but with a smle that Bruce thought was out of step with the
gravity of the situation

"Several hours ago the president was all egedly ki dnapped by an unknown
assail ant, we have just received this footage fromthe Row ands Airforce Base
out side Portland, Oregon." The shot cut to a reporter who could hardly keep
his excitenent in check, backgrounded by what appeared to be a bonbed out
ai rcraft hanger.

"Thank's Roger," another pair of glistening white teeth chonped behind a
pair of carefully shaped lips. "Yes well it seens that the authorities have
been hi ding something fromthe people of Anerica, the world. And that is that
t hey have been entertaining an envoy fromouter space here at the airforce
base."

Bruce felt Sue flinch as a still photograph of what was an inhabitant of
his own dreans, if not Sue's flashed up on the screen

"Several hours ago," the reporter droned," President Mtchell was coerced
onto the aliens space craft which then pronptly lifted off for parts unknown."
A shot of the president, an indistinct figure walking toward and i nside
somet hing that m ght have been a stealth bonber or a ufo replaced the earnest
face of the reporter which then to the evident surprise of all and sundry
promptly shot out of the hanger and di sappeared into the sky.

"Was the president forced on board WIt?" The anchorman asked.

"Not as far as we can figure out Roger," the reporter replied. WIt had
al ready heard from several sources that the president had voluntarily gone
aboard, al one, against the wi shes of the secret services, the nationa
security advisor and half a dozen other people. But it wouldn't be half the
story if the truth was told. America didn't want to hear that.

"What is the constitutional position WIt?"

"Vice president Wlnot is at this nonment conferring with constitutiona
advisors as to the legal position but |I nmust say Roger that for all intensive
purposes until we know what has happened and where the president is, Vice
president Wlnot is in charge.”

"Thanks WIt," the anchorman purred, "special reporter Sissy Bucktooth is
standing by at the White House at a special news conference.”

"Thanks Roger," Sissy took up the comentary in her huskiest nbst sensua
voice. "It has just been announced that Vice President Wlnot will assume the
executive role until the issue of President Mtchell's di sappearance has been
resol ved. "

Vice President WI not appeared on screen and nmade the necessary



regrettabl e noi ses, but even Bruce could see that he relished the chance to
have a go at the top job. Wo wouldn't?

"You reckon it's thenP" He asked Sue incredul ously.

"Shhh," Sue hushed himas the report continued.

"In a separate, apparently unrelated incident Roger, everybody's
trustworthy source of news confided,"” an individual answering the description
of the alleged alien that allegedly kidnapped President Mtchell was
inplicated in the slaying of fifteen youths who were peacefully protesting
Portland Cities decision to increase apartnment rentals in runicipal housing
estates.”

Honest Roger's face was replaced by a series of clips with an ancam | ogo
on the bottom of the screen. A nob tore down a street brandi shing | unps of
wood, netal bars and what | ooked to be rocks or bricks. They paused at an
i ntersection and attacked a car that had stopped at the |lights. The image
junped about as if the photographer of the scene was jostled or running with
t he nob.

I mmges of a frightened face suddenly disintegrating behind a shattered
wi ndscreen and a sudden spray of blood filled the screen. Then there was only
atall pale man clinbing out of the car onto a suddenly enpty street.

The tall figure calMy surveyed the scene and then casually strode off as
sirens could be heard in the distance.

Suddenly the door crashed open and a voice called out: "Freeze you
fucker." A shot which Bruce reckoned later alnost parted his hair rang out and
he flipped over the top of the couch dragging Sue with him

Sonewhere in the background the television was still droning on and Sue
was struggling in his arns.

"Let me go you idiot," she grunted, "and put that gun away Ms Pratt!"

"Are you sure dear?" Arather mld, trenul ous voice asked.

"I"'msure Ms Pratt,"” Sue said struggling to stand up while Bruce
struggled with his strides.

"It's ok Ms Pratt, | want you to neet Bruce, ny er. My fiance, little
Bruce's dad. "

"Pl eased to neet you Ms Pratt," Bruce said peering over the top of the
sof a wondering whether it was polite to shake hands with sone old bat that had
just tried to shoot him

"Pl eased to neet you."

"What are you doing here Ms Pratt?" Sue asked angrily, Ms Pratt had
woken the baby with the racket she nade, which annoyed Sue nore than her grand
entrance. Alnost as nuch as missing the end of the special news bulletin who's
graphi cs were fading.

Sue felt as if the whole day had been some sort of weird dream soon she
woul d wake up and be back in the real world. First Bruce arriving, then the
strained abortive arrival of her father and brothers, one of the men from her
dreans on tv., and then Ms Pratt firing shots in the house and putting a hole
in the ceiling that woul d have to be patched before it rained.

When woul d all the nadness stop? Sue | ooked at Ms Pratt and caught the
eerie glow in her eyes. She glanced at Bruce scratching his chest, registered
t he baby's cries above everything el se.

"Why don't you go and see to little Bruce, Bruce?" She asked feeling as
if she were teetering on the edge of an enotional precipice.

"I"1l get him" Ms Pratt volunteered to Sue's surprise, handing Bruce
her pistol and heading in the direction of the crying baby.

"Now what are we going to do?" Sue hissed as soon as Ms Pratt was out of
ear shot .

"Do what ?" Bruce wanted to know. The poorly defined figure on the
tel evision m ght or might not have been one of the figures of his dreans. Even
if it was, Bruce's inclination was to lay low, to do or say nothing that m ght
draw attention to hinself. What could he do anyhow?

"W've got to do sonething," Sue whispered in sonething between a hiss
and a whisper as Ms Pratt cane back into the room hol di ng the baby.



"He's such a handsone little chap, | could just eat himup," she said
somewhat om nously Bruce thought.

Sue reached for the baby and then decided little Bruce would be safe in
Ms Pratt's care for a while

"Bruce and | have got to go out for a while, could you possibly I ook
after little Bruce for a half hour or so Ms Pratt?"

"Ch 1'd love to Sue.”

"There's some mlk in the fridge if he gets hungry, clean nappies...

"Ch don't worry Sue, even though it's been a long tine | do know how to
| ook after a baby," Ms Pratt said cutting her off. She sat as if Bruce and
Sue weren't there, started talking to the baby as if a six week old child was
a fully articulate menber of the human race.

Just like sonme people talked to their dog's Bruce thought, at |east the
little bugger had stopped crying.

"Come on."

"Cone on where Sue?"

"Lets go for a wal k or sonething,
and handing it to Bruce.

"What do | want this for?" He asked sticking it in his waistband |ike
he'd seen people do on television. Then frightened that he nmight shoot hinself
in the foot or worse blow his dick off, he left it on the sideboard.

"Lets go and see Trev."

"Ok." Bruce wondered whether he should pick up his gear and bring it back
to Sue's place. Did she expect himto nmove in or what?

"What are we going to do Bruce?" Sue asked,waving her armnms about, clearly

she said picking up Ms Pratt's pistol

agitated.
Bruce didn't know what her problemwas, the alien could be well, any
alien at all. Could you believe anything that happened on tel evision at al

t hese days?

"Come on Bruce you're not being too hel pful ."

"Wl |l what do you want me to say?"

"Say anything you |like Bruce," an odd voice said in his head.

"What ?"

"Yes it's nel" An image of a dog that |ooked remarkably Iike Cop
i nsi st ed.

Bruce tried to blank out the image in his mnd but it refused to go away.

"What are you doi ng boss?"

"Eh?"

"Bruce! Are you listening to nme?" Sue demanded | ooki ng at hi m strangely.

"What ?" Bruce was having great difficulty coping with two conversations,
one with Sue and one imagi nary one going on inside his head. He felt a sudden
urge for a drink. Perhaps two.

"What's going on Bruce?" Sue asked as if coming to the end of her tether

"Ch | don't know," Bruce replied truthfully. "Bugger off Cop!" He
muttered and the dog obediently faded away.

"What did you say, bugger the cops?"

"Somet hing |ike that," Bruce nunbl ed.

"Well who do we tell about our suspicions then?"

"Your suspicions you nean, you can |leave nme out of this," Bruce said
wondering why his life had suddenly becone so conplex and surreal. Perhaps
t hat was what happened when people were |osing their marbles.

"But. . . " Sue's voice trailed away. She was outraged, she wanted to do
somet hing. The president was missing after all and a dangerous alien was on
the | oose, one that she m ght somehow know. She had to do sonething, didn't
she? Surely Bruce wanted to do sonething as well, go to the authorities, tel
their story. To whon®? Sue realised that to tell their story was to tell the
wor |l d and becone creatures of the media. She had no desire to be paraded as
one of the weirdo's that opened their souls to the world on every avail able
tal k show, on the cover of Time or some sleazy tabloid.

Wth a shudder Sue remenbered the journalist that had somehow got into



her hospital roomand his clainms that she had slept with an alien

Bruce found the door to the restaurant |ocked which was a little odd.

"Fucki ng wanker," he said giving it a good kick as his key was upstairs
i nside his room

"Shouldn't it be open?" Sue asked. "Who ever heard of a restaurant being
cl osed at |unchtine?"

"Shoul d be," Bruce agreed, wondering what the story was. "Trev!" He
bel | owed through the door,"let me in will ya, ya wanker! |I'msure there's
somebody in there,"” Bruce said turning to Sue wondering if Trev m ght be
bonki ng one of his waitresses on a table or sonething.

"I can hear sonebody com ng," Sue said pressing her ear against the door

"' bout bl oody time too," Bruce grunted as the door swung open to reveal a
very unhappy | ooking Trev.

"What's the matter mate? " Bruce asked, "you look as if you've seen a
ghost or sonething."

Bruce pushed past Trev who appeared to be trying to say sonething, his
nmout h openi ng and shutting |ike a gasping fish but no sounds cane out.

"Been robbed or sonething Trev?" Sue though that was nore |ikely and
suddenly wi shed Bruce still had Ms Pratt's gun stuck down the wai stband of
his pants.

"Nnnooo." Trev stuttered and slanmed the door shut behind Sue and funbl ed
with the chain that secured it.

"Ch fuck."

Sue bunped into Bruce who had stopped part way into the restaurant.

"Do you need to swear Bruce? It gets a bit much at tines." She
conpl ai ned.

"Well what do you think of that then?" Bruce said pointing to one of the
shapes that sat at the bar in the darkened room

As her eyes becane accustomed to the dimlight Sue found herself in a
guandary, should she be frightened by the unm stakabl e presence of the alien
or awed by the presence of the President of the United States who seened to be
happy enough sitting confortably by the bar with a drink in his hand.

Sue stepped closer to the alien and thought he | ooked vaguely famliar
wi t hout realising that she was nore than famliar to him

Rael e wrinkled his nose distastefully as he recogni sed the offworld
femal e, he was a bit better disposed towards the offworld male standing in
front of her whom he al so recogni sed.

"CGood day sir." Raele greeted Bruce. If Raele was surprised that anong
the teeming billions that inhabited the planet the two of fworl ders that he was
fam liar had just wal ked in the door he didn't showit.

"Where are your conpani ons?"

"What compani ons?" Bruce asked genuinely surprised that the alien if
that's what he was, seened to know him

"Us you fucken half wit," Cop said in a voice that al nbst exactly
reproduced Bruce's.

"Ch them back home | guess."

"What's he tal king about Bruce?"

"Dunno really," Bruce didn't think this was quite the time to tell Sue
that one of his dogs seened to be talking to him He had enough on his plate
dealing with the real world at the nmonent.

"What's going on here?" Bruce turned to Trev who was nursing a bottle of
whi sky.

Trev took a rather large swig at his bottle before replying, he wasn't
just frightened out of his wits, he was al so drunk

"Don't ask me Bruce. This big chap here just appeared out of nowhere and
asked me where the of fworlder was that drew the sign outside the door. Can you
believe it?"

"What sign?"

"Ch you know the kiw sign hanging up outside the door. | told himthat
some signwiter painted it for me and that it was a synmbol, nobody owned it.



But he was pretty insistent.”

"Wul d sonebody pl ease tell ne what's going on here?" The other man who
| ooked nost out of place denanded.

"Who the fuck are you?"

"Bruce," Sue tugged at Bruce's armtrying to keep him quiet.

"The President of the United States,” the man responded with dignity.

"And |'mthe Queen of Sheba," Bruce retorted. Bruce | ooked at Sue
pl anning to ask her what she thought she was doi ng by stanping on his foot,
saw t he furious | ook on her face heard and Trev | aughi ng hysterically behind
hi m

Bruce took a closer |ook at the man and t hought naybe he'd better
apol ogi se.

"Sorry mate," he munbl ed and went around behind the bar to pour hinself a
drink. All we need now is the pope and the queen and we can have ourselves a
party he thought.

Rael e couldn't believe his luck, not only did he have experts in organic
food production but he also had some sort of expert in offworld governnent. It
was tinme to finally | eave this planet he thought and stood abruptly.

"Are you ready to | eave?" He asked his passengers.

"Leave where?"

"What about us?" Cop asked.

"What about you?" Bruce retorted forgetting where he was.

"Bruce are you all right?" Sue was al arned by the way Bruce had suddenly
started talking to hinself.

"What do you t hink?"

President Mtchell |ooked on wondering what sort of nuthouse he was in
and starting to get a bit worried about the way events were unfol ding. For a
start it had been quite an adventure but he was sure that by now people were
starting to worry about his absence.

"Where are you taking us?" The President asked Rael e.

"Back to Skid." \Where did this offworlder think they were going Rael e
wonder ed?

" Ski d?"

"My home. "

"I don't know anything about a place called Skid." Bruce said even
t hough, like the alien the name was vaguely familiar to him

That stopped Raele for a nonment, the offworlder was right. But he could
change all that once they were all aboard the patrol craft. He flipped open
his wist and tapped several keys.

Suddenl y wi t hout noticing anything except that their stomachs seened to
be I eft behind nonmentarily Bruce, Sue, and President Mtchell found thensel ves
standing with the alien on what could only be the alien's space ship.

Trev watched the enpty space where the four of them had been and wondered
if they woul d be back. Then he wondered what he was going to say about the
events of the past hour or so. Nobody would believe himthat was for sure.
Maybe he'd just make it his secret and tell nobody.

Trev norosely finished off what was left of the whisky and silently
benpaned being | eft behind and bei ng denied the chance off going off on sone
great adventure

end of book two.



