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one

Rael e wal ked over to the ship's controls and set a course for Skid while
the three of fworlders stared wordl essly at each ot her

"What do you think you're doing?" President Mtchell asked, the first to
break the spell as Sue and Bruce regarded the faniliar surroundi ngs.

"Those dreanms Bruce, they were real." Sue said a |ast.

"Yeah," Bruce grunted anbi guously, not really knowi ng what to think or
say. He did feel as if he'd been here, or sone other place like this before,
and wondered how that could have been

"W are returning to nmy planet."

"Don't forget us!" Cop pl eaded.

Bruce thought about it for a noment and then decided to ask the alien
after all the alien had asked after them

"My dogs want to come as well, can we pick them up?"

"I's this some sort of conspiracy on your part mster?" President Mtchel
asked, "do you know this man?"

"Sort of," Bruce said uncertainly, "we've dreamed about him"

Rael e | ooked up from his work and wondered whet her he should risk trying
to re establish the offworlders menories of his home planet. Those nenories
were stored in snmall transparent bubbles that he now held in his hand. Under
normal circunstances they woul d have been returned to storage on Skid and
probably forgotten for ever, luckily for himor then? These weren't normal
tines.

Hi s only problemwas remenbering which bubbl e bel onged to which
offworlder. O was it, these offworlders were so sinple that it probably
woul dn't matter he decided after a nonent.

Rael e gave the bubble marked with an 'x' to the nale offworlder and the
other to the female who had just realised she had | eft something behind.

"Bruce!" She shrieked suddenly recalling little Bruce. "Wat about the
baby?"

"\What about the baby?"
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"Can we go back and get ny baby?"

"Baby?" Raele tested the word in his nouth and realised that the
of fworl der was tal king about an infant. He was about to regard her with his
normal distaste, rearing your own infants indeed! Then he renenbered that
before 1 ong some of his own people would be producing their own offspring. It
m ght be a good idea to have sonebody about the place who knew how to dea
with them

"Yes we can retrieve your infant," Raele replied reasonably and your
conpani ons," he added turning to Bruce. "But first you nust place this in your
ear." Rael e denonstrated what he nmeant the of fworlders to do with the bubble.

"What about ne?" The President asked. He was used to being the centre of
attention whether he was bei ng supported, congratul ated or attacked by any
nunber of detractors, and was feeling a bit left out of things.

Bruce sniffed the little bubble he had been gi ven and wondered why he was
supposed to stick it against his ear. Bloody thing wouldn't fit into his ear
it was too big. To his surprise when he did place the bubble to his ear it
seened to shrink and slip into his head of it's own accord. Frantically Bruce
tried to pull it free panicking that the alien night have slipped him
somet hi ng noxi ous, and cursed hinself for being so gullible.

Then the nenories flooded back and the bubble slipped out of his ear and
fell to the ground | ooking like a used condom

Bruce felt as if sonebody had slipped another chapter of the book that
was his life into his ear. Suddenly everything nmade sense, it didn't rmake him
any happi er that everything suddenly made sense but he was relieved by the
sense of know ng.

He | ooked across at Sue and watched his own enotions mirrored on her face
as she realised that she wasn't going crazy after all

"Fuck," Bruce nmuttered trying to make some sense of the unusual disorder
in his head as he tried to rank experiences and nenories. Hi s head whirled and
he reached out for support. Qut of the corner of his eye he saw that Sue had
fallen to the ground and that the President was standing over her trying to
draw her back to her feet. | hope one of those bl oody great vacuum cl eaners
doesn't conme and suck me up Bruce thought with some alarmas he slowy
regai ned the use of his |inbs and stood upright.

"You all right?" He asked Sue solicitously not knowi ng whether to |augh
or cry as he renenbered the good tinmes, the despair and frustration of the
time he had spent on Skid.

It wasn't really all that bad he thought after a nonent and silently
renonstrated with hinself that he had not made better use of his tinme back
t hen. But what exactly he could have done better he didn't know yet.

"Ch Bruce." The voice inside his head that sounded |ike his own but
wasn't called out to him Bruce thought it sounded a lot like the silky ironic
tone that he used when he was calling one of the dogs cl ose so he could boot
it inthe ribs when it knew wi thout a doubt that it had done somethi ng w ong.

Before he could turn a large hairy shape junped up at him causing Bruce
some alarmuntil he caught the snmell of a dog that had been tied up for too
long wi thout a decent run. The dogs started barking, well Punch and Can did.
Cop just |looked up at himlike a coy child that had just shit it's pants
despite it's efforts at potty training and said:" Hello boss."

"I's that really you Cop?"

"Sure is boss," the dog replied with a wolfish grin.

Ch shit Bruce thought.

"Bruce! Are you talking to your dog?"

"Yeah can't you hear hinP"

"What is this, some kind of nut house?" President Mtchell denand,
clearly wanting to strike out at something but not sure what at. He'd
obvi ously decided that the alien was too tough a target for himto tackle by
hi nsel f and suddenly it appeared that the two people that he should be able to
count on support from had | ost their narbles.

"Cet fucked," Bruce replied with a total |lack of awe and respect that the



Presi dent wasn't used to.

"You can't speak to ne like that!" President Mtchell alnost screaned,
"I'm the president of the United States of Anerica."

"Do you think that means anythi ng where we're goi ng?

Rael e wonder ed whet her he had made the right decision in

taking on this | eader of mankind. He turned back to the patrol craft's
controls. Finding the female of fworlders infant was a slightly trickier task
than finding the nale of fworlders conpanions. At |east one of themhad a
tracki ng device inplanted so they could be |located easily.

As the Patrol craft orbited high above the city where he had recently
spent so nuch tinme Raele did a DNA scan

Ms Pratt was sitting in Sue's living roomwatching the drama caused by
the President's disappearance unfold on the tel evision

Personal |y she suspected the Russians were behind the whol e thing even
t hough the Russians had | ong since ceased being a threat to anyone. She al so
bl aned the Russi ans when she went into little Bruce's roomand found his cot
enpty.

The police had different ideas, especially when they found her pistol and
enpty cartridge case on the floor of the living roomand carted Ms Pratt away
to the station. It was several hours later after Ms Clarke and her nysterious
'fiance' couldn't be located that a possible link to the president's
di sappearance was made. A link that soon led to the authorities visiting a
| ocal restaurant where they found the drunken proprietor with a fantastic
story to tell.

Little Bruce duly turned up on the floor of the space craft and Bruce
wondered what Ms Pratt woul d nmake of that, aware that unlike last tinme their
di sappearance would certainly be noticed this time, even as he wondered how it
hadn't been last tine.

Rael e just shrugged his shoulders in the Skidian way when he had asked
and Bruce now knew enough not to bother pressing himfor an answer.

President Mtchell seemed to have settled down for the nmonent and sat in
on the side of the corner of the roomwth his head in his hands. Sue sat
further away with little Bruce suckling at her breast and Rael e was headed for
anot her wall where Bruce thought the accomodati on area must be. Bruce | ooked
at the three dogs that lay together not too far fromhis feet. Can and Punch
had t he usual expectant grins on their faces while Cop just |ooked at him
expectantly.

"They are stupid,"” he seened to say.

"Are you really talking to nme?"

"You bet your black arse.” Cop still hadn't quite got to grips with the
Engl i sh | anguage yet but he was working on it.

"How cone?" Bruce asked squatting in front of the dog.

"Dunno really," Cop replied.

"Hmp." Bruce didn't really know how to handl e the idea of a dog being
able to conmunicate telepathically with him especially one as cocky as Cop
appeared to be. True to formthe Skidians seened to have done sonet hi ng
carefully and precisely that nmade no sense at all.

"What are they going to do with us son?" President Mtchell asked tiredly
from where he sat against the wall

"Dunno mate, dunno at all." Bruce was well used to the oblique way that
t he Skidi ans operated. It had always frustrated him Now that he had got his
menory back, Bruce took a nore benign view of those events.

"Has what shi sface said anything to you?"

"He nuttered sonething about how | was a | eader of men and he woul d be
interested in talking to me some nore about the devel opment of self governing
conmunities. | may be a politician but | don't know nuch about that sort of
stuff. 1'ma businessman doi ng nmy best to uphold the expectations of others
and get sone sanity back into our econony.”

"Well it's not actually a bad place to stay, apart fromthe fact that you
don't want to be there in the first place." Bruce realised for the first tinme



that it was the fact that he was on Skid against his will that had made his
stay so unpal atable, that and being told that he'd never return hone. That he
had actually got back hone was an additional conplication that Bruce didn't
want to bother himself with for the monent. "And if you get confortable with
the idea that despite what they say they want you to do, the Skidians will do
their best to make sure you fail."

"Sounds |i ke what experience | have as a politician will stand ne in good
stead then, is this place really called Skid?"
"Yep really."

"You say that you have been there before?" Mtchell asked.

"I reckon so, Skid is areally weird place," added Bruce, wi thout
el aborating nuch to the disgust of Mtchell. "Didn't renenber until | stuffed
that little plastic ball in ny ear though.”

"You mean you didn't know until then?" Mtchell asked incredul ously.

"Well | dreant about things that | couldn't understand, "Sue piped up
Li ke Bruce now that she actually renenbered everything she felt nuch happier
Fi ndi ng herself on a Skidian space ship again didn't really trouble her unduly
now that she and little Bruce, she and big Bruce for that matter were
reunited.

M tchell shook his head sadly and withdrew into his corner wonderi ng how
he was going to survive this latest crisis in his life.

t wo

Bruce spent rmuch of the journey wondering where the rest of the crew was
only to be told by Raele that there were none. Bruce had been | ooking forward
to seeing sone of his old friends, Cyprus and Mil goon, maybe even Toyt oo.
Rael e said maybe

To Bruce's surprise Raele al so showed himhow to operate the patrol
ship's flight controls. He was so absorbed with learning that it never
occurred to himas to why Raele mi ght be providing himw th a possible escape
route.

Apart fromthat, the trip to Skid was uneventful. Mtchell kept hinself
to hinself apart fromventing his fury at losing his clothes to a | arge robot
as he had a shower and grunbling about the standard of food.

Bruce thought that the man had a truly bemused | ook about hi mand was
about to make a di sparagi ng remark about the intellectual calibre of the
Anerican President when Sue rem nded himthat he had worn a simlar benused
| ook hinself for rmuch of the first few weeks that he had spent on Skid.

"It's just shock that's all," she said, "culture shock they call it."

"I seemto recall that you weren't too happy either," Bruce retorted. But
he was al so unconfortable in his new know edge that at times Sue had handl ed
their previous sojourn on Skid better than he had. This time it will be
di fferent he assured hinself w thout having any idea how different it would
be.

I mredi ately they stepped off the patrol craft at the space port in
Si et nuoc Bruce realised that sonething was different, sensed as Rael e had,
that something was definitely wong.

The space port was enpty for one thing, their own patrol craft was the
only one evident in the vast open space and the subdued murmur that Bruce
| ater associated with the hustle and bustle of an incredibly large city was
gone. The only sound was that of their own footsteps on the cobbles as they
made their way fromthe patrol craft to the port buildings. The dogs were
subdued al so sensing there was sonething wong and stayed cl ose to Bruce,
doggi ng his heels.

"There's nobody here at all,"” Cop told him

"There nust be!" Bruce thought back. On the trip to Skid he had found
that Cop could read his thoughts just as readily as he could hear them Bruce
was thankful for that because he felt a little silly talking to the dog and



t he sidelong | ooks he got fromMtch and Sue made himfeel even sillier

"There's nobody here you halfwit!"

Bruce ained a kick at the cheeky dog but Cop easily skipped out of his
reach.

"Don't you ever |eave those dogs al one?" Sue protested on their behal f.

"Only when they're not having nme on," he replied anbi guously.

"What happened here?" Sue asked. To her the city |ooked the sanme. It took
her a while to put a finger on what was nagging at her. It wasn't just the
| ack of people it was that the city | ooked nore ordered than she renenbered,
as if the lack of people sonehow made the place tidier, or if it was new |ike
an upmar ket new housi ng subdi vi sion, just before all everybody noved in.

"Where is everyone?"

"You nmean there's nobody here?" Mtch asked.

"Well what does it look Iike Mtch, do those robots over there," Bruce
pointed to a service crew that seened to be tidying up a small park," [ook
i ke people to you?"

"Do you need to be so rude Bruce?" Sue asked coming to Mtch's aid. It
i nfuriated her how Bruce al ways seemed to expect people to understand what was
obvious him "Perhaps they're on holiday Mtch," she suggested.

Bruce guffawed at the very idea. Sue was sure that the dog called Cop
sni ggered at her and gave her a know ng | ook. She thought for half a mnute
that the dog coul d understand what they were saying but then dism ssed the
i dea. Bruce she knew wasn't beyond creating an el aborate ruse just for fun
Who ever heard of a tal king dog?

"Who ever heard of a brainy fermal e?" Sue heard the words as clearly as if
t hey had been spoken. She | ooked for Bruce but he was too far away now and her
gaze rested on Cop.

"I al ways thought you were a strange dog," she said.

"You don't know how strange," Cop said trotting away.

Rael e was beginning to worry. Wat had happened to the craft that had
been parked at the space port? They couldn't just have vani shed. The service
crews must have parked them somewhere el se. Raele hoped they had been parked
somewhere el se. He had been planning to |l eave his patrol craft at the space
port and use a smaller craft for the short journey to Aotearoa but now deci ded
that he'd better go in the bigger craft so that he could escape the planet if
he needed to one. As if parking it at Aotearoa would be totally secure.

"This is um Inel's office isn't it? " Bruce asked as Raele led theminto
an enpty room

"Yes."

Bruce was quite looking forward to neeting the old boy again and was
stunned to find that |ike nost of the rest of the Skidians he was dead.

Rael e showed the conmputer history that had dutifully recorded the events
of the past few months on Skid which left his of fworld audi ence speechl ess.

"I don't believe it, surely sonme of them survived."

"Some of themdid," Raele replied,” but not very many," he added w t hout
el abor ati ng.

"I thought the city was wrecked? " Mtch asked.

"It was, but the service crews have alnost rebuilt them they are
operating as they always have," Raele replied, not having any idea how the
service crews operated. Like everything el se on the Skid he had al ways known
they were and had been for all tine. He guessed that once he had a chance to
work his way through all of Inel's secret archives he mght find the answer,
if he lived that long as the record base was enornous.

For a nmonent he wished his old friend Yarad was still alive, he would
have known what to do, would have been in rapture over getting access to these
records. Sadly Yarad had been di sinfected by Rael e hinself when he had
destroyed the nest of subversives at Aotearoa on Inel's orders.

To Bruce and Sue who had experienced Skid as it was the scale of the
di saster was beyond their conprehension. Mtch, who was al nost totally
disorientated by this stage, didn't know what to believe. Though what he could



see of the records over the shoul ders of Sue and Bruce, and Rael e who stood
around the consol e over which the words scrolled were certainly inpressive.

"So who is in charge around this place?" He asked feeling that a direct
plea to the |l eader of this planet m ght ensure his speedy return to earth.

M tch shuddered to think what was happeni ng back there, not only would the
econony be in turnoil, all the policies and deals that he was working on woul d
go out the window if WInot was in control. WInot was w ndow dressing, WI not
as President would be a puppet in the hands of any skilled operator and there
were nore than enough in Washi ngton

"When | left, | was acknow edged as the hereditary | eader of Skid by two
of the surviving communities.”

Mtch's shoul ders slunped. He I anded in a bigger mess than his own
donmestic situation if he understood what the strange alien was saying.

"So what do you want ne to do about it?"

"You' re supposed to work that out yourself,"” Sue told him

Bruce cringed, Sue had voiced his thoughts exactly. Al though he didn't
think it was all that polite to say so in front of Raele, whatever he m ght
think of the Skidians themnsel ves.

"I'f the Skidians had listened to us they would never have got into this
" continued Sue w thout feeling.

Bruce waited for Raele to say sonething but he merely sat inpassively
staring at the words over the console.

"I's this true?”

Bruce shrugged his shoul ders and wal ked away, he couldn't be stuffed
getting into sone sort of phil osophic argunents or dwell on the failure of the
Ski di ans to recogni se the danger they were in and do sonething to prevent the
inevitable. He felt sorry for Raele, the disaster probably hadn't had anything
to do with himand here he was left to pick up the pieces, but he also felt a
secret glowin his heart that his predictions of a few nonths previously had
proved correct.

It was a hollow victory. Perhaps if he had tried harder the catastrophe
that had befallen Skid m ght never have happened.

On the other hand he realised the natural conservatism of the Skidian's
nmeant that even their |eaders were incapable of acting until it was far too
| at e.

Mess,

"We tried to help, Bruce tried to set up farns so they could eat.
Bruce heard Sue say across the other side of the roomto Mtch

"And they didn't listen?" Mtch asked, he was famliar with the thankl ess
task of trying to help people only to have all his efforts thrown back in his
face. Maybe | won't find this place all that different fromhome afterall, he
t hought. Though there was no denying despite all the associated probl ens,
continual setbacks and di sappoi ntments where he woul d rat her be.

"The synplants and all that sort of stuff are working ok?" Bruce asked
Rael e.

"Yes."

" Synf ood?"

"Yeah Mtch, you know that stuff you ate on the space ship, well that's
the sort of crap they eat here. It was because they broke down, don't ask ne
how, that everything fell apart. It's odd that they've just started working
all by thenselves if you ask ne."

"Not entirely." Raele wasn't happy with the way the of fworlders were
tal ki ng about Skid, as if he wasn't there, as if the great civilisation he had
known nmost of his life was no nore, even if they were right.

"What do you nean Rael e?"

"My father rebuilt your organic plant after he charged ne with returning
you to your planet."

Bruce wasn't interested in the fact that Inel was Raele's old nan so
much, but the prospect of seeing his farminmmedi ately got his attention.

"You mean I nel was your father?" Bruce asked wonderi ng whet her he shoul d
change his appraisal of the old man who had al ways seemed di sinterested and



difficult.

"Yes."

"Can we go out there and have a | ook?"

Mtch didn't know that he was all that keen on flying about this odd
pl anet, however it | ooked as if he had little choice in the matter. Bruce and
Sue were obviously keen to go and it seenmed that Raele was prepared to take
them especially when he realised that the place they were headed for was out
in the hinterland sonewhere. The wilderness had an omi nous sound to it. Mtch
woul d have nuch preferred to stick around the city, he was confortable in
cities and had a sneaki ng suspicion he had sone kind of phobia about open
areas. It hadn't been a problemin recent years as he was continually
surrounded by Secret service agents and other hangers on. In the days before
he had achi eved any sort of prom nence he had al ways had an aversion to open
ar eas.

He didn't realise that this disquieting sensation gave hima strong
affinity with nost Skidians that he woul d never have believed possible. He
al so harboured the faint hope that somehow he would find somebody, sonme way of
getting back to earth before it was too late, before he was forgotten and he
felt that sticking around the city was probably his best chance of that
happeni ng.

Still when the others started back in the direction of the space ship, he
followed them He didn't want to be left behind by hinmself either. The other
three showed little interest in himand he sensed that they didn't give a shit
whet her he was with themor not.

Rael e was relieved to find the patrol craft where he had left it and none
of the service crews in evidence. He had worried all the way back fromlInel's
office that a service crew m ght have renmoved it, or tanpered with the
navsyst em system or devi sed some other trick to annoy him He conpleted his
preflight check nore carefully than usual and found to his relief that
everything seemed normal. Though for the first tinme he began to question who
or what actually was in, had always been in control of Skid.

The idea that nachines, the service crews and their central contro
system m ght actually run Skid and not Skidians as they had al ways believed
frightened and di sgusted Raele. Part of him the part that said that Skid and
Ski di ans were superior to anything else in the universe because that's what
he'd been brought up to believe, refused to accept that Skid was run by
machi nes and the Skidians were nmerely there to give them sonething to | ook
after.

They' d devel oped and built the machines at some point in the past, hadn't
t hey?

But the part of Raele, that secret, hidden part that had al ways
guesti oned, always wanted to know why, said that the dependency Skidi ans had
on the nmachines that provided for all their needs was probably al nost as
destructive to Skidians as if the machines were really running Skid. He
couldn't really believe that the service crews were operating on their own.
They rmust be follow ng a preset program what continued to worry him was who
or what was in control of that program

Suddenly the prospect of living the rest of his days at the organic plant
and never leaving it again seemed nore attractive to Raele than it ever had.

three

Bruce wondered why he had never thought of hijacking one of the patro
ships before as piloting one was just |ike playing space invaders. He
blissfully ignored the fact that he woul d never have got even close to one of
them previously. He also ignored the probability that even if he had got
aboard he would just as |ikely have bl own the space port and hinself to bits
rather than getting off the ground, |let alone nmanage to get back to earth.

Rael e had shown hi m what nost of the controls did, showed himhow to set



a course to anywhere on Skid and back to earth, but nowhere el se. Rael e had
al so suggested that he not fiddle with various knobs and buttons on one side
of the console in a nost un Skidlike manner. This was like a red rag to a bul
to Bruce who suspected they nust control the ships weapons systens and he
itched to give thema try

Bruce enjoyed piloting the space craft, though he was | ooking forward to
seei ng what had becone of his farmeven nore. He felt as if he was com ng
hone after a long trip away, which after he thought about it for a nonent felt
odd. Odd because not so |ong ago he hated the place, hated the planet and the
peopl e that inhabited it. Now he felt sone sort of proprietary interest in
what was happening there as if it was his and not the property of those that
lived there. He wondered if he would feel the sane way if he ever got back to
his real home again. He thought about that possibility for a noment and found
to his surprise that going home or not going hone didn't seemto nean as nuch
to himas he believed it once had.

Bruce shook his head in disbelief. It was as if whatever bound himthere
had been shattered, the chains broken. If he did ever go back hone his
honecom ng woul d certainly be different. While his absence had not been
nm ssed before, this time his departure had been far nore public.

It wasn't hard to conjure up a vision of Trev being grilled by the
t hought police, or of Ms Pratt who nust be having a hard tine explaining the
di sappearance of little Bruce.

In the distance Bruce could see the neandering line of trees that marked
the river beside which he had built his home on Skid, nore correctly the house
that had been built for him He thought he recognised the line of lowhills
close to the farm and | ooked around nervously for Raele.

How did you | and these things? He wondered. He needn't have worried. As
the patrol craft skinmed over the trees the farmcanme into view and after
making a circuit of the farmit descended, slowed and | anded gently beside the
barn all w thout any input from Bruce who was | eft wonderi ng whet her he had
actually been in control at all

During the circuit Bruce had seen people running towards the house from
various points about the farm and wondered why they would do that. None of
them had turned up where the craft had | anded, though as he wal ked outsi de
behi nd Rael e he coul d see some Skidians | ooking down the hill at them That
struck himas a little strange. But he was nore interested in the farm which
fromthe air |ooked much as he'd left it.

Looki ng around where they had | anded Bruce wasn't so sure. The garden
they had so carefully planted and tended | ooked like a w |derness and the
fence around it sagged as if something had tried to junp over it and | anded on
it instead.

Bruce wrinkled his nose distastefully, the place had an air of sad
negl ect, like a rental house, where nobody really cared about the place
because it wasn't their's.

The dogs ran out of the space ship and reacquai nted thensel ves with their
ol d stanping ground as Sue and Bruce followed Raele up the hill towards the
house.

Mtch stood uncertainly at the door of the space ship and | ooked out.
Nobody had tol d himanything so he wasn't sure what he shoul d be doing. Should
he follow the others or stay put? He could see sone people peering down the
hill at them and wasn't sure whether they were friendly or not. They didn't
| ook too happy, sone |ooked as if they were brandi shing objects that |ooked
very much |i ke weapons.

Fear of being |l eft behind made Mtch nove and the door closing behind him
as he stepped out nmade the nove final. He trotted off after the others as fast
as his out of condition body woul d all ow himand cane abreast of them puffing
and coughi ng wondering if he had the energy to nake the clinmb up the hill.

Rael e recogni sed nost of the people standing on the hill and saw them
rel ax as soon as they realised who it was. Perhaps they have had ot her |ess
wel cone visitors he deci ded, wandering bands of desperate Skidians | ooking for



food and shelter or maybe nore form dable, nore demanding visitors fromthe
better appointed industrial conplexes. Maybe the |ikes of Mschief had | earnt
of his absence and decided to test the limts of their power.

At the top of the hill beside the house Rael e was greeted by the
Aot earoians with the sort of reverence Bruce thought mght be akin to that of
t he second coming of Jesus. Bruce shrugged his shoul ders and wandered off down
the race to see what had beconme of his farm

Sue headed for the house without asking anybody and saw to her surprise
that the house was much bigger than she remenbered and there were severa
other buildings there as well. The original honmestead was al nost a small
vill age now. She stood there for a noment wondering where she could go to feed
t he baby and find sonmething to use as a nappy because the one little Bruce now
wore ponged a fair bit and headed for the main house.

If Mtch had felt |lost before, it was even worse now. For years, wherever
he had been he had been the focus of attention

VWet her he be at a football gane, a dinner or sone kind of neeting he had
al ways been the nost inportant person at any gathering. Now as well as being a
stranger in a very strange land he felt as lost as a boy on his first day at
school . He thought about follow ng Sue, but he decided correctly that she was
| ooking for a private place to feed her baby. He didn't know what Bruce was up
to, but he was already too far away to chase so he sinply sat where he was and
wai ted for something to happen

Thi s was anot her indication of his depressed state, Mtch had al ways been
a doer, never one to stand back and wait for things to happen, he felt totally
beat en down.

Mtch felt that he was al nost on the verge of crying and | ooking for a
weapon to do hinself a mschief with, when he felt a tap on his shoul der

"I's there anything you require good sir?"

Mtch | ooked up in surprise and found a woman? A Skidi an that |ooked |ike
a wonman towering over himanyway.

"l beg your pardon?"

"Do you require any sustenance, sonething to drink?" The Skidian female
asked with el aborate formality.

The t hought of sonething to eat and drink perked Mtch up slightly.
Surely they woul d have sonething decent to eat here? Then he renenbered what
Bruce had said earlier about their food and he shook his head.

"Somet hing to drink perhaps?"

"That woul d be great, thankyou," he replied wondering what she woul d
bring down. He was sure that the Skidian was a she now, because as she
strai ghtened up a gust of w nd caught her | oose shirt and revealed a |arge
breast.

Despite his despair Mtch felt an urgent sexual desire of the Iike that
he'd not experienced in nonths. Even though there were many opportunities to
sl ake his | egendary sexual drive in his life he been alnpst celibate in the
past nonths. Wth his adninistration perfornming badly as it lurched from
crisis to crisis, always reacting finding it increasingly difficult to be
proactive, his own popularity sagging and assailed on all sides by what he
generally termed the forces of evil and greed a burden alnost to great to
bear, his libido had declined proportionately.

He had seen the arrival of the alien as a possible solution to all his
problems. Wth the election comng up the sort of sideshow that the alien
could provide if properly handl ed could deflect attention away fromthe really
i mportant issues that faced the nation. Mtch chuckled at the thought that he
woul d be renenbered as the only United States President to be ki dnapped by an
alien.

Per haps that woul d overshadow the fact that his achievements as president
had been limted.

M tch heard somebody behind himand | ooked up to see the Skidi an wonan
| ooking down at himwith a worried expression on her face.

"Are you all right?" She asked.



"Yes thankyou."

The wonman set the tray she was carrying on the ground, poured the
contents of a large pitcher into a glass and handed it to Mtch

"What is it?" He asked.

"I don't know," the woman shrugged her shoulders as if she didn't care
ei ther.

Mtch sniffed contents of the glass and found to his surprise that it
snelt |like beer. He sipped some of the liquid and found that it also tasted
like beer. Mtch couldn't remenber the last tinme he'd had the tine to sinply
sit down and relax with a beer and nothing better to do. Maybe things won't be
so bad here afterall he thought.

"What's your nane dear?" He asked after noticing that the woman was stil
kneel i ng beside him

"Mstril." Mstril replied sullenly, unhappy that Rael e had commanded her
to resume her role of concubine to this offworlder, a life she believed was
behi nd her forever.

"Mstril, that's a nice nane," Mtch said carelessly, the politician in
him coping easily with the need to nmake small talk no matter how he felt.

He took anot her swall ow of beer and though he was in another world his
natural hospitality showed through

"Are you going to have a drink as well?"

The of fworl der astonished Mstril. She had been wonderi ng what strange
and dereani ng sexual preferences she night have to accommbdate from him Now
he was offering her a drink which was sonet hi ng none of her Skidian partners
had done while they perforned all manner of humiliating indignities on her

Mtch watched Mstril walk away in the direction of what he thought rmnust
be a house of sonme kind and wondered sadly what he had said to make the wonman
di sappear so suddenly.

He was still trying to work out what he had said wong when he saw t he
worman com ng back with another tray, glass and pitcher. He was pl eased at the
appear ance of another pitcher of beer, it was good stuff.

Mstril sat beside him replenished Mtch's glass and after filling her
own pi cked up what | ooked |ike a tobacco pouch and rolled themboth a
cigarette each. Mtch had given up snoking years ago and didn't know whet her
he wanted to start again.

"But what the hell? ' He thought holding the cigarette and wat ching
i ncredul ously as Mstril stuck her own cigarette into her left nostril and lit
it with a glowi ng nmetal plug.

Mtch threw back his head and | aughed, |aughed harder and with nore
genuine mrth than he could remenber in a long tinme. He fell back and | ay on
t he ground his chest heaving unable to speak whi ch nust have concerned M stri

because she leant over himwith the cigarette still dangling froma nostri
whi ch made hi m | augh even harder
"It's ok," he said holding up a hand, "I'lIl be ok in a nonment," he added

struggling back into a sitting position and noticing that several Skidians
fromthe group around Rael e were | ooking nervously in his direction

He it his own cigarette and inhaled gently. The snoke tickled his throat
and he i medi ately coughed. "Excuse nme," he said.

O fworlders! Mstril was disgusted with the of fworl ders obscenity. But
t hen she wondered what it would be like to take agbar in that fashion which a
life time of conformity prevented her fromtrying.

Mtch sat quietly snmoking and drinking, wondering what he could say to
t he wonman beside him Despite the store of patter he had devel oped over the
years he found that he had nothing to say to Mstril. Not that it seenmed to
matter, she seemed quite content just to sit there.

Fai nt angry soundi ng voi ces made Mtch stare down at the plain where he
t hought he coul d see Bruce sadly shaking his head.

Qut of the corner of his eye he saw sone of the large cow |like aninals
runni ng around chased by two of the dogs. He thought he could hear Bruce
yelling but it nmust have been some ot her noi se.



After a while Mtch forgot where he was and | ay back on the grass. He
closed his eyes struggling to remenber when he had ever felt so peaceful
Peaceful! It was peaceful, apart fromthe sound of the breeze ruffling his
cl ot hi ng and shaking the |leaves in the trees behind him he could hear no
sound at all apart fromthe quiet murrmuring fromthe Skidians clustered around
Rael e.

Mtch must have fallen asleep for a while because the next thing he knew
somet hing danp and snelly was sniffing at his face. Mtch came awake with a
start as he felt wet a tongue flick his face. He sm|ed and wondered what
Mstril was up to because he had just been enjoying a rather erotic dream
about her. He opened his eyes and found a great brute of a dog standi ng over
him paw ng his chest, a dog that smelt as if he had just been for a roll in
somet hing that had been dead for a while.

"Fuck of f Punch you wanker," Bruce yelled as he slunmped down beside Mtch
and reached over to grab some of Mtch's beer

f our

Bruce had hi gh hopes that the Skidians m ght have | earnt sonething from
him As he wal ked around the farm he realised he should have known better
Signs of neglect around the barn and the garden shoul d have warned hi m of
worse to cone but he had ignored those in his excitement at just being back

VWhat he saw had the effect of depressing himeven though he knew he woul d
be able to put things right in a matter of days. It was only a manner of
repairing a few fences gates and water pipes and sorting out the nobs of ivops
that had becone all nixed up. It wasn't so nuch that these things had
happened, for they were a part of farm ng. The depressing bit was that nobody
had bothered attenpting to put things right as far as he coul d see.

Not to worry, he told hinself. It's not your problem But Bruce coul dn't
get rid of the idea that it was his fault.

Wth that in mnd Bruce nade a half hearted attenpt to run the handi est
nmob of ivops into the yards to have a | ook at them but when they sinply ran
out through some broken railings and i nto anot her paddock Bruce gave up in
di sgust .

Rael e must have been j oki ng when he proudly said there were people living
of f the organic plant Bruce thought. Then he renenbered that Skidian's didn't
joke, they just didn't know any better

Cop didn't nmake things any better by apparently deciding that work was
beneat h himnow that he could talk to people. Bruce used every threat he knew
to get the dog to work but Cop just l|aughed at himand stayed well out of
reach until Bruce threatened to find a gun and shoot him

Cop' s response was to laugh and threaten to tell Sue. Then Bruce knew he
had hi mlicked.

"What do you think Sue'll do for you? He jeeringly thought and conjured
up a picture in his mnd of himshooting her as well.

Cop kept quiet while he mulled that one over

"CGot yourself a girlfriend already Mtch?" Bruce remarked casually w ping
the froth fromhis lips, nodding at Mstril and recognising the signs fromhis
previous tine on Skid.

"What do you nmean?" Mtch asked i mediately on the defensive. Ws that
so obvious? He felt vaguely enbarrassed about Mstril now and wi shed she woul d
go away. But she stayed and Bruce | eered at himknow ngly.

"Don't worry about me Mtch, | won't say a thing." Bruce wondered where
Leaf m ght be, he hadn't seen her and decided that she wasn't around anynore,
ot herwi se the garden would be in a much better state.



Punch had got over his recent reprimand and was now trying to force his
attentions on Mtch by poking his head over Mtch's shoul der and licking his
neck.

"I'f he annoys you, just whack himone Mtch," Bruce said watching Cop sit
hi nsel f down besi de Rael e and wonderi ng what he was trying to prove

Mtch didn't really want to hit the dog, but he did wish he didn't snell
so bad. Finally he did hit the dog hard enough to nmake hi m nove away.

Punch took the rebuff |ike the good-natured nmutt he was and began to try
and rub the itch away that he'd hoped Mtch would scratch for him by running
the side of his head along the ground while he ran at top speed round and
round and circles. Before too |ong he grew dizzy and his | egs gave away so he
col l apsed in a heap on the ground.

"Bl oody stupid animal," Bruce who had been hal f watching himnuttered.
"What do you suppose they're on about Mtch?"

"I've no idea," Mtch said with a total |ack of interest.

"Do you know? " Bruce asked Mstril. Mstril didn't realise for a mnute
that the other offworlder was addressing her and when she did, decided it
wasn't any of his business.

"I don't know," she replied shrugging her shoulders in the fashion that
annoyed Bruce. He knew very well that Mstril knew what was maki ng Rael e
appear so agitated.

"What are they tal king about Cop? ' Bruce thought.

"Piss off Bruce, ' Cop thought back

'l don't care anyhow.'

"Liar.'

The bl oody dog was right Bruce decided unhappily. Though apart from
giving hima fucken good hiding or shooting himas promi sed he didn't see that
he coul d do anythi ng about himfor the nmonent.

"Why did they let you go before?" Mtch asked after a while.

"I don't really know," Bruce replied. Hi s recollection of the actua
events leading up to that were rather hazy which wasn't all that surprising
has he had been pretty pissed at the time. "But now | cone to think about it,
it was a bit odd because we were told we'd never go back."

"What about this tinme?"

"Wel|l Raele hasn't actually said anything, but I think it would be a
little nore difficult this tine, | don't exactly think it's a secret that
we've left.”

"Didn't anyone realise that you' d gone the first tinme?"

"Nup, don't ask me how but nobody did."

Mtch seened to brood for a nonent.

"What's it really Iike to live here Bruce? | nean what's it really Iike?"

The question surprised Bruce a little. He had the happy knack of
regardi ng his past through rose tinted spectacles until sone jarring nenory
sobered himfor a day or a week at a time. Till thatnmonent he'd believed that
he had a pretty happy tinme on Skid but Mtch's question had rel eased a flood
of less happy nmenories. He hadn't been very happy nost of the time he suddenly
realised. Not happy and filled with a deep sense of failure that sonmehow he
hadn't made the best use of his time. It didn't occur to himto wonder how he
m ght have done any better given the circunstances.

Bruce | ooked over at Mtch, noted his sad expressi on and wondered what he
would do if he told himthe truth. He decided it wasn't worth totally
di scouraging himright at that nmoment.

"Ch, it's not a bad place really, once you get used to it." Though it
m ght take you a lifetime to get used to it and the fact that you didn't want
to be here in the first place, he didn't add.

Bruce was enbarrassed to see tears running down Mtch's face. He m ght
have understood how the man felt but that didn't mean he could handle the
sight of a grown nman crying. Wiat was he supposed to do now?

"What have you been saying to Mtch Bruce?"
"Nothing at all! ." Bruce insisted to Sue who had snuck up on them



"I bet," Sue retorted know ngly. She dropped little Bruce into Bruce's
| ap, sat beside Mtch and tried to confort him

"Don't worry about Bruce, he's just a negative sonofabitch."”

"I amnot."

"Stop yelling Bruce or you'll wake the baby up." The baby wasn't asleep
anyway. It seemed to be regarding himwith interest. Bruce hoped that the kid
woul dn't start talking to himlike his dog had.

"I't's nothing Bruce said,”" Mtch sobbed through his tears, "it's just
that | feel alittle overwhelned that's all."

"That's all right Mtch, you'll get used to it," Sue lied soothingly.
"We'| | soon find you sonething to do and you'll feel nuch better."

"Sonmething to eat might do himsome good as well," Bruce suggested who
was feeling a little peckish hinself.

"I's that all you can think of Bruce? Mtch is going through a crisis
here and all you can think of is your stomach!" Sue glared at Bruce angrily,
daring himto say sonething. But it was Mstril who spoke.

"Forgive nme," she with a formality designed to conceal her distaste for
the way the offworl ders were behaving. Arguing indeed! That wasn't the way
t hi ngs were done on Skid at all. Though as she gl anced nervously over to
where Rael e and the others were tal king she recogni sed clear signs that it was
only strict adherence to the Skidian way that had prevented any sort of
conflict happening over there.

"Perhaps you will allow me to provide you with some sustenance. W have
suppl enented our traditional diet with many itens produced here at Aotearoa,"”
she said proudly.

This Bruce had to see and he followed Mstril towards the house, closely
foll owed by Mtch who had deci ded that he was hungry.

Bruce led Mtch out to the veranda which was one place on Skid he did
have fond menories of.

"CGet a good view from here eh Mtch?"

"l suppose,” Mtch replied apathetically wondering what sort of
intellectual |evel he would have to stoop to have a decent discussion wth
Bruce. Besides he decided that |ooking at Mstril w thout any cl othes on would
be much nore interesting, a thought that perked hi mup considerably.

The two of them waited expectantly for sonething to eat, each consumed by

his own thoughts. Mtch was thinking about Mstril, Bruce was wonderi ng about
Mtch, trying to deci de whether he was really as odd as he was beginning to
appear .

Per haps he was just upset by the whol e business of comng to Skid, Bruce
decided at length, recalling how angry, how angry and honesi ck he had been

"Ch well not to worry, he'll cone right.' Bruce thought he probably would
if he ever got anything to eat around the place.

Bruce thought he could snell something cooking, he could snmell sonething
anyway. He was about to go into the kitchen to see what Mstril was up to when
she appeared pushing a trolley |aden with bowl s and pl ates.

"About time," he muttered ungratefully and then realised what it was he
could snell. It was the snell of the dog's old bones around their kennels. A
pong al nost as bad as when the old dog tucker freezer had spat the dummy while
he had been away for a weekend.

Mstril proudly put a plate of meat in the niddle of the table and Bruce
felt his stomach lurch at the sight of the putrid, sliney flesh.

"Christ, take it away will, we can't eat that!"

Mstril was crestfallen, what's wong with it she wondered? She was
totally put out when Bruce grabbed the plate and heaved it contents and al
over the edge of the veranda.

"The first thing we're going to have to do is teach these people howto
cook," said Bruce not really feeling nmuch |ike eating any |onger

five



Rael e sensed that sonething had changed as soon as he stepped off the
patrol craft. It wasn't just the way the Aotearoians had waited at the top of
the hill for himgrasping their primtive weapons.

Though they hadn't accorded himthe sort of respect that he would have
normal |y expected, Raele quickly realised that it wasn't he personally that
they were being disrespectful to. It was the old ways that they had conme to
di strust and abhor.

"What good was the Skidian Way to us when the syn plants were failing?"
They asked as he sat talking to them and Raele knew it hadn't been a good idea
to give any of them access to his archives. Alittle | earning was proving to
be a powerful catalyst for their aspirations for change.

Rael e began to explain that it was the Skidian Way that had sustai ned
Ski dians during tinmes of crisis in the past, but these Skidians were having
none of that.

They were having none of a lot of other things either. Wen Rael e asked
what had happened in his absence, he was inforned bluntly that they had begun
a programof self rule that had no place for an autocratic |eader I|ike
hinself. In future they said, their |eaders would be el ected and subject to
controls exercised by an el ected council

Thi s sounded |ike heresy to Raele but he kept his tenper. There weren't
enough Skidians left for himto indiscrimnately dispose of a |large portion of
t he popul ation sinply because they'd had access to information that was
clearly beyond their ability to conprehend.

The di scussi on becane as heated as a di scussion between Skidians ever
becanme, perhaps a little nore so as the Aotearoi ans becane aware of how
val uabl e the frank and open airing of ideas and grievances could be. Feeling
as though his position was bei ng undermi ned, Raele fought hard to contain
hi nsel f though secretly he was pleased with the what was happening. After a
while it dawned on himthat if he could ensure that he would be el ected as
their | eader and then he could carry on as he pl anned.

If it keeps them happy to think they are in control themlet thembelieve
that he decided as he let hinself be forced into supporting the concept of
col l ective | eadershi p.

The talk died for a while, Raele wondered whether the Aotearoians
suspected his grudgi ng agreenent or were surprised that he'd agreed at all
There was sonething else, he could see it in their eyes, sonething el se was
obvi ousl y di sturbing them

But what? Were they finding life nore difficult than they had believed?
Rael e gl anced around, the organic plant |looked as if it were operating
normal ly. There were plenty of Skidians around, their nunbers appeared to have
swel led in his absence which could only be a good thing.

"Have you had any contact with other conmunities?" Raele asked casually
wonderi ng whet her M schief or sonebody |ike himfromone of the other
i ndustrial conplexes had decided to venture out of his lair and flex what
aut hority he imagi ned he m ght have.

M schi ef had obviously decided to interpret Raele's instructions in a
different manner fromthat which Raele had intended. That was an omni nous
devel opnent as far as Rael e was concerned, but one to be expected. If the
Aot earoi ans could not only think about but actually institute a new form of
sel f governnent for their conmunity, the was no real reason why M schief or
somebody el se like himcould seek to expand his little enpire.

The initial contact between the two vastly disparate groups had conme to
not hi ng. The Aot earoi ans had wel coned M schief and his party but had quickly
made it clear that they didn't consider that M schief had the authority to
i mpose his will upon them which was evidently his intention

"On who's behal f was he acting?" Rael e asked, hoping that M schief hadn't
i nvoked hi s nane.

"On his own. He said that in the absence of any legitimate authority he
had assuned the position of chief mati," one of the nore outspoken Skidians



told him

"And you believed him even though | was a resident of your comunity?"
Rael e asked reasonably, suddenly wondering whet her M schief m ght have had
anything to with his unplanned journey. But he quickly discounted that idea
since a service crew had repaired his craft allowing his return to Skid.

"We respectfully suggested that you were the legitimte ruler of Skid,
but that we were in the process of form ng our own system of governnent."

Rael e was beginning to realise just howdifficult the task of governing
Skid was going to be as different groups of Skidians responded to the vacuum
caused by the disintegration of their society in different ways. He was al so
pl eased that he had brought al ong an of fworl der who was probably used to
dealing with such matters.

M schi ef had threatened various kinds of action if the Aotearoians didn't
conmply with his demands ranging fromsinply cutting supplies of synfood and
other material fromthe commnity, to the use of force

The last threat hadn't been treated seriously, for whoever had heard of a
Ski di an usi ng physical force on another? As for trying to isol ate Aotearoa by
depriving them of synfood and other material, well, the Aotearoians were
confident that they could now survive quite satisfactorily on what the
organi ¢ plant produced. Besides, Mschief hadn't acted on any of his threats.

Rael e clearly recalling the pompous soul grasping a weapon he didn't know
how to arm felt that it was only a matter of tinme and opportunity before he
di d nake some nove agai nst Aot earoa

"What are you going to do about M schief?" Venolia, the outspoken Skidian
asked.

"What do you wish ne to do?" Rael e was astounded by the question. The
Aot earoi ans had just finished telling himthat they no | onger considered him
their | eader and now they were expecting himto take make a deci sion over what
they clearly saw as a serious threat to their existence.

Despite their brave words Rael e realised that nothing had changed for
t hese Skidians. They were still conditioned to believe that sone higher
authority would protect and provide for themas sone higher authority al ways
had.

As they waited for Raele to say that he would | ook after them Raele
wonder ed whet her he might be better off dealing with M schiefor sonebody Iike
hi m who had al ready proved that he was able to take the initiative and was
possibly ready to help himrebuild a new and nore powerful Skid

But M schief, Raele decided had an equally privil eged background. Neither
he nor his people had felt the full effects of Skid's recent tragedy either

"Protect us fromMschief," Venolia pleaded after a |l ong sil ence.

"I don't know how | can." Raele replied reasonably, playing with Venolia
now. How was he supposed to make decisions regarding their welfare if he no
| onger possessed the power to do so?

"But you nust," Venolia muttered | ooki ng downcast, "you must help us to
preserve our way of life here." Being under Raele's protection was their only
hope of warding off the unwel come attentions of M schief and any ot her Skidian
who had the necessary power to enforce his will. Wat chance did they have
agai nst wel |l -resourced Skidians fromthe industrial conplexes?

"I will think onit," Raele replied and decided to go off and talk to
M tch hoping he could tell himwhat to do.

As he wal ked over to where the offworlders sitting on the raised platform
out side the house he tried to deci de whether being the suprene ruler of Skid
was really worth the effort.

The Aotearoians didn't seemto know what they wanted, on one hand they
didn't want to live with the sort of rules and conventions of the Skidian way.
On the other hand they didn't seemto want to live without the confort and
protection that the old ways provided them And they were sinply one of the
many groups of Skidians renmai ning who had suffered different hardships in the
time since the old Skid had disintegrated.

VWhat did the Skidians who still lived as they always had in the



i ndustrial conplexes want, did they really want what ambitious Skidians |ike
M schief were attenpting to provide for then? O were they sinply content that
some Skidian had taken it upon hinself to fill the vacuum created nostly by
the death of Inel and the consequent |ack of any remaining identifiable and
coherent | eadership. Were they capabl e of deciding what they wanted. Raele
doubted that they were, doubted that any Skidian in their position really was
considering that their lives had only changed in that it was filled with
uncertainty now

That left the sad bands of Skidians that still roamed restlessly around
the cities surviving as best they could, venturing only so far into the
wi | derness as they dared, still not understandi ng what had happened to their

worl d. Perhaps they were drifting aimessly back into the cities having seen
that the service crews were rebuilding them though Rael e had not seen any
evi dence of that when they had briefly stopped at Sietnuoc.

VWhat did those Skidians want, those that through no fault of their own
had experienced the full brunt of the recent disaster? Merely a return to the
good ol d days when all they had to worry about was how to fill in their days?
Rael e t hought that was probably so and couldn't blane themreally, in their
position, in the position of the Aotearoians and even of M schief he m ght
feel the sanme way.

An unnatural passion gripped Raele, it could be so different he thought,
we coul d build something new and uni que here. But how. He was cl ose enough now
to see the two male offworlders clearly. VWhile Bruce | ooked contented enough
Mtch was hardly recogni sabl e as the confident of fworlder that he had been
when Rael e had first seen him

Mtch's body had sagged and his face had becone crunpl ed and grey
| ooki ng. When he stood to get a better |ook at sonething that Bruce was
pointing out to himhe seened to have shrunk as if sone great force was
pressi ng down on his shoul ders.

"Ch they're full of shit Mtch," Raele heard. "Couldn't organise a pissup
in a brewery." Raele didn't know what shit was, a pissup, or a brewery was but
he did recognise the contenpt in Bruce's voice. Contenpt for Skidians?

Rael e knew that he was right in some ways, but also that things weren't
quite as clear cut as the offworlder would like to believe.

He decided to stay where he was for a nmonent, it was obvious that the
of fworl ders hadn't seen him or if they had they didn't care whether he heard
what ever they said. Raele thought he m ght overhear sonething useful that they
m ght not say to his face.

"How do you nean? "

"Ch he neans that they're useless,"” Sue chinmed in, "but what he really
means is that he doesn't really understand themvery well."

"You don't know what you're talking about!"

"What do you nmean | don't know what |'mtal king about, | lived here to
you know, | know just as much about the place as you do!" Sue retorted
angrily.

"Li ke what ?"

"Well, they' ve got some very inpressive technol ogy," Sue ventured after a
nonent .

"Didn't help themin the long run did it?"

"No but it's still inpressive," Sue replied haplessly.

"Do we need to argue anong ourselves ?" Mtch asked sadly. "I nean we're

in this together aren't we?"

"l suppose so, but that doesn't mean we have to agree on everything does
it?"

"But at |east you could try and be a bit less critical and a bit nore
hel pful at tines Bruce," Sue suggested.

"What the hell do you call that out there?" Raele could see the sweep of
a hand above his head and knew Bruce nust be pointing down towards the organic
pl ant .

"It's a fucken disaster area out there and did you see what they've been



eating? |'msurprised they haven't shitted thenselves to death."

What di d he nmean? Rael e wondered. The Aotearoi ans had been adanant t hat
they could survive Mschief cutting off their food supply.

"They've still got their synfood, they' |l be ok without us mister big
expert farner," Sue replied sardonically.

But for how | ong? Rael e wondered suddenly feeling totally isolated from
his world and all the people on it. Fromhis fellow Skidians even nore than
the of fworlders. This struck himas being quite ironic until he realised that
this was so because unlike his fellow Skidians the offworlders didn't seemto
expect anything of him Maybe Mtch did, but Raele knew that he was used to
acting independently just |ike the other two and once he recovered fromthe
trip to Skid would no doubt act independently again.

So what am | supposed to do? Rael e wondered. \Watever the Aotearoians or
the Iikes of Mschief mght |ike to believe he was still in effect if not
nomnally in control of Skid. Only he possessed the ability to enforce his
will on the rest of Skid.

O hers m ght presune they possessed the weapons or the noral right to do
as they desired but Raele was the only one that knew he could. He was in
possessi on of the keywords required to unlock the weapons of nass destruction
only he knew how to enploy them His birthright made himthe only legitimte
heir to Inel the last unopposed chief mati of Skid, his was the right until he
tired of it or sone Skidian with better credentials cane al ong.

Rael e couldn't see that happening in his tinme. Unfortunately none of this
hel ped Rael e to decide what he nmust do. In the age old traditions of his race
Rael e deci ded that his best path was to do nothing. However unlike traditiona
| eaders he wasn't so naive to believe that doing nothing would solve his
probl ems. He sinply hoped that time would allow himto find sonme way of
rebuilding Skid in a way that would return it to sonething approaching it's
former self without getting rid of nost of the surviving Skidians in the
process.

Si X

VWen Mtch woke he thought that sonmehow he had been transported back to
his own bed. In a nonment the phone would ring or there would be a light tap on
t he door and the duty secret service agent would bring himthe norning' s bad
news. It was always bad news when they woke him and these days they always
seenmed to wake himearly.

VWhen no phones intruded and nobody tapped on the door though his room was
drenched by the early nmorning sun he realised belatedly that he wasn't back in
hi s own bed.

Wth a pang of resentment he had thought that Mstril would join himin
the bed as she showed him his roomthe previous night but just as she cl osed
t he door Raele had called out fromdown the corridor and she was gone. So much
for that he thought watching the sheet over his | ower body rise and wondering
why it wouldn't do that when he wanted it to.

Mtch lay there and listened to the house conme awake. Somewhere he heard
t he baby cry and heard footsteps, Sue's he thought and a soothing voice try to
hush the baby.

There were ot her sounds as people began to rise and nove about but Mtch
didn't feel any need at all to clinb out of bed. What was the point? There
didn't seemto be anything for himto do here.

Bruce had suggested that he should think of something and just do it.

Li ke what? He'd asked Bruce and hinself.

Bruce hadn't been a |l ot of help, nor had he been very forthcom ng about
what Skid was really like apart froma few negative conments and Sue hadn't
been nuch better. Mtch felt that they al nost resented his presence as if it
i ntruded on their own |ives too nuch. He thought they woul d have been pl eased
of fellow human conpany. If they were, they didn't showit.



Per haps he thought, by being here | detract fromtheir uniqueness and
position anong the Skidians. Mtch was also a little confused by that
position. Bruce seenmed to get off in denigrating the Skidians, even when they
were in earshot, though he was nore polite to Raele than any of the others.

On the other hand the Skidians treated themas if they were sone kind of
lower life form Raele and Mstril excluded. Maybe Raele was just a little
nore inscrutable or something. Mtch didn't think that they intended to | et
their feelings show so obviously, or expect he and his fellow offworlders to
recogni se their behaviour for what it was.

I f Bruce was as observant as he, and Mtch had a sneaki ng suspicion that
he was a | ot cleverer than he made out, then Mtch could understand his
attitude towards the Skidians and their planet. That nmade it so nmuch harder
for Mtch to understand why Bruce, even Sue to a | esser extent, appeared quite
happy to be here.

M tch shook his head sadly and wondered whet her the way people acted and
the reasons why they acted at times would ever cease to amaze him This
despite his thirty years in politics when he had seen men and often wonmen go
to incredible lengths to get what they wanted, letting absolutely nothing get
in their way. Then often the very sanme nasty, selfish people undertaking
i ncredi bly noble and sel fless acts, fromwhich they stood to gain nothing.

"Il never understand what nmakes people tick," Mtch nmuttered, wondering
how he coul d understand what nade the Skidians tick if he couldn't understand
hi s own peopl e.

"But at least | can try,
better he felt.

He started to throw off the covers, becane daunted by the enornmity of the

he said decisively, marvelling at how nuch

task and decided to stay where he was. | wish Mstril was here, it would be
fun to start with her he nused, all 1've really got to do is find sone way of
talking to themafter all.

Bang!

The sound of a rifle shot startled Mtch. Wat the hell was going on? WAs
somebody firing at themor what? As Mtch wondered whether to take cover and
roll under the bed or scrunch hinself against the wall or something Sue's
voi ce rang out.

"What the hell do you think you' re doing Bruce?" She yelled from
somewhere close by," |I've just got the baby to sleep and you start making a
bl oody racket. Wiy don't you go down the paddock somewhere if you want to do
t hat ?"

"Why don't you stop yelling, you stupid wonan? That'l|l wake the baby for
sure!™ Mtch heard Bruce yell back from somewhere outside.

VWhat was he doing with a gun? Mtch wondered, wondering whether he really
wanted to find out.

As if on cue he heard the baby start crying in the room beside his. Wat
was Bruce shooting at?

Mtch pulled on the robe that had been provided for himand wandered
t hrough the house until he found his way out onto the veranda. He found that
he wasn't the only one who had been drawn to the source of the noise. A group
of Ski di ans huddl ed anxi ously outside the house watching Bruce, who had found
some kind of light truck and was in the process of throwing his dogs into the
back of it. The gun was nowhere to be seen

"What's he doing?" Mtch asked Sue who had al so cone out onto the veranda
hol di ng t he baby.

"I don't know, he was up at sone inpossible hour this nmorning. Didn't you
hear hi m bangi ng and swearing in the kitchen? He found half an ivop in a
cupboard, no wonder then place stank!"

"No." Mtch replied, having slept nore soundly than he could renenber in
along tine. At least he didn't have to ask what an ivop was after their neal
t he ni ght before

"He's a bit of an early riser is our Bruce,'
forgotten about that."

Sue nuttered unhappily. "I'd



"Did I hear a gunshot a few noments ago?"

"Yeah, the nmood Bruce is in this morning | think he'd like to shoot a few
Ski di ans. He's not pl eased about the way they've |ooked after "his' farmwhile
we' ve been away," Sue added enigmatically.

"Hs farnP"

"Ch didn't we tell you? Bruce did all this, well nostly by hinself."

Mtch scratched his head and wondered why sonebody woul d want to devel op
an earth style ranch on a planet which had perfected the production of
synt heti c food.

"That's a bit strange isn't it, was he honesick or sonething?"

"Well he, we were both homesick but the Skidians seened to be desperate
to learn howto farm or produce organic food as they put it."

"I"ve obviously m sunderstood sonething here Sue, why woul d the Skidi ans
want to learn howto grow their own food?"

"What do you think happened on Skid Mtch that killed all those nmillions
of Ski di ans?"

"I sort of presumed there was some kind of war and the Skidians lost it."

"No that's not what happened at all Mtch, they ran out of food,
something to do with their synthetic food plants not functioning, or not
produci ng enough for all the Skidians to eat, something like that."

"Now | know why Bruce has such a | ow opini on of Skidians anyway," Mtch
reflected, "and | can't say | really blame him™"

"Neither can | really, but it would be difficult for themto accept that
they could eat things |like nmeat and vegetables after living on synfood for
generations." Sue paused unconsciously to let little Bruce shift his attention
to her other breast. "I mean | had enough problens | earning how to plant
things and trying not to think about what Bruce did to put nmeat on the table
and we're used to real food."

"I wonder what they do all day? " Sue said watching the Skidians slowy
drift off evidently having deci ded that whatever Bruce was doing wasn't al
that interesting. "It doesn't look as if they've done nuch around here."

Mtch | ooked around, remenbered the untidy |ooking garden they'd passed
t he day before and thought about what Sue had just told him

"Maybe they don't know what to do," he suggested tentatively.

"More than likely. Hey stop that you little shit,” Sue said to little
Bruce as he started to gnaw on her nipple.

Mtch sighed and wi shed for a nmonent he could sinply fall asleep and wake
when the nightmare was over, or sinply lose the will to live and think hinself
to death. That wouldn't do he decided, life wasn't that sinple, even here.

Besi des he didn't think he was capabl e of suicide.

"Hey Mtch, wanna cone for a | ook around?" Bruce asked appearing on the
veranda with a steam ng cup of sonething in his hand.

"Way not?" Mtch suddenly felt a part of whatever was going on. Decided
that he wanted a few other things as, Mstril energed fromthe house pushing a
troll ey before her.

"I amsorry," she began | ooking at Bruce neaningfully, "but all our

organi ¢ food has been destroyed, we will have to eat synfood until we can
harvest sone nore," she continued stiffly.
"Why isn't someone out there now? I'll give thema hand," offered Bruce.

"Qur conmmunity council hasn't rmade a deci sion on who shoul d undertake the
harvest yet."

Now t hat sounds |ike something | could get interested in Mtch thought.

"Did you throw anything out Bruce?"

"Ch | had a bit of a clean up in the kitchen, that's all, threw
everyt hing out," he added.

"Ch Bruce how could you?"

"Pretty easily, for one there was nothing nuch there and secondly nost of
what there was al nost crawl i ng, would have been if there were any flies."

"What do you nean?"

"They'd put nothing in then fridge or freezer, all the neat and stuff was



rotting away in the cupboards. You wouldn't believe some of the shit | found
in there, even the dogs turned their noses up at it," he added shaking his
head as if he couldn't really believe the ness he had found, "they're worser
housekeepers than | am™

"No wonder there was such a disgusting snmell in there,’
"What did you do with it all?"

"Threw it in the back of the ute and chucked it in the river."

"That wasn't very environmentally sensitive of you Bruce, don't you think
t hey have enough problens here w thout you teaching themhow to pollute their
rivers?"

"Who cares?" Bruce dismssed Sue's protests. "Besides nobody saw ne, they
were still asleep.”

Bruce grabbed hinself a bow and began to eat. He was clearly unhappy
with the taste and grinmaced with each swal |l ow

"What's this conmunity council thing?" Mtch asked out ofthe blue to the
surprise of Sue and Bruce, showing a spark of interest that they didn't think
he was capabl e of.

"I have no idea," Bruce replied after a nonent's deliberation. "Sounds
like something newto nme, as far as | could work out the place was a
dictatorship despite their airy fairy pretensions. Maybe things have changed.
Don't think Raele will be too happy though," he added through a nouthful of

Sue grunt ed.

synf ood.
"Why not ?"
"Well, he is or was the next in line to be the head man about the place.

"That's right | renmenber him saying sonething about that." Mtch recalled
vaguel y, he hadn't taken much notice of anything the previous day.

"Must be a bit of a bastard to come honme and find sonebody's shifted the
goal posts on you like that," Bruce remarked.

"Has anybody worked out what he was doi ng back home anyway?"

"Who's home?"

"Qur hone dumry." Sue snapped, where did you think |I was talking about?"

Bruce and Sue | ooked at Mtch who m ght have known, but all he could say
was. "We don't know really, we do think he m ght have had sone sort of
accident. There's a patch on the hull of his space ship."

"I wonder how he got that?" Bruce asked nobody in particular as they
wal ked around the space ship a little later

"I'mtold it's possible he ran into the Rockies or sonmething," replied
Mt ch.

"Makes you wonder if we were lucky to get here in one piece eh?" Said
Bruce not that he sounded really worried.

"It does," Mtch replied agreeably.

"Yeah oh well not to worry, let me show you the garden of Eden Mtch,"
Bruce chuckled at his little joke and wandered over to the fenced off area
that | ooked Iike a section of jungle set down on the top of a skyscraper

Bruce kicked the gate open with his foot, not that he needed have
worried. He could have easily stepped over the fence which sagged and had
conpletely fallen over in places.

Suddenly the dogs started yappihg at sonething and an ivop cane crashing
t hrough the luxuriant growth. It stopped as it saw Bruce who wasn't prepared
to get out of it's way and changed direction, heading for several Skidians who

had trooped down the hill carrying various gardening i npl ements. The Skidi ans
scattered flinging away their tools and the ivop charged on up the hill and
di sappeared over the top still pursued by the three dogs.

"Bl oody idiots," Bruce nuttered swiping at a plant that |ooked |ike
sweet corn.

Mtch wasn't sure who he nmeant, the dogs or the Skidians, he wasn't about
to ask either.

The dogs | oped back [ ooking quite satisfied with thenselves Mtch thought
but it took the Skidians a while |onger to gather thenselves and re-approach
t he garden.



They stood for a noment at the open gate and then trooped inside in
single file looking carefully fromside to side as if they expected sonething
to leap out and attack them Once inside they seened to relax a little and
began their morning's work

Bruce squatted wordl essly and began to roll hinmself a cigarette as he
wat ched the Ski di ans.

"What do you think they're up to Mtch, or better still what do you think
they think they're up to?" Bruce asked.

"Gardening | suppose,” Mtch suggested tentatively. The cl osest he had
ever got to gardening was watching his wi fe supervise the ground staff at the
Whi te House, or the wetbacks they used at their own hone. He couldn't see what
was wrong, though the garden did | ook a bit overgrown.

"Lets ask them eh?"

"W are harvesting the organic material," one of the Skidians insisted as
the two of fworl ders watched themslash tiredly at the ferny vegetation wth
what ever tool they carried and squash it into a bucket.

"Does it taste nice?" Bruce enquired sarcastically reaching down and
grasping a few stens that still poked out of the soil

"l dunno about you, but | really prefer eating this bit," he said tugging
at the stens and pulling a large carrot out of the ground. "Wat do you think
Mtch?"

"I prefer that bit to," Mtch replied unable to suppress a chuckle as
Bruce brushed off nost of the soil that still clung to the carrot and broke a
pi ece of f which he popped into his nouth.

"Want some Mtch?"

The stunned Skidi ans watched Mtch bite on the carrot, clearly
recogni sing that nost of their gardening efforts to date had been in vain.

One by one the Skidians threw down their tools in disgust and wal ked
away, obviously unhappy about something until only one of themremnained.

"Ok sunshine," Bruce said to the remaining Skidian," | guess you're now
the chief horticulturist on Skid."

Mtch watched as the Skidian first | ook surprised and then grin happily
as if he had won a mllion bucks in a lottery. Mtch didn't know whether being
made chi ef of anything on Skid by Bruce carried any wei ght but the Skidian
seenmed to think so

You had to adnmire Bruce, Mtch thought as he watched Bruce and the
Ski di an wal k around the garden. He watched Bruce give the Skidian exact
instructions in a firmeasy manner. \Were he seened to think there mght be
any confusion Bruce followed his explanation by showi ng the Skidian exactly
what he want ed.

"Why were your instructions so explicit?" Mtch asked as they left the
gar den.

"The Skidians aren't used to using their initiative, don't ask ne why.
Sonething to do with never having had to work for a living and the way the
systemused to work | guess."

"So why didn't the person who told themto garden, tell them how to
gar den?"

"Well the way things used to work was that the Skidian who said go garden
if you like, probably wasn't sure how to garden either and even if he did he
woul dn't | ower hinmself to actually do any work hinself."

"Sounds like a pretty dunmb systemto nme," Mtch said, "sounds even worse
than socialism"”

"The system here has a lot in comon with things back home 1'll grant you
that, but you can't really blane people. | mean up until recently none of
t hese peopl e had ever seen an ivop let alone eaten one or stuff out of a
garden. "

"My governnent wasn't socialist!™ Mtch exclainmed. It had al ways been a
sore point with Mtch that policies ainmed at equitable healthcare and setting
up decent work training schemes had earned the tag of socialist by the
power ful conservative right wing lunatic fringe groups that had bl ocked his



path at every turn

"Keep your hair on Mtch, | never said it was did I?"

"You said back home didn't you?" Mtch demanded.

"Yeah, well back where |I cone fromwe do have a sort of sociali st
government, though some of their ideas put themwell to the right of Ghengis
Khan. "

"Where do you come from?" Mtch had just assunmed that Bruce was a fell ow
American citizen with a speech inpedinent.

"New Zeal and. "

"Ch, oh well that's all right then,” Mtch nmuttered, a little enbarrassed
by his outburst, trying to renenber where New Zeal and was.

"Don't worry Mtch, I'lIl get over it," Bruce responded keeping a firm
grip on his tenper in case Mtch said sonmething nore that got up his nose.

seven
Rael e di smissed the protests of the gardeners who had hot footed it up

the hill to conplain about the antics of the of fworlders. "You no |onger
acknow edge ne as your |eader," he pointed out, "so why are you conplaining to

ne?"

He | ooked out fromthe wi ndow and saw the two of fworl ders making their
way up the hill. Fromtheir angry glances at each other Raele felt they were
unhappy as well.

"Are you still here?" He asked the Skidians rhetorically who still waited
nmore or less inpatiently for himto act. To do something. They | ooked
nortified when Rael e steadfastly refused to act and finally left when it was
clear he wasn't going to respond to their entreaties.

Rael e wondered what Bruce's response would be if the comunity counci
actually managed to censure hin? He'd sinmply ignore them and get about his
busi ness no doubt. The idea pleased Raele, the community would be safe in
Bruce's hands whil e he was gone. Especially as he had decided to further upset
the equilibriumof the community by shutting off its synfood supplies.

Now t he Aotearoians would really have to eke out an existence fromthe
organic factory, which if what he'd overheard fromthe offworlders the
previous night was right, would really distress them

Wth that happy thought Rael e decided to continue his interrupted
i nspection tour of Skid i mediately. Raele had no fixed idea what he shoul d do
on this trip except for confronting M schief and demandi ng and expl anation for
his activities.

"Wuld you like to see some nore of Skid?" Raele hadn't neant to ask
Mtch along, but it suddenly occurred to himwhen he met Mtch outside the
house that he wanted the conpany of someone he woul dn't be expected to do
things for all the tine.

"Sure,why not," Mtch replied and before anybody knew what was happeni ng
the two of themwere in the patrol ship heading for Mschief's self styled
realm

Mtch found it a bit disconcerting that Raele didn't say much, though he
seened to be | oosening up. At |least he'd asked this time before taking himfor
aride in his space ship. Mtch grinned ruefully, he found it alnost hard to
believe that he didn't really m nd being where he was.

The dilemma's that had beset himjust a few days ago had been forced into
t he background. Even if suddenly transported back to earth, Mtch found to his
ast oni shment that he no | onger wantedthe office that he had strived so hard
for over the years. Wo wants the hassle he asked hinsel f? WI not and
whoever cane after himwas wel come to the job.

Mtch felt a pang of guilt when he thought about his wife. No doubt she
woul d get over it, nost likely the di sappoi ntment of no | onger being first
| ady woul d be a greater |oss than his absence.

Mtch realised to his astonishment that he was actually excited with the



prospect of stanmping his mark on a whol e new worl d.

He gl anced si deways and specul ated as to what Raele's reaction mght be
i f the Skidian knew what he was thinking.

Unbeknownst to Mtch, Raele had noticed sonething, he checked his sensors
and wondered why the of fworl der was suddenly so buoyant. He registered far
hi gher on that count than was normal for Skidians. The nmonitors nust be
damaged Rael e deci ded tapping the display with his forefinger

"Where are we headed Rael e?" Mtch asked after a while.

"To one of the industrial conplex's. | left a Skidian there called
M schief in charge and he seenms to have decided that | |eft himcharge of the
whol e of Skid."

"You have those sort of people here to huh?" Mtch chuckled, "and
t hought | was the only one with that problem™

Rael e expected a primtive planet |like the offworlders to have probl ens
wi th peopl e going off on tangents of their own. He didn't expect problens |ike
that on Skid with it's history of obedience to it's |eaders. Obviously things
weren't so clear cut when even the nost sophisticated society disintegrated.

Rael e was starting to becone a little confused, on one hand he wanted the
remai ni ng Skidians to accept himw thout question as their |eader. On the
other he wanted to develop a new Skid where Skidians were nore self reliant
and nore resourceful. Were they were in control of events on their planet
rat her than pawns of technol ogy. He was begi nning to wonder whether the two
states were conpati bl e.

Maybe it was time to ask Mtch for hel p? It annoyed Raele that he had to
rely on offworlders to help him shape his new world but he saw no alternative.
Either he used their skills to shape a new Skid or it would flounder, would
lurch fromcrisis to crisis, just as the old Skid had to it's cost.

Bef ore Rael e had a chance to speak his mind they were chall enged by sone
idiot at the industrial conplex.

"Patrol craft xt2135-2, you are now entering restricted airspace,
identify yourself and state your m ssion."

"RO Rael e I nel requesting perm ssion to dock."

"Perm ssi on denied Patrol craft xt2135-2, you are denied access to the
Republic OF Skid and it's facilities."

Rael e felt as though his worst nightrmare had conme true. If the two
surviving communities on Skid had essentially turned on himwhat chance did he
have of surviving on Skid for any length of time let alone trying to govern
t he pl ace?

"On who's authority was this Republic established?" Rael e demanded.

"By the authority invested in his worship M schief Reeke."

"Why am | denied access to the conpl ex?" Rael e enquired, forcing hinself
not to sound as disconcerted as he felt. He could force entry to the conpl ex
and the | anding dock, he wondered if M schief and his |ieutenants knew j ust
how powerful a weapon a fully arned patrol craft was.

"You have been identified as an agent of the old regi ne and eneny of the
republic........... " There was nore but Raele missed nobst of the proclanmation
because Mtch had started to | augh

"Boy you have got problenms Raele, eneny of the state and all that sort of
t hi ng, what are you going to do about it?"

Rael e sensed that Mtch was | aughing at his expense. Rael e knew he coul d
make an exanple of the self styled Republic of Skid but it would be an
expensi ve exanmple, not in ternms of the destruction of the industrial conplex
but in ternms of the nunber of Skidians that would also |ose their |ives.

VWhat was the point in ruling the planet if it had no inhabitants? If that
happened he might as well go and live on Celcious B or even the offworlder's
pl anet .

"What woul d you do Mtch?" For the first time making a direct request for
hel p.

"Do you acknow edge xt2135-2?" The flight control centre insisted before
Mtch could reply."



"Say yes," Mtch suggested,” that will give us a bit of tine to work out
what to do next." Mtch had al ways consi dered hinsel f and i nadequate dipl omat.
By choice he would have like to get his way by waving a big stick to get his
way. But this wasn't the way things were done on the closing years of the
twentieth century, even when you had at your beck and call the npbst powerful
weapons of war ever devised. He wondered what kind of weapons Raele on the
ship. Mtch hadn't seen any evidence of the sort of firepower Raele would need
to destroy the | arge underground industrial conplex he had described, but he
m ght be able to give thema good scare.

"Pull back far enough so that we don't register on whatever surveillance
equi pnrent they have."

Rael e did as he was bidden and then waited for Mtch's next nove.

"What is our aimhere Raele, do we want to destroy the man or just talk
to hin?"

"Just talk to him" Raele replied."

"He doesn't sound to keen on talking. Can we threaten hima little, wll
that make himtalk to us?"

"I could threaten him but M schief mght not believe ne."

"Why not? Mtch asked.

"M schi ef has never seen many patrol craft |ike these, he probably thinks
they are like the freighters that used to call at the conplex. Slow and
unar med. "

Mtch renenbered the state of the art Air Force jets this ship had evaded
with ease and | ater shot down and wondered just how powerful it m ght be.

"And it isn't of course.”

"No, | could destroy the complex, but | don't really want to."

"Well lets be thankful for sonething then." Mtch breathed a little
easier. He didn't really want the unnecessary deaths of untold Skidians on his
consci ence.

"What about just |anding anyway, could they stop you?"

"No. But | would have to make a big hole in the ground to get in."

"Well that's what we'll do then,” Mtch nmuttered with a sigh of relief.
"Make a big hole in the ground close to the conplex and then tell this

m schi ef maker that the next hole will be over his head if he doesn't decided
to talk to you....here." Mtch added with a flash of inspiration
Rael e was thankful he had taken Mtch's council, otherw se he woul d npst

likely have ended up destroying the conplex and everyone in it which would
have been a conpl ete waste.

Mtch's masterstroke in Raele's opinion was to order M schief to the
ship, so they wouldn't even have to land. In normal tines Raele, or any chief
mati woul d have confronted any opponent on the rival's home ground to show his
di sdain and contenpt, confident in his ability to deal with any threat to his
per son.

VWen he told Mtch that he could just beam M schi ef aboard anyway he was
surprised at Mtch's reaction

"That's not the whole point of the exercise Raele, blowing a big hole in
the ground will show M schief that you nean business."

Rael e couldn't actually see the point in that but he decided to hunour
M tch by approaching the industrial conplex once again and demandi ng to speak
to Mschief and promised to Mtch's instructions.

"May | remnd you xt2135-2 that your incursion into Republican airspace
will not be tolerated."

"I wish to speak to Mschief!" Rael e denanded arm ng his nost powerful
weapons. "Inmediately!" Raele had already forgotten the words that Mtch had
coached himto say. He was realising just how powerful he could be and
enj oyi ng every nmonment of it.

Raele let his finger caress a switch alnost lovingly for several nonents,
he had never had the opportunity to use nost of the weapons at his disposa
and wondered what sort of damage they could do. He pressed down firmy.

Mtch's nouth gaped as close by a large fountain of earth expl oded



upwards, blotting out the sun for several nonents before it began to rain down
agai n.

Rael e swung the craft around and both he and Mtch stared in astoni shnent
at the gigantic hole that had appeared bel ow t hem

"Phew," Mtch ran a hand through his sparse hair and decided to be
thnkfull for small nercies that Raele hadn't found the need to use a weapon
i ke that on earth.

"Do you think Mschief will talk to ne now?" Rael e asked, not entirely
sure he had done the right thing. Perhaps a |ower setting would have been
enough.

"He'd be a fool not to," Mtch said alnost to hinself, "let's ask himand
see,tell himthe next shot will be right over his head."

"Are you receiving xt2135-2?" The flight controller asked hesitantly.

"Receiving," Raele replied |laconically, enjoying hinmself imrensely.

"Can you give us any information regarding the explosion at your
approxi mate position."

"An explosion has forned a |large crater beneath us,"” Raele told the
nervous controller. "I have no doubt that a larger crater will appear closer
to the industrial conplex unless Mschief joins us inmediately for a
conf erence. "

Mtch was beginning to wonder if Raele understood anything he said at
all. Twice now, when Mtch had suggested a softly softly diplomatic approach
Rael e had gone in all guns blazing. Mtch reconmended a noderate show of force
and Rael e had made a hole in the ground big enough to lose an aircraft carrier
in. Mtch wanted to encourage a neeting between the two nen, wanted M schi ef
to make the first nove and Rael e had sinply demanded his presence aboard the
space ship. If Mschief had any balls he'd stay put and call Raele's bluff.

Mtch didn't think it Iikely Mschief had any balls.

"What is the neaning of this outrage?" A voice puffed over the
conmuni cati ons channel, | demand an expl anation!"

"We have had an accident onboard,”™ Mtch Iied before Raele could nake
matters any worse.

"Who is this?" Mschief demanded. "Were is Raele Inel our glorious
| eader ?"

Mtch chuckled to hinmself at M schief rapid about turn

"I am Raele's political advisor and spokesman," Mtch inprovised on the
spur of the nmonent. "My | suggest a neeting between nyself and your own
advisors to discuss matters of nutual interest before there is another
acci dent ?"

"I will meet with you nyself or Raele for that matter," M schief replied
quickly fearing for his own safety. Which was the right thing to do because
Mtch coul d see Raele's finger inching towards the button that would rel ease
anot her devastating sal vo.

"No." Mtch said shaking his head. An hours' wait for M schief would seem
like a lifetine and make him hopefully all that nore cooperative. Perhaps
| onger woul d be even better

"No?" | will meet you anywhere, any place." M schief screaned franticly.

Most un- Skidli ke of him Rael e thought with contenpt.

Mtch paused to wonder what affect M schief increasing panic would be
having on his own followers. Seeing their |eader in a blue funk probably
wasn't the greatest endorsenent of his abilities.

"Very well, we will expect you on board in one hour."

"xt 2135-2 you are cleared to dock."

"Ignore himRaele," Mtch suggested. "Let's go and return in a few hours
"Why?" Raele didn't understand why Mtch wouldn't neet with Mschief at
the appointed time after going to so nmuch trouble to make himconme to the
shi p.

tine.

"My bet is that he'll be so worked up that he will agree to anything,
we'll let himstew for a while."



Let him cook? Rael e thought, vaguely understandi ng what Mtch intended.

"And what is a political advisor?"

"Sonmebody that hel ps you deal with your enemes Raele," Mtch sniled.
"Sonmebody that tries to make sure that you can do what you want wi thout too
much obj ection fromyour opposition, people like Mschief for exanple. Mtch
stared thoughtfully at Raele for a moment. "Wat do you want Rael e?"

That was sinple enough for Raele; "I wish to rule Skid," he replied. "I
want to rule a Skid where people know the value of life and are prepared to
work to achieve a better one.”

"You want people to earn a living, rather than sit around waiting for
their food to pop out of a tap?"

"This is right," Raele agreed warmng to Mtch. Wth this nman he woul d
make Skid nore powerful than ever before.

ei ght

Bruce lay confortably in the shade of the cuttings he'd planted all those
nmont hs ago and marvel l ed at how rapidly they had grown. Mre remarkably no
i vop seened to have broken into the paddock and ni bbled at the new growth. At
| east the gate into the paddock hadn't been left open |ike everywhere el se on
the farm

The ivops hadn't had to brave diving through electric fences with four or
five thousand volts coursing through themto roamat will, they sinply wal ked
t hrough the gates that had been |l eft open around the place.

Bruce had spent the norning closing gates and restoring the electricity
to the fences by tracing the source of the power fault, which turned out to be
as sinmple as rejoining the |lead out wire that sonebody had driven through or
cut.

As he lay under the trees he could see ivops finding out the hard way
that their roam ng days were over for now

It was quite comical really. One would walk up to a gate, find it's path
closed and then carefully sniff the fence on either side of the gate to make
sure the hole hadn't noved or something. That's when they'd get it. Five
t housand volts coursing through their body's that made them | eap back in
alarm sent themracing across the paddock, madly kicking their heels up
shaki ng their nose heavy heads and bellowing in alarm Then the next one would
try until in some places there were four or five of themtearing across the
paddock wondering what had hit them

"Fucken idiots."

Cop | ooked up fromwhere he lay and blinked at Bruce.

"Who are you tal king too?"

"Not you anyway!" Bruce retorted, "so shutup!" Bruce m ght have said
somet hi ng el se, but he caught somnething out of the corner of his eye.

"What are they up to?" Bruce nused as a crowd of Skidians started
troopi ng down the race.

Bruce hadn't seen hide nor hair of any of themsince Mtch and Rael e had
di sappeared in the space ship for parts unknown. Raele hadn't said where he
was going and Bruce didn't really care if he stayed away, though he'd like to
be left alone in the space ship for a few mnutes to see if he could nake it
take him home. Not that Bruce really felt Iike going hone yet. H's father had
said 'take your time son,' and that's what Bruce intended to do.

He wondered idly whether they knew he had been taken by an alien. Not
likely, he thought. Unless Trev had said sonething and even then the American
aut horities would probably want to keep a lid on the whol e epi sode because
they had really been a bit lax in letting their president be ki dnapped. Maybe
someone just wanted to get rid of Mtch. They probably wouldn't want it known
that two other people nore or |less went along of their owmn free will at the
sane tine.

Bruce wat ched the Skidians stop at a gate not far fromhimand view it



with the sane sort of suspicion that the ivops were on the other side of the
fence.

They' re about as stupid as the ivops Bruce thought.

"This is right," The voice he inmagined Cop spoke with, echoed back

"What woul d you know di ckhead?

"More than you'd think!"

“I'"'msure."

"Ch shut your neck Cop." Bruce said sharply and Cop got up lazily and
noved a bit further out of Bruce's reach

The Ski di ans seenmed to be engaged in sonme sort of discussion, Bruce could
just hear them yabbering away pointing to each other, towards the ivops across
the fence fromthem and then again at each other.

Finally one of them opened the gate and they all trooped into the
paddock, | eaving the gate to swi ng open behind t hem

Typi cal! Bruce grunted, watching as the Skidians suddenly broke into a

run.

En masse they ran across the paddock towards the ivops who were gat hered
in atight group in a corner and pounced on one of their nunber.

"Cripes |'ve got to have a better look at this!"

The ivop struggl ed, however the Skidians nust have been practising
because they quickly had it onit's back with it's legs vainly pawi ng the air.
Regardl ess of the struggling aninmal, Skidians held onto it's |legs or
pushed down on it's body. By the time Bruce had run up to them several of the
Ski di ans stood on a board placed across the aninmal's throat trying to

suffocate it.

Bruce shook his head in amusenent. 'Now |'ve seen everything!’

The attenpt to suffocate the animal seened to be working for it's
struggl es becane weaker and weaker until another Skidian took out a knife and
sawed at the animal's throat.

Suddenly the ivop bellowed loudly as if it had been foxing in the hope
that the Skidians would go away, gave one |ast convul sive heave and managed to
throw themall off.

Before they could react the ivop had rolled onto it's feet and charged
away across the paddock, catching up with it's mtes who were filing out
t hrough the gate that had been | eft open

"CGet them Cop," Bruce said.

"l suppose so," Cop replied unhel pfully. He must have said sonething
t hough because the other two dogs streaked across the paddock soared
gracefully over a couple of fences and had the ivops back in the paddock
bef ore the Skidi ans had worked out what was goi ng on

"What are you trying to do?" Bruce asked.

The Ski di ans | ooked sheepishly at each other, shrugged their shoul ders
and then all seemed to hang their heads in shanme, or despair. O sonething,
Bruce coul dn't deci de what.

"M schief has cut off our supply of synfood," one of the nuttered
unhappil y.

"That's tough," Bruce said unsynpathetically. "I guess you're really
going to have to live off this place then."

The Skidians didn't | ook to happy about the idea. It had been at tines a
di stasteful diversion attenpting to live off the organic plant, made so mnuch
easier by the availability of synfood if things didn't go too well. Now faced
with the sane bl eak prospects that had recently faced nmany other Skidians this
wasn't a very happy bunch. They woul dn't go hungry, but |ife would never be
so sinple and unconplicated again.

"W will manage," the Skidian who still held the knife said defiantly.
Bruce | ooked at the Skidians and noted the fanatical gleamin his eye. G ven
an AK 47 and a bal acl ava he coul d have been any sort of terrorist back hone.

"I"'msure you will," Bruce muttered half to hinmself. "But you haven't
made a very good start by neglecting this place have you?"

"What do you nean?" Demanded the fanatic and Bruce felt the full force of



the groups hostility directed at him he wi shed he'd thought to bring his
rifle fromthe ute.

"This place is a fucken disaster area!" Bruce grunted angrily, "why
didn't you just run the ivops into the yards and kill one there?"

"Because there is a hole in the wall."

"Well why don't you fix the bloody hole, now" Bruce yelled at them and
had the satisfaction of watching the head of even the fanatic drop

"Well what are you waiting for?" Bruce demanded.

"W don't know how," was the eventual downcast response from sone Skidian
towards the rear of the group

The Skidians turned to see who had uttered such bl aspheny.

"Well it's true," the Skidian said, fidgeting unconfortably. It wasn't
Skidian to admt inconpetence of any sort, even when the evidence of it was so
glaring. "And don't look at ne |like that, aren't we supposed to be honest
about our failings in our search for perfection and a new Ski di an way?"

But not in front of an offworlder Bruce thought. He didn't know how he
shoul d proceed next, carefully anyway. But what sort of society were they
hoping to build? It would be a pretty poor place if they merely wi shed to live
off the land for ever and a day.

"I will help youif you like,’
pecki sh hi nsel f.

Bruce sensed a collective sigh of relief, as if that's what the Skidians
had been hoping for all along. Somebody to cone along and | ook after them But
they weren't going to get away with it that easily.

"Someone has to fix the hole in the yards."

The Ski di ans | ooked at each other, what was the of fworl der talking about
now? One of the service crews should have repaired the break caused by one of
them | osing control of one of the strange ground vehicles and driving through
t he conpl ex bel ow the house. Recently the service crews had been conspi cuous
by their absence and failed to undertake their routine maintenance checks.

M schi ef had probably had something to do with that, no service crew had
been sighted since his last visit and all kinds of things that had broken or
worn out since were now sitting idle. Soon nothing would work and the
Aot ear oi ans worst fear would be realised

To remind themof their failing' s which wasn't necessary at all. Here was
t he arrogant of fworlder who by all accounts could survive wthout synfood,
wi t hout service crews to fix things that went w ong or broke.

He had al ready made an inpact by indicating that they had been gathering
the organic material fromthe small plant bel ow the house incorrectly. Instead
of the unpal atable material that had been their lot till now, Lake had
suddenly appeared with far nore diverse products than anyone had thought
possi bl e and announced that there had been a serious flawin their
under standi ng of the smaller organic plant. Nobody had taken the smaller plant
seriously because it was smaller and obviously I ess inmportant than the bigger
pl ant on the other side of the rise fromtheir living quarters.

As a result, Lake would in the future only take orders fromthe
of fwor | der.

Not only was the of fworlder remi nding themall that they weren't
conpetent to survive wthout the advantage of falling back on what remained of
the old Skidian systemas they' d confidently expressed not only anong
thenmsel ves but to Raele. But the of fworlder had insinuated hinself into the
defacto role of |eadership just when they were shedding the old ways and
devel opi ng their own | eadership system

VWat are they doing? Bruce wondered. The Skidi ans stood about, shuffling
their feet and | ooking at each other, but pointedly not |ooking at Bruce.

"Can you show us how?" The | ast Skidian who had spoken finally suggested
as Bruce shrugged his shoul ders and turned away.

"What's your nane?" Bruce asked.

"Ues."

"Well come on then Eus, let's see what we can do."

Bruce suggested beginning to feel a bit



Despite their aversion to the offworlder and all that he represented, the
way he made them feel inferior, despite their steadfast belief that he was a
nmere prinmtive, the Skidians at Aotearoa weren't as unwilling to learn from
himas their peers had been. None of the Aotearoians gave nuch thought to how
barely suppressed fears of fending for thenselves and the horror tales of
t hose of their nunber that had survived fromhand to mouth wandering in the
wi | derness until they stunmbled on Aotearoa, spurred theminto action.

The spectre of M schief and what he m ght have planned for their
conmmunity al so hung over them though it had faded into insignificance when
conpared to their survival. Besides they collectively sensed that the
of fwor | der al one was probably nore than a match for M schief and his
machi nati ons.

A short time later Bruce found the tractor where it had been abandoned in
a small gully behind the stockyards and after retracing the tyre marks found
what had crashed through the back of the yards and carried away the lead wire
for the electric fences.

Bruce clinbed aboard, turned the key and found a gear and drove back to
t he yards.

Back at the yards Bruce watched with anmusement as some of the Skidians
vainly tried to rejoin the splintered rails together

"Why don't you go and scratch around for some new pl anks?" Bruce asked.

It was obvious that none of the Skidians had thought of that, even though
there was a pile of planks stacked neatly outside the yard.

Bruce wat ched the Skidians work and saw that while they didn't know what
to do, once they had been shown, once they knew what they were about, this
group of Skidians showed a keenness that hadn't been evident the last tinme he
had been on Skid. It was if they realised that their lives really did depend
on working, unlike the other Skidians he had net that treated life on the farm
as sonme kind of distasteful joke.

Once the gaping hole was repaired Bruce nmustered a few ivops fromthe
cl osest paddock into the yard, singled out a likely |ooking aninal and before
any of the Skidians knew what was goi ng on, shot it.

After the shot a conplete silence settled over the yard, Can and Punch
hightailed it for their kennels while Bruce took out his knife and stooped
over the carcass.

The Ski di ans wonder ed what was goi ng on. Suddenly an ivop was on the
ground and bright arterial blood was spurting fromit's neck. In a matter of
seconds the of fworlder had succeeded in not only singling out an ivop to kil
but had killed it singlehandedly and already had it half skinned before they
realised that they should be paying attention. In seconds Bruce had done nore
to make the Skidians realise their inadequacies than anything he m ght have
sai d.

"What the fuck do you think you re doing?" Twesst was the knife man and
he nmoved over to assist the offworlder to renove the tough unpal atabl e outer
skin of the ivop, to show that they weren't totally usel ess.

"l beg your pardon?"

"You heard nme, what the fuck do you think you' re doing?"

"I amgoing to help you renpve the skin fromthe ivop," Tweest expl ai ned.

"Wth that?" Bruce took the knife, an exact replica of his own and tested
the edge on his thunb. "Huh, you'd be better off using a saw. Use this," he
said taking a stele fromit's pouch

"What ever for?" Tweest asked.

"Buggered if | knowreally.'

Bruce showed Tweest where to cut once he had shown himhow to put an edge
on his knife but it was soon clear to Tweest that the of fworlder was doing it
all wong. By now they should all be tearing at the skin to expose the neat.
Then of fworl der stopped what he was doi ng and manoeuvred the tractor closer

Tweest concentrated on what he was doing, but kept half an eye on the
of fworl der who was junping on and off the ground vehicle. Suddenly the carcass
twi tched and Tweest junped away. Surely it wasn't still alive? Then Tweest



heard the of fworlder |aughing at him not only the of fworl der but his fell ow
Ski di ans which nortified Tweest even nmore. Then he saw what the of fworl der had
done.

The carcass was suspended in the air and flaps of skin were hangi ng down
ready to be pulled and tugged off.

"Makes it easier eh, shit for brains?" Bruce asked taking the Skidian's
knife while he gawped at the half skinned ivop and put a bit of an edge on it.
Tweest stood on the opposite side of the ivop fromthe of fworlder and
followed his every nmove. It was nmuch easier this way Tweest saw, even his

knife cut better.

Soon the skin was lying on the ground underneath the carcass and the
of fwor| der was di sembowel I'i ng the carcass.

That was sonet hing they had never thought about Tweest thought as the
others noved forward ready to tear strips of neat off the carcass and stuff it
into their nouths.

"What the fuck do you think you' re doing?" Bruce barked as sone of the
Ski di ans reached towards the carcass grasping strips of flesh and fat and
tryng to rip them away.

"This is our neal. .

"Like fuck it is," Bruce retorted,” not yet it isn't." Bruce was a little
surprised to hear a low grow fromthe Skidians |like a dog that was having
it's bone pinched.

"I'"'mnot that bloody stupid,” Cop retorted, "Punch and Can maybe but not
me!" Cop grow ed and the Skidians retreated a safe distance.

"Hey you," Bruce pointed at two of the Skidians, "drag this away and bury
it," he said, pointing to the guts laying on the ground beside the ivop.

After they had dragged it a few netres away the Skidians fell upon the
offal as if they hadn't eaten in nmonths. Bruce watched disgustedly as the
Skidians in no tinme at all had blood up to their arnpits, blood and gore
dripping off their faces. Sone of themwere even trying to strip the flesh
fromthe skin in their desperation

"What are they doing that for?" Bruce turned to Tweest who was | ooki ng as
t hough he really wanted to join the orgy.

"They don't know when they m ght have a chance to eat again."

"That | ot would be far better off watching what we're doing," Bruce said
shaki ng his head sadly. "They're as nmad as neat axes," he muttered under his
br eat h.

ni ne

"Do the people back at the ranch think |ike M schief and his cronies?"
Mtch asked as they sped away fromthe industrial conplex.

"They want sonething called collective | eadership there, they want to
vote for their |leader," Raele replied, shaking his head not understandi ng how
t hey had devel oped such bi zarre notions.

"A power crazy negal omani ac on one hand and a bunch of commies on the
other, not a happy state of affairs. | wonder what the rest are |ike?"

Rael e didn't understand what Mtch neant and didn't really think he
wanted to know. Nor did he want to know what fledgling power structures were
sprouting el sewhere around the planet. Not just yet.

"Voting for a leader isn't all that bad a thing," Mtch ventured, "but
thi s business of dictatorships and collective | eadership has got to be stanped
out quickly." He added letting his own well devel oped prejudi ces surface.

At | east they agreed on somrething Rael e thought, wondering if it was such
a good idea to lean too heavily on Mtch. Already he felt as if events were
nmovi ng out of his control, as if he were on the verge of tunbling headfirst
into an abyss, with no chance of saving hinsel f.

First; the Aotearoians had rebell ed against himafter pledging their
support for his | eadership. Then M schief had devel oped grandi ose del usi ons of



power. The only bright spot was that M schief had been quickly brought to
heel , but what damage had been done in the process?

Al ready a significant nunber of Skidians had experienced life without a
chief mati and were getting used to the idea of making some of their own
deci sions, could they ever be brought back into the fold?

And what of the other Skidians he hadn't even sought out yet? Raele tried
to grasp the size of the job ahead of himand failed. He suddenly felt as if
it was all too nuch for him the task seenmed to stretch away into the future
and he couldn't imagine where it mght end.

"What are they doing down there?" Mtch asked, breaking into Raele's
train of uncertainty.

"Where?" Rael e asked following the direction of Mtch's pointing finger

Rael e banked the patrol craft and | ooked downward on a prineval scene. A
group of desperate Skidians, emaciated, clad in the filthy tattered remnai ns of
their robes were mlling around the body of an ivop

Rael e wat ched as several of the group raised |arge stones into the air
and brought them down on the head of the ivop. Raele thought he could see
bright red blood spurting into the air as the ivop suddenly lurched to it's
feet, leaving several of the Skidians in it's wake and stunbl ed of f.

| mredi ately the Skidians were onto it again, knocking it to the ground
again and this time it didn't stir again.

"Christ,”" Mtch muttered as the Skidians tore at the carcass, tearing
away strips of skin fromwherever they could and stuffing bl oody fl esh and
offal into their nouths.

Mtch was stunned by the sight of the Skidians tearing at the bl oody
flesh with their bare hands alnost totally oblivious of his presence. A few
heads swung their way as they gingerly stepped off the craft but nmobst of them
were too engrossed in their inmpronptu orgy to give the visitors a second
gl ance.

In his time Mtch had experienced sonme pretty devastating sights, minly
second hand via reports on the television or special briefings, which he
t hought had affected him To the point where he had nobilised the vast
resources of his country to help where he could. But here standing on a pl anet
far fromhone the full inmpact of the misery suffered by people after a
di saster of any kind struck hone.

He had seen people in rags before, seen people waiting patiently for food
that wouldn't arrive in time to save their enaciated bodies. He'd seen people
vai nly scrabbling through the wreckage of their homes after a tidal wave or
eart hquake. He'd watched reporters and various public figures inploring the
weal thy to assist the disaster stricken, using their pronotional abilities to
prick at consciences, stirring the nations guilt which was assuaged by band
aids that lasted until the next catastrophe. Mtch had squirned in frustration
as he tried to deal with obdurate | eaders who wouldn't accept aid with strings
attached, while their people starved and squirmed even nore when he was
pilloried by his electorate for failing to act.

But he'd never felt as inpotent as he felt now or felt a greater urge to
do sonething practical to help

"W nust do sormet hi ng"

"What do you nean?" Rael e appeared surprised by the question. It hadn't
occurred to himthat he could do anything, except naybe point themin the
general direction of Aotearoa.

"W nust do sonmething to help these people.™

"Li ke what ? Rael e asked, not thinking about the patrol craft that could
easily transport this small group of Skidians to Aotearoa, a patrol craft that
carried anple supplies of synfood. |Instead he nmade sure his dazi erawogga was
ready for instant action in case the situation turned nasty.

"What about food? There nust be food aboard and clothes,” Mtch added,"
and couldn't we transport these Skidians to Aotearoa?"

"Yes, but why should we do that?"

"Rael e you want to | ead these people, why don't you show sone



| eader shi p?"

Rael e's nmind wasn't focused on the scene as Mtch's was, though he
couldn't help but wonder how a Skidian could stoop let hinself or herself go
as these ones had.

"But what about our neeting with M schief?"

"Ch fuck Mschief, we can deal with that ratbag later. First lets do
somet hing for these poor sods.” Mtch didn't wait for Raele's reaction and
wal ked up to the group.

They were an even nore pitiable group at closer range. Bony arms and
| egs, covered in open sores stuck out of their dirty torn robes. They all wore
dul |, desperate expressions, now splattered with blood and gore as they feebly
tore at the dead animal's carcass. Mst of themdidn't even have access to
where the flesh was bared Mtch saw, the weaker ones being pushed out of the
way. They didn't appear to have decent weapons either, nor knives, though as
he approached one of themraised a rock ready to throw in his genera
direction.

"Over there is your |eader," Mtch pointed to Raele, thinking as he did
so that the sinple act of saving these poor souls fromtheir desperate
exi stence woul d ensure they saw Raele as their saviour. "He has cone with food
and clothing and the promise of a newlife."

None of the Skidians really |ooked interested in what Mtch had to say.
SlowWy it seemed to occur to a couple of the weaker ones that there m ght be
better pickings el sewhere.

Weakly they made their way toward the space ship and then broke into a
pai nful parody of a run that nade Mtch wince just to watch them as a robot
appeared at the patrol craft's door pushing a trolley |laden with synfood.

Mtch was al nost caught in the crush as the rest of the Skidians suddenly
real i sed what was happeni ng and rushed for the trolley. They jostled each
other out of the way in their haste as the stronger anmpbng t hem shoved the weak
out of the way. Nevertheless there was enough for all

Wthin mnutes nost of them were throwi ng up whatever they had eaten, but
this didn't seemto deter anyone and they continued to gorge until finally
t hey were sated.

Mtch was inpressed with the way Rael e reacted and with the utility of
t he Skidian patrol ships. Raele mght not be able to think of nuch hinself but
once he got the general idea he was a hard man to stop

VWile the rest of the Skidians were enptying the food trolley into
t hensel ves and out again Raele had set up a nmini canp conplete with showers,
had laid out fresh clothing and was novi ng anong hi s subjects and accepting
their thanks with hunmility and grace.

Mtch becane a little indignant. Wasn't saving themhis idea? After a
nmonent he decided - maybe this is better and he considered just how far he
m ght be able to go before Raele realised he was having his strings pulled
like a puppet. He sat hinself on the ground beside the patrol ship, half
listening to the tales of incredible hardship and realised just how thin the
veneer of civilisation was for perhaps all so called civilised people.

The remmants of Skid that he had been exposed to seened to indicate a
wel | ordered and highly sophisticated society supported by a |evel of
technol ogy that made his head swm As soon as the Skidians experienced a
break down in order and were failed by their technol ogy,this group at |east,
had rapidly degenerated into something primtive and quite frightening.
Resorting to cannibalism living off corpses and worse when their world
crashed in around them They had barely survived where nost of their fell ows
had perished. Who were the |ucky ones?

Now, full of food, freshly clothed and washed, secure in the presence of
a |l eader who's right to rule they recogni sed, these Skidians were transforned
once again to their forner selves. O alnpost. The trauma of their experiences
woul d stick with themfor a good long while, if they ever went.

| wonder what they will want now? To return to their cocooned forner
exi stences or would they strive for nore control over their own lives? Mtch



t hought they would nore than likely opt for the former approach. Having
experienced a life of deprivation they would go for the option that ensured a
life of security and full bellies and to hell with anything else. Mtch
couldn't find it in hinmself to blanme them and thought it would be rather
interesting to see how they mxed with the Aotearoians.

ten

Bruce coul d understand why the Skidians were getting restless, he was
feeling nore than a bit peckish hinself.

Several times in the last half hour first Ues then Tweest had sidled up
to hi maski ng when they mnmight be able to eat.

"When it's ready," Bruce had replied each tine, standing guard over the
growing pile of meat beside the grill. Under his direction the Skidians had
set up a table made of planks, set out sone plates and eating gear and under
t he gui dance of Sue and laut, the gardener had filled bows with fresh
veget abl es. The garden woul dn't be bi g enough anynore, Bruce reckoned and made
a nmental note to do something about that as he prodded a few chunks of neat
and then took a long drink fromhis jug of beer

Bruce woul d have nmuch rather entrusted the job of cooking the neat to one
of the Skidians but none of them seened keen to | earn, apparently assum ng
that he was taking up the role of food provider, waiting on them hand and f oot
as it had always been for them Perhaps they were inpatient because they
didn't see any reason that the neat needed to be cooked. They'd soon | earn he
t hought. Besides he didn't think any of them fresh from di scovering that
their food supply had been chopped could keep their mtts off the neat before
it was ready.

"Bruce? It was Ues's turn to ask the tentative question

"Yes?" Bruce replied rounding on himmldly.

"Is it time yet?"

"Yes, grab your eating gear." Bruce wondered how hungry they were because
collectively they had made short work of the offal. It made Bruce churn
i nside just to think about what raw ivop guts mght taste like. He rather
t hought they woul d devour the food before themin nmuch the same way as anybody
el se woul d who was uncertain where their next meal would conme from

Bruce stood back and watched the Skidians fall on the pile of neat I|ike
pigs snuffling and squealing into their troughs at feeding tine. Bruce hoped
t here was enough to go around and left themto it.

Wal ki ng inside Bruce saw a | arge shadow pass overhead and | ooked up to
see Rael e |landing his space ship. He hoped it was Rael e anyhow after the space
shi p disgorged eight or nine enaciated figures who made directly for the table
| aden with food

"Where did you find then?" Bruce asked Mtch as stood watching the two
di sparate groups collide.

"Just a bunch of half starved Skidians we found wandering about," he
grunted as a howl of disappointnent rose fromthe new bunch of Skidians who
had clearly been expecting better fare now that they had regai ned
sem -civilised environnent.

After their initial disappointnent they jostled their way to the where
the food was, pushing the Aotearoians out of the way in a nmost un-Skid |ike
fashion, ignoring the angry frowns of the locals in their haste not to be left
out .

"A pretty desperate bunch by the | ook of them™
"Ch yes," Mtch replied and descri bed the scene he and Rael e had cone
upon.



"I think they're going to be a bit disappointed, because all they could

tal k about was how they were | ooking forward to returning to normal,"” Mtch
added. "I don't think they were expecting this at all," he said neani ng
Aotearoa. "l don't think any of themrealise that there is no returning to
normal ." Mtch continued in a thoughtful vein.

"Yeah," Bruce grunted as if to say he didn't give a stuff either way. He
didn't, he didn't really know what he was doi ng anynore. Suddenly he wasn't
excited about being back on Skid and wanted to bugger off home with Sue and
t he baby. He had better things to do than act as a nursermaid to a bunch of
ungrat eful Skidians. Didn't know that he wanted a wife and kid either, but he
sensed he was stuck with them

Mtch sensed that Bruce wasn't in the nood to enter into a philosophic
conversation, wasn't interested in the least in the plans gerninating in his
m nd. He thought correctly that Bruce probably wasn't in the |east bit
interested in the political devel opnent of Skid.

"Did you know that nost of the wonen here are pregnant?" Mtch tried
anot her tack.

"Rael e told ne he had stopped some sort of contraceptive being added to
the food ages ago. | think he has visions of a baby farm of some kind," Bruce
chuckled. "He's on the right track there |I reckon. There's not nuch use
worryi ng about anything if there's not going to be anybody left after a few
years is there?"

That was sonething | hadn't considered, Mtch realised, surprised by the
di scovery that Bruce contenplated things nore than he had given himcredit
for.

"Apparently sonme of them down there are doctors of sone kind," Bruce
began, neani ng they had been selected by Inel on the basis they could I ook
after sinmple problens like child birth. "Can you believe that? |I reckon you'd
have to be pretty desperate to be worked on by one of them"

"I can see you have a very high opinion of the Skidians Bruce."

"Ch not really, nah that's not fair. They're just different that's all,
what do you think we'd be like if we had lived the way they used to?"

Mtch shuddered to think. Then it struck himthat so many of the people
he personally knew had lived in insulated cocoons totally unaware that there
was a whole world around themthat existed on another |evel. Many ot her
| evels, Mtch recognised guiltily how insular and isolationist he really had
been, sure that his was the one and only way.

"Want something to eat?" Bruce didn't know that he really wanted to eat
hi nmsel f.

"I guess so," Mtch nurnured, watching Rael e shake off some of the new
arrivals who were obviously unhappy with their new home. Mtch shook his head
wonderi ng how he was going to nake a decent |eader out of Raele. His first
rule of politics was to keep the people happy, or nake them feel good. Raele
wasn't doing that, he | ooked as though he was trying to ignore sonething
snelly that he'd wal ked in, w thout nmuch success.

Rael e wrinkled his nose, grimaced and tried to push the supplicants away
wi t hout success where he shoul d have stopped to talk, even if he only nade the
ri ght noi ses.

Bruce heard the baby cry sonmewhere in the house and it occurred to him
that he should get up and do sonething. Exactly what Bruce didn't know WAl k
around with it, stick a dunmy init's nmouth, tell Sue to deal with it. If it
had been a | anb, a pup or a calf he'd know what to do. lIgnore the bloody thing
until it was time for it's feed. But a baby what the hell should he do with a
cryi ng baby?

"Can you | ook at the baby Bruce?" Sue called fromthe door, "your
di nners' just about ready."

"Bruce had just about decided that ignorance was probably the best
policy. Still he thought, I'd better do sonething. He rose wearily and headed
in the general direction of the crying baby.

Hi s son, imrediately stopped squawki ng when it sensed Bruce's presence



standi ng over him and stared upwards at his father with what could have been
an inquiring | ook on his face.

Ugly little shit, Bruce decided. As he reached down the baby stretched
his own arns up and grabbed his father round his neck. Bruce wasn't quite
sure howto grab the little nmite and wasn't all that happy about the way he
was being pinched by the tiny little hands at his neck

The baby felt so tiny and fragile in his arms, and very wet Bruce quickly
di scover ed.

He | ooked around the roomand found a pile of material that could be
nappi es. They'll do anyway he deci ded setting about changi ng the baby's nappy
much to it's disgust.

It began to squeal again and punmp it's little legs. "I'm obviously doing
somet hing wong," Bruce muttered, eventually gathering up the baby and the
nappi es and taking himthrough to the kitchen for his nmother to deal with.

"Thank's Bruce," Sue said in a voice dripping with irony.

"No worries." Bruce said depositing the baby on the floor where he
couldn't get into too much trouble.

"Bruce! What did you do that for?"

"He'll be ok, won't he?" Bruce asked hel pl essly.

"Ch | s'pose so."

Gratefully Bruce wal ked out onto the deck and sat at the table where
quite a little crowd had gat hered.

Rael e sat stiffly with his back to the rest of the Aotearoians who had
gat hered bel ow the deck and were tal king anong thenselves. Mstril and | aut
| ooked full of thenselves, as if by sitting at the table in the presence of
Rael e and the offworl ders they had suddenly achi eved some kind of dubious
status. Mtch | ooked on with his nouth curling in anusenment. Bruce thought he
could have done without it and retreated to the kitchen. Better a squalling
baby than that |ot he thought.

But the kitchen was enpty and Bruce suddenly felt totally isolated and
left out, a supernunerary. Now what? It wasn't as if he was really needed
around the place and if he wasn't what the hell was he going to do? The
Ski di ans woul d nake out sonehow and necessity was a great notivator, they
woul dn't go hungry.

Neit her would he, Bruce didn't let this new nel ancholy prevent him from
eating or having a few nore beers.

"What are you doing in here?" Sue asked fromthe doorway as Bruce stared
moodi ly into a glass of beer. He couldn't articulate his thoughts and was
tenpted to tell Sue to buzz off when she hugged hi maround the neck and told
himit'd be alright.

"l guess so," he replied,not believing for one mnute that it would be.

el even

M schi ef | ooked Iike any other tinpot dictator, albeit a lot |ess
confident than some Mtch had seen. He appeared sonewhat cowed as he stood
al one on the deck of the space ship staring at the man he had sought to
suppl ant and anot her who obvi ously wasn't of his world.

My presence al one woul d be enough to make hi muneasy Mtch sensed. H s
bei ng an outsider, M schief could not know what he represented and probably
didn't appreciate an audi ence for what would cone next. No matter how you said
it, failure was still failure and he had failed disnally.

"So we need help fromoutside," Mschief sneered with what he thought
amounted to contenpt. He failed and Mtch couldn't help but think that he nade
a pathetic spectacle standing there with nothing but a fancy title, insignia
on his breast and a weapon that Raele quietly informed himwasn't operable
anyway, dangling ostentatiously fromhis neck to make him feel he was
sormet hi ng.

Not for the first time Mtch wondered how such and ignorant | ooking



character could run roughshod over his fellows and set hinmself up as their
| eader.

Neit her Raele nor Mtch dignified Mschief's sneer with an
acknow edgenment and M schief seemed to decline in stature as the nonents
passed by.

"By what right do you seek to set yourself above other Skidians?" Raele
asked at |ength.

"I, er." Mschief nouth worked but his brain obviously wasn't connected
properly. "Because we felt we needed sone kind of |eadership and nobody el se
wanted the job, especially as you yourself had entrusted ne with certain
tasks," he managed at |ast and Mtch discovered a trui smof Skid. They al
wai ted for sonmebody el se to do sonething.

"And the results of the tasks that | set you?" Rael e denanded.

"I do not have the information with me," the enpty shell that had so
recently lorded itself over his fellows nuttered unhappily.

"W can get the information readily enough by accessing the conpl exes
dat abank," Rael e rem nded himagently, knowing full well that M schief hadn't
done as he was ordered.

"Possibly."

"You wouldn't lie to ne, would you M schief?"

"OfF course not," Mschief lied, staring at his feet.

"What do your people desire, the people you allegedly represent and care
for? For you are responsible for your people whether you are aware of that or
not . "

"I don't really know what they want, they don't know what they want."

M schi ef had found out quickly that being a | eader wasn't all it was cracked
up to be. It wasn't just about telling people what to do and the pl easant
sensation of exercising power, which was what he had thought. It was all about
having a vision for the future, a sense of direction that M schief knew he
didn't have

Al t hough he was a senior technician at the conplex, that wasn't a role
that had prepared himfor |eadership in any fashion. He didn't really know how
anyt hi ng worked, all he knew about was how to nmonitor the synfood plants and
the vast self replicating machinery that ejected various material and machi nes
as part of a programhe couldn't fathom Since Raele had left himin charge
and he had tried to make sone sense of what he now controlled. M schief had
cone to the conclusion the nore he learnt the nore he realised it was beyond
hi m

Maki ng hinsel f responsible for the conplex had underlined his sense of
hel pl essness, as if he were in charge of a patrol ship but not in control of
where in the universe it travell ed.

Then there was the insistent clanmouring fromthe other inhabitants of the
conpl ex who deci ded that because he was in charge he had to know what was
happeni ng. When would life return to nornmal ? When could they take | eave to
visit their fanmlies, their hone prefectures? Few of them seemed to understand
that their fanmlies were no nore and their home prefectures nothing but dirty
pil es of ash and rubble. Safe in the conplex, well provided for as they had
al ways been, the inpact of the disaster that had befallen Skid had yet to sink
in.

These matters and nore gnawed at M schief as he relied on his fell ow
Ski di ans traditional respect for |eaders to prevent themfrom pushing himtoo
far. Despite the delight at having power over his fellows and the trappings of
| eadershi p he was al nost glad that Raele had returned to confront him If he
survived the neeting he intended to put hinmself fully at Raele's disposal, as
| eader of the conplex or not. Surely Raele woul d need sonebody he could trust
there to do his bidding? Mschief hoped so, ignoring the matter of his recent
disloyalty and his | oss of face when Rael e had confronted him

"Have you not sought to increase the size of your self proclained
republic?"

It took Mschief a few nonents to realise what Rael e was all udi ng too.



Wien he did he flushed with enbarrassnent.

Acting nore or less in accordance with Raele's instructions he had sought
out other Skidian communities. H's experience with the first such comunity
l[iving out in the wilderness had deci ded hi magai nst any further such
endeavours.

Quite apart fromtheir ungrateful ness at being invited to join his
republic, a termhe had gl eaned fromdelving into the planet's archives with
the imted access that Raele had allowed him they had confronted himin such
an unheard of mlitant fashion that after delivering a few enpty threats of
his own he had decided it was safer to |l eave themto their own devices for the
time being and retreat in a dignified fashion

What hi s next nove would have been if he had realised the fear and
uncertainty he had put into the community of Aotearoa was somnething that he
woul d never be know.

"Not really."

"That's not what ny intelligence sources tell ne,
fray and further confusing M schief. Wo was he?

"Then your intelligence sources are msinformed," M schief spat
contenmptuously, as if to say 'you are not a Skidian so what do you know?'

"I'f you say so," Mtch drawl ed, "but we know better."

"Who is this, this....? Mschief obviously hadn't gotten a handl e on who
or what Mtch was yet.

"Mtch is an advisor | picked up on ny travels," Raele replied casually.

"You shoul d have | eft himbehind." Generations of conditioning about
raci al supremacy were inpossible to conceal

"I find himquite useful."

'Thank's Raele,' Mtch thought.

"We did have a job in mind for you Mschief, but I don't think you' re up
toit nyself," Mtch said and had the satisfaction of seeing M schief al nost
shrink, downwards and away from hi m

"I don't think so either," Raele said flipping out his dazi erwdgga and
aimng at M schief.

M schief clunsily funbled for his own weapon, franticly scrabbling at the
front of his robe where it had caught. Finally his trenbling hand gripped the
weapon, pointing it's wavering rmuzzle in the general direction of Mtch and
Raele. It crossed his nind that he hoped he | ooked as if he couldn't decide on
who to shoot first, the lesser of two failures. The truth was that he coul dn't
hold the rmuzzle on any target. M schief closed his eyes and waited for the
end, wondering what it would feel |ike and squeezed the trigger

He was amazed that he felt nothing, surely there nmust be sone sort of
sound? M schief had never used the weapon before, not even to test it, but he
had al ways been confident that it would operate if he needed to use it.

"Your dazierwiogga isn't armed M schief,"” Raele told himas M schief
i magi ned he had taken the two men confronting him with himinto the after
life.

Mtch said joining the

M schi ef opened his eyes wondering what he would find and found he was
still alive. He felt his chest begin to heave painfully and somethi ng beat
like a drumin there, noisture began to collect around his eyes. For a few
monents all he could do was suck air into his lungs and wi pe the noisture
whi ch now streanmed down his face, unsure whether to be relieved at finding

hinself still alive or apprehensive as to his future. Wat horrors did Raele
and his advisor mght have in store for hinP
VWil e M schief was discovering that he was still alive, Mtch didn't

thi nk he | ooked a very happy fellow. He was glad that he hadn't been
responsi ble for that. Mtch had been responsible for a few deaths in his tine,
but they were of the inpersonal kind.

Soldiers fighting dirty little wars in the areas of perceived interest to
his nation and the |ike which had never troubled him But here, this was real
this was personal and even though he wouldn't have pulled the trigger he
reckoned that he would have felt responsible for M schief's death.



But he and Rael e had other plans for M schief and Rael e had decided to
scare himinto obedience.

"No matter how strong and powerful you think you are M schief, | am
stronger and rmuch nore powerful ," Raele told the trenbling Skidian who had
slunped to his knees in a parody of supplication. Mtch wondered whet her his
next nove would be to kiss Raele's feet or sonething.

"Remenber this when you return to your republic, you exist at ny pleasure
and so does your republic.

M schi ef was too stunned to reply, not only was he still alive but he
bel i eved he was hearing Rael e say he was being sent back to the industrial
conplex as it's | eader?

"Qur world has changed," Raele continued, "we need to work hard to return
Skid to it's former glory and there are alnost too few of us to do this, we
cannot afford to discard anybody fromthis process at this crucial period in
our history. Do you understand ne M schief ?"

M schief didn't really, but in the tine honoured traditions of his race
he nodded his head.

"What role could you play in the reconstruction of Skid M schief?" Mtch
asked.

"Ah," M schief hadn't given that concept any thought.

"To maintain the industrial conplex perhaps,” Mtch suggested,” and to
actively offer support and assistance to the other conmunities on Skid, to
actively seek out these conmunities?"

"Yes," M schief replied anmbi guously. Neither he nor Mtch, nor Raele were
uncertain as to what he neant.

"The Skidians at Aotearoa will need nedical assistance for exanple, those
still wandering around the wilderness need to be brought to a place of
safety.”

"Yes | understand." M schief had seen sone of these wild bands of
Ski di ans and steered a wi de path around them they seemed to have reverted to
a savage and primtive state. They appeared nuch nore dangerous than the
m sgui ded soul s that had refused his assistance at the place called Aotearoa.

"And you nust ask the menmbers of your own republic what they want, what
they want froma new Skid."

They didn't want nuch, M schief decided knowi ng the task was beyond him
he was al ready dooned to failure. In reality Raele didn't expect much and
didn't know how these expectations could be achieved either. The ideas were
all Mtch's, outlined and reliably regurgitated. Raele hoped that Mtch knew
what he was doi ng and how he would go about it, just as Rael e hoped that Bruce
back at Aotearoa knew what he was doi ng.

Rael e certainly didn't understand what Mtch neant by suggesting they set
up a sinple econony, swapping the produce of Aotearoa for technical assistance
fromthe industrial conplex. How could he make the people of the conpl ex eat
t he organic food when they had the production of the |largest synfood plants to
draw on?

Rael e had quickly forgotten that the failure of the synfood plants for
what ever reason was the cause of his planet's present predicanment. But he
dutifully repeated Mtch's demand that a rudi nentary barter econony and the
basis for an educati on system be established which would |l ead to the enforced
interm ngling of people fromall over the planet.

Mtch had plans for the sort of political meetings and conventions that
he was used to back home to sell his idea of denocracy and di scover what the
feelings of the Skidians were for political change. He assuned that the people
woul d want change, that they realised their old feudal hereditary systemwth
little input fromthe unwashed was dead an buried. He assuned that the
Ski di ans want ed change, woul d demand change, just as his own country had
thrown off colonial rule as soon as they got the chance and devel oped a
system of government that had been copied right around the world.

But those things were for the future, Mschief and the others Iike him
that Mtch was sure they'd find around the planet, would have enough trouble



coping with his initial tasks let alone dealing with a fundanental
reconstruction of the very culture that had sustained them for |onger than
anybody knew.

The neeting was suddenly over. One noment M schief was standing their
| ooking as if he was burdened by the collective woes of the planet, obviously
not really understandi ng what was required of himand the next Rael e had
flipped a button and he was gone.

Mtch had expected sonething nore or |less of the meeting. He wasn't sure
what he expected. He had expected M schief to ask questions to denur on sone
poi nts and suggest other ideas. But there was none of that,it was as if
M schi ef had received his orders fromon high and was off to inplenment them
What a wasted effort Mtch thought as Raele said: "I think that went rather
wel | don't you?" Raele was pleased with hinself, he had conducted the
confrontation just as Mtch had suggest ed.

Mtch groaned inwardly and realised that there was nuch he didn't
under st and about the Skidians or their planet. He coul dn't understand how t hey
expected that things would just happen if they said it would. He had never
experi enced Skid when just saying was usually tantanmount to having sonethi ng
done because it was achieved by a systemthat on the nost part didn't involve
Ski di ans thensel ves. There was a whol e systemthat controlled, built,
nmoni t ored, and mai nt ai ned al nost every aspect of Skidian |life as evidenced by
t he ongoi ng reconstruction of the practically enpty Skidian cities w thout any
i nput fromthe Skidians thensel ves.

He al so realised that he probably didn't need to understand all that nuch
to run the place. Afterall he didn't know all that much about his own world
and the way that it had operated, all he had to guide himwere set of firmy
fixed principles which had been enough to take himto the highest office in
hi s | and.

He'd done a fairly good job there hadn't he? Mtch liked to think so
anyway. It was only in his darkest noments that he truthfully appraised his
life and found that he could have done better

That too often he fallen back on expedi ency to boost his falling ratings
or repay old debts and had enpl oyed the transparent political chicanery of
t hose he despised in order get what he wanted.

twel ve

A sudden conmotion fromthe direction of the dog kennel s woke Bruce. He
lay there in the darkness for several monents before realising that sonething
was wrong. Then one of themyelped as if it had been struck. They certainly
weren't happy about somet hing.

Bruce | eapt out of bed and ran through the house, out the back door and

into the night illumnated by a full noon. He could see a group of Skidians
mlling around the kennels and heard a thud as if they were attacking the
kennels with a lunp of wood. The dogs were barking madly, spitting and
sharl i ng.

"What the fuck's going on here?" Bruce demanded angrily as he came upon
t he group unnoti ced.

"W want to eat them" one of the Skidians said fromthe darkness.
Evidently they had decided that the dogs woul d be easier prey than an ivop.

"What ? Get away fromthere or I'Il let themeat you!" Bruce yelled
angrily. But the Skidians didn't budge an inch, several of them continued
beating at the kennels, ignoring him

In the noonlight Bruce recogni sed these Skidians as the ones that Raele
had dropped off a few days previously. They'd been nothing but trouble since,
grizzling about the food, the |lack of acconmodati on and wanting to go hone as
soon as possible. Bruce had just ignored them they weren't his problem even
t hough they seemed to think it was. For some reason these Skidians seenmed to
think he was there to |l ook after them Bruce didn't really know why he was



there at all, but it certainly wasn't to baby sit any Skidians.

"Find something for us to eat," one of them demanded fromthe out of the
dar kness.

"Cet lost," said Bruce wal king up to one of the Skidians bashing away at
t he kennel. He grabbed the length of syn tinmber the Skidian was hol ding and
whacked hi m around t he backsi de.

"Yown " Screamed the Skidian, nore surprised that he had been hit, than
hurt.

"You blouse. | didn't hit you that hard!"

The rest of the Skidians stood notionless, silent except for their heavy
breat hi ng and Bruce suddenly remenbered that these Skidians probably woul dn't
be phased by violence as the nore civilised ones were if what Mtch had said
was true

"Go on, piss off." Bruce waved the piece of tinber around and then turned
to check on his dogs. He et themout one by one and they showed their relief
at being saved fromthe cooking pot by junping up and trying to Iick himon
the face.

The Ski di ans sl owy di spersed, Bruce could make their figures out
nmeandering up the hill towards the sleeping quarters that had been assi gned
t hem

Skid was a much nore dangerous place now, Bruce had always felt the
Ski di ans had a hostile nature that was held in check by the Skidian way. Wth
t he Ski di an way breaki ng down along with everything el se there was nothing to
stop the Skidians exhibiting their true nature.

The Aot earoans were subdued which was probably natural, they were
probably nore apprehensive than anything el se. These other ones were like wild
animals with a veneer of sophistication, Bruce reckoned he'd better watch not
only his dogs, but his back as well.

As if to reinforce this theory several rocks struck the ground above him
and he could here the jeers of the departing Skidians as they di sappear ed.

VWl |l they're not that brave Bruce said to hinmself but this devel oprment
was di sturbing nonetheless. It showed just how fragile the threads that held
soci ety were and how qui ckly they could break when the system broke down as it
had in Skid.

Bruce wondered what Rael e was doi ng about reasserting his authority, a
good swift kick where it hurt wouldn't go am ss he thought wondering whet her
he shoul d administer the first dose hinself.

He wal ked over and inspected the dog kennels. Despite the attack they
hadn't suffered any structural damage and the Skidians despite their well
publici sed technol ogi cal superiority hadn't realised that sinply pressing a
depression on the door would open them The dogs would be ok in there, but
even safer if he left themoff.

Bruce made his way back to the house and found Sue breast feeding the
i nfant.

"What was all the noise about?"

"Ch just some of those new Skidians trying to eat the dogs."

"The poor things," Sue comented. Bruce didn't know whether she neant the
dogs or the Skidians. "Wy would they want to do that?"

"I dunno really, | guess they don't realise that the dogs aren't for
eating, do you reckon |I should nake that clear, and a few other things as
wel | ?"

"What ot her things Bruce?" Sue detected the alnost irrational streak in
Bruce that she remenbered frombefore. He was likely to go off on all sorts of
enotional tangents at the drop of a hat or |lose his tenper over the slightest
provocati on.

"Well I'mthe boss around here," Bruce gently rem nded her, "and if | say
go do something, | mean go do it. Besides |I'mnot going to have these wankers
throwi ng rocks or sniggering at me because they think I won't do anythi ng
about it."

"Since when are you the boss ?"



"Since this is ny place, | built it up after all."

"That doesn't make you the boss Bruce."

"k, I'mgoing to be the boss because | want to be, how s that?"

"Ch come on Bruce, you have no right to tell these people what to do,
this is their planet afterall."” But she knew as she nade the comrent that it
woul dn't stop Bruce and she didn't know that she wanted himto. She felt a
little vulnerable herself. In the past she had sensed that Skidian nen had
viewed her with sonme distaste and had no sexual interest in her at all. Wile
she resented the forner sensation the latter one relieved her and hel ped her
to feel safe. But now as she noved around the place she felt eyes foll ow ng
her, appraising her in a frank sexual manner. It was as if they had al
suddenly di scovered sex, the number of fenmale Skidians who seened to be
pregnant testified to that.

She | ooked up and saw Bruce | ooking down at her with a disturbed | ook on
hi s face.

"What's the matter?" He asked with concern

"Ch," she shrugged her shoulders, "I don't really know, | feel alittle
bit uneasy that's all."

"Maybe we shoul d | eave?"

"Leave, |eave where?" Sue |aughed at the idiocy of the statenent.

"Ch | don't know, sonewhere different, it's not as if we have to stay
here is it?"

"Ch | suppose not." But Sue didn't really want to | eave, apart fromthe
Ski di ans she felt confortable at Aotearoa. Maybe the Skidians woul d | eave.
doubt that too, she decided.

Sonet hing struck the roof and rolled all the way down, eventually falling
to the ground with a thud. Another rock or whatever struck the roof and then
anot her, acconpani ed by the | aughing and jeering of a group of Skidians
standing at the edge of the light thrown out by the outside |ights.

"What's going on out there Bruce?" Sue asked, flinching, suddenly really
frightened as something out struck the side of the house.

"Just the local vandals playing silly buggers. I'll sort themout."

Bruce wal ked calmy out to the ute which was parked between the house and
the unruly nob of Skidians and reached inside for the rifle sitting on the
brackets behind the seat.

He | ooked up at the nmob of Skidians and noticed that their nunbers had
swel led as if sonebody had been doi ng sonme stirring, had whi pped up the crowd
with their demagoguery. One of them appeared to be inciting the crowd, Bruce
couldn't hear what he was saying but he was definitely pointing towards the
house and anot her shower of rocks and stones were flung out of the darkness in
it's general direction.

Taking a cl oser | ook Bruce could see another |arger group of Skidians who
he recogni sed as the inhabitants of Aotearoa off to one side and wondered what
they were doing. Even to his untrai ned eye, Bruce had never seen an angry nob,
a riot unless you counted an spooked nmob of cattle, the situation | ooked
dangerous. The nob of Skidians was inching forward and nore rocks cane
hurtling out of the night hitting the house. Wy it should be their target he
didn't know, he couldn't work out why the Skidians were so upset. Wuld they
really have preferred to stay put out in the wilderness where just to stay
alive was a struggl e al nost beyond thenf?

In fact the two groups of Skidians seened to be taking nmore interest in
each other than in the house as they faced off. Bruce couldn't work that one
out either. The original nob wasn't noving toward the house any | onger but
toward the group of Skidians that conprised the original nenbers of Aotearoa.

There was a lot of talking and finger waggi ng going on and Bruce coul d
clearly see that both groups had armed thenselves with | engths of syn tinber
and rocks, but for the nonent they weren't doing nmuch nore than intimdating
each other. They had to know that they could hurt each other with their
primtive weapons. Maybe they were just reluctant to do so.

Bruce was glad that none of them had access to real weapons ot herw se one



or nore of them mi ght pluck up the courage to use them and there would be a
real bl oodbath. But over what? Bruce asked hinself. It wasn't as if they
didn't already have a leader in Raele, it wasn't as if they were going to go
hungry, it wasn't as if they needed to scrap over resources. They probably had
just realised that their world had changed irrecovably and were | ooking for
someone to blane, maybe they didn't know that those Skidians were all dead or
maybe they were just too thick to understand that things could never be the
same agai n.

"What's going on out there Bruce?"

Bruce gl anced upwards and saw Sue on the veranda hol ding the baby with a
coupl e of Skidians peering nervously over her shoul der

"Dunno really, but you'd better get back inside in case things get
nasty."

"What about you Bruce?"

"Eh?" Bruce hadn't given any thought to his own safety, "Ch I'Il be ok."

"Pl ease be careful dear," said Sue as she di sappeared into the house.
Bruce heard the door slide shut behind her.

He pointed the rifle upwards and pulled the trigger. Can and Punch
i medi ately whi ned and made a beeline for the underside of the ute but Cop
foll omed himeagerly up the hill

The sound of the shot seened to have little effect on the Skidians and
Bruce realised they didn't associate it with death, injury or sonmebody
asserting authority even though nmost of them had seen the sort of damage he
could do to the head of an ivop

"What's goi ng on here?" Bruce demanded stepping into the space between
the two groups of Skidians.

Bruce saw the tense and angry expressions on the faces of the Skidians on
both si des and wondered whet her he had done the right thing. A knot tightened
in his stomach and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up and he felt his
heart beat faster as adrenalin trickled into his blood stream

' Now what boss?' Bruce had forgotten that Cop could speak to him

"Ch bite your bum" Bruce nuttered,if there was one thing he could do
wi thout, that was a smart arse dog. He easily evaded a rock that cane flying
out of the darkness towards him "Bite his instead why don't you?"

Cop snarled, leapt into the darkness and nonments later their was an
angui shed cry as Cop ni pped the backsi de of a Skidian sending Bruce a nental
i mage as he did so. Bruce thought Cop was overdoing it a bit as he grow ed and
snarl ed, worrying the Skidian.

The crowd of Skidians parted around the dog and the unfortunate one now
flat on his back being licked to death by three dogs.

The sight seenmed to break the tension and several of themeven started
[ aughing in a nervous sort of way, as if they were relieved that some ot her
Ski dian was in trouble and not thensel ves.

"What seens to be the trouble here?" Bruce asked repeated.

"We are hungry."

"They are not abiding by the rules of this community."

"W want to return to our homes."

"They are disrupting the stability of our community with their demands."

"W want Raele to be our |eader."

"Where is the synfood?"

"Where are the stim ganes?"

"Where are the service crews?"

"How are we supposed to live out here?"

Bruce was inundated by demands and cl ai ms of the Skidi ans who now crowded
around hi m pushing forward, talking over the top of others and insisting they
be heard.

After several minutes Bruce shook his head and raised his hands for
silence without any noticeable effect on the clanour that was threatening to
overwhel m him

"For fucks' sake shut up will you!"™ He yelled to everyone in general



"you're not going to solve anything by junping up and down and yelling at each
ot her, are you?"

The tal k subsided to an angry murnur while Bruce tried to decide what to
do next. It looked as if he had diffused the near riot but he understood that
the problenms still weren't resol ved.

"Ck, that's better," he said as if addressing a crowd of kids trying to
deci de whet her they were going to Mac Donalds or CGeorgie Pie for |unch, when
he'd prefer good old fish'n' chips hinself.

"Um what about you have a tal k anong yoursel ves and er, come back | ater
on with your grievances and we'll see if we can sort them out?"

"W have our conmunity council for that!" One of the Aoteroians nuttered.

"What's a community council ?" One of the new arrivals demanded, we want
Rael e to hear our demands.

"The conmmunity council runs this comunity, it nakes the |l aws and deci des
what we will do."

"We don't like those laws and rules, we aren't represented on the
counci | ."

"You only got here yesterday," said another exasperated voice.

"So what? We're all Skidians, we all live by the same set of rules.

"Don't you understand that |ife has changed on Skid?" Bruce spoke up as
squatted, rolling hinself a snmoke wondering why he had even bot hered
interrupting themin the first place.

"And who are you that you think you can tell us what to do?" An angry
voi ce asked.

Bruce stood up and | ooked around at the farmthat was slowy becom ng
visible in the growing light of a Skidian dawn. He saw the yards and the
fences that he had built, the ivops he had nustered and the house where he had
lived all those nonths.

"Because this is mne," he said introducing a foreign concept none of the
Ski di ans under stood, "because | created this place with my own hands," which
was stretching the truth a bit," because | say so," which was the nost
significant comment he nade.

Bruce didn't quite understand why it happened but suddenly alien as he
was the Skidians appeared for the noment to have found what they were
searching for, sonebody that assuned authority as of right which was sonethi ng
none of them had been able to do in the circunstances.

Bruce felt the tension evaporate as if a balloon had been punctured and
t he Skidians all |ooked expectantly in his direction waiting to be told what
to do.

"Ch you will make such a fine | eader boss, we have taught you everything
we know,' Cop chuckl ed besi de him

"And you can shut up too,' Bruce thought back, as he westled with the
situation that confronted him He wi shed it was Mtch and not he that stood
there, at |east he was used to be being a | eader, what had seenmed so sinple
nmonent s before now assumed overwhel ning proportions in his nind

"Wl |l ?" He demanded of the Skidians, "what are you waiting for?"

After a nonment the group began to di sperse wondering what had happened,
wonderi ng what the new | eader they had accepted wanted fromthem wondering
whet her it was such a good idea after all.

thirteen

Bruce sighed and wal ked back to the house hoping that the Skidians would
be too busy now squabbling anong thensel ves to hassle him If they were to
survive they would have to start |ooking after thenselves. Bruce knew he
wasn't the person to lead theminto the future by aptitude or inclination, he
just wanted themto keep out of his hair.

He thought about Rael e, but dism ssed himal so. Raele m ght have the
breeding and all the rest of it, but he wasn't cut out be a |eader either



Rael e possessed all the credentials, but when it cane to the crunch he just
wasn't equi pped for the task. Mtch might be interested but Bruce was sure
that if offered the choice between staying on Skid and returning hone his
choi ce woul d be clear cut.

"Bruce!" Bruce turned around to see Ues trotting after him He bowed in
the way that Bruce had seen the Skidians defer to Raele.

"Yes?"
"Wul d you be so kind as to help us prepare an ivop for eating?"
M ght as well, Bruce decided. Down by the yards several figures were

al ready opening and cl osing gates and others were marching in close fornmation
down to the nearest paddock
"What about the others?" Bruce asked, neaning the rest of the Skidian

conmuni ty.

"Ch they will talk, they will want to eat and they will talk again and do
not hi ng, just as they always have," Ues added cont enptuously.

"And you?

"Ch some of us understand that we need to do sonething, we cannot just
sit around and wait."

"That's very true. What are they tal king about?"

"I think nost of themw || decide to return to the cities and wait,
Sietnuoc isn't that far away."

"What will they do there?"

"W know that the cities have been rebuilt, nost of them assune that they
are just waiting for us to return.”

"\What about you?"

Ues | ooked around him up at the sky and smil ed.

"Qut here we can be free, that's what we all once wanted, to get away
fromthe old ways and live as free Skidians, w thout being bound by the
Ski di an way. To create a new way for Skidians to live where we can learn to
| ook after ourselves without being forced by traditional expectations to act
in a certain way. | never expected to live like this, before ny life was
simply waiting to die, out here | can do things, | think this is what life is
all about,"” Ues sniled again.

"So you are going to stay?"

"Ch yes, many of us will stay with you to |lead us."

Charmng |'msure, Bruce thought. M nutes ago Bruce had been wondering
whet her he should just pack up and | eave, now it | ooked as if just about
everybody el se was.

"Are you alright Bruce?" Bruce started guiltily, he hadn't thought to
tell Sue he was ok.

"Yes dear," he replied in the same tired manner that he renenbered his
father talking to his nother when she asked somet hing where the answer was
obvious. Yes | have a sore head, yes | am groani ng because | have busted ny
| eg.

“I'"1l be back soon," he added not stopping. There was anot her problem
what was he going to do about her? Sonehow, despite her insistence Bruce
didn't think their relationship would survive |long, here or back horme. Not
that he'd really applied hinmself to the issue yet, not that he didn't realise
he had some noral obligations in that direction

"Don't be too long, breakfast will be ready soon."

"Shit," he nmuttered under his breath, |life was getting far too
conplicated, Mss High Powered 90's worman was getting all domestic on him

Bruce shot an ivop and the Skidians swarned all over it before he could
nmove, clunsily enulating his exhibition of the previouis day.

More of them had knives now and had di scovered sonetinme in the
i nterveni ng hours that sharpening them made them far nore effective.

WAt chi ng Bruce had to admit that they were fast learners if they wanted
to be and they soon made short work of the ivop carcass. If they carried on at
this rate they soon woul dn't need himat all. He would becone the
supernumnerary that he always thought he should. And then what? He asked



hi nmsel f.

He had returned to Skid without question, excited at the prospect and was
now di sconcerted to find that in a few short days all he wanted was to go hone
agai n.

"Fuck it," he said kicking disconsolately at a tuft of grass and hurting
his big toe in the process on the rock it hid.

He wal ked back up to the house and found Raele sitting at the table
weari ng a noody expression

"Where's Mtch?" Bruce thought Rael e might have dunped hi moff somewhere
or done away with him

"Over there," Raele pointed to where a group of Skidians had gathered
around t he barbecue apparently listening to Mtch who had found hinself a
chair to stand on and was harangui ng t hem about sonet hi ng.

"What's he on about?" Bruce could see the rapt expressions on the faces
of the cl osest Skidians, how they seemed to hang on his every word. Cbviously
telling themwhat they wanted to hear.

"CGovernnent | think." Mtch had patiently explained to Rael e what
governrent was, what denocracy was and spread his nessage anmong the Skidi ans
they had net on their travels across the planet.

Even now there were groups of Skidians making their way across the
wi | derness to Aotearoa or the industrial conplexes ready and eager to join
this new experinment that as far as Raele could ungratefully see, would sinply
deprive himof his rightful place at the head of the Skidian people.

Mtch had explained that this wasn't necessarily so, that even being the
el ected president of a governing council was still a position of inmense power
and prestige. Raele didn't believe him all that he could see |laying before
himwere the fragments of his shattered dreans.

Bringing Mtch to Skid had been a mistake Raele realised, just as letting
the of fworl der that sat across fromhim l|ive after being brought to the
pl anet had been a terrible nistake of his father's. But Bruce wasn't a bad
sort, Raele felt in sone ways he had nore in common with Bruce right at the
monent than he did with his own people, Bruce was as out of place here as he
was.

"Well, things change Rael e, your people have experienced an unprecedented
di saster, everything they thought was solid and dependabl e has been proven to
be a house of straw "

"Straw?”
"Um somret hi ng that can be bl own over, destroyed, neans that whatever was
before was little nore than an illusion which was only perpetuated because

peopl e believed in it's pernanence."

"Does this sort of thing happen on your planet?"

"Well we haven't experienced disaster on the scale that you have, but
then we el ect our |eaders every few years, if they don't deliver what we want
they are thrown out. In our style government the power of hereditary |eaders
like yourself has been diluted and steadily trimed until they are heads of
state in nane only." Bruce knew things weren't quite as sinple as that. Stil
Rael e probably wasn't in the nood to learn that earth didn't have a single
state like Skid did or had, but was divided up into nany states, with
di fferent styles of governnent. Bruce didn't know whet her he understood how
government wor ked either, not the | east because in many cases it didn't.

Raele didn't feel any better. Even if he was elected it appeared that
there was no guarantee that he woul d stay el ected, any weak and vain i di ot
like Mschief could get hinself elected if he said the right thing, promsed
the right things.

That wasn't right surely? He asked hinself indignantly. Was Mtch making
the sane sort of promnises, some he could and others he surely couldn't keep to
t he Ski di ans who sat not too far away?

Shouldn't | be listening to himas well? The Skidi an way anong ot her
t hi ngs had been an extrenely conservative system That nmeant that change was
slow if non existent, but it also meant continuity, Skidians knew where they



were at all times. Raele was perceptive enough to see that having el ected

| eaders, the sheer inpact of being involved in governnent would create an
upheaval al nost as great as the recent disaster. There woul d be change, well
t hat was obvious, but there would be reverses in direction and many Ski di ans
woul d becorme confused and di straught at what these changes neant.

The fixed points on which they had al ways orientated thensel ves woul d be
no more. Did they now, was this one of the reasons why they were so eager to
seek out new ways of doing things? O were they really so eager? So nany of
them seermed to sinply desire to return to the cities and the old ways. Raele
shook his head feeling very confused, he just didn't know what to think or
what to do. Perhaps he should just |eave Skid and exile hinself to Celcious B
or somewhere else in the universe just as others had before himto escape
assassination by other's in line to assune positions of |eadership.

Rael e thought about his own brothers out there somewhere. \Were were
t hey, what were they doing? Their father had given each of thema patrol craft
and told themto go and they had gone w t hout question

The people of earth who were obsessed by basketball would have been
astounded to di scover that two of the icons of that sport were in fact
Ski di ans who had taken the opportunity to avoid certain death. Instead they
had achi eved positions of prestige and universal adulation that even in their
wi | dest dreams woul d never have thought possible.

fourteen

Mtch was totally confident in was his ability to speak to a crowd of
peopl e, whether they be his averred opponents, supporters or the merely
neutral and make them believe he was telling themexactly what they wanted to
hear. It wasn't true of course and nmostly his speeches were witten by other
people so he really didn't know what he was saying. But he had a powerful
conmandi ng and sonewhat conforting voice and a good |line of rhetoric so that
what ever he said seenmed to put people at ease; while he was speaki ng anyway.

Fol | owi ng Rael e off the ship after what he thought was quite a successful
jaunt around Skid, neeting the people, hearing what they had to say and where
necessary directing themto places of security in the cities or the industrial
conpl exes. Raele had tried to direct nore Skidians to this place but Mtch
couldn't see the point and with grow ng confidence overrode Raele to the point
where he considered Raele to be little nore than his personal chauffeur

Mtch had found the Skidians back at the quaintly named Aotearoa sitting
around the grill waiting for their breakfast to cook

He wandered over to hear what they had to say, but npstly because he was
hungry as well and i medi ately sensing their nood cl anbered onto a chair and
began to address them

At first he just tried to get their collective interest. He told the
expect ant hopeful crowd that while things had been tough for themrecently,
their situation was rapidly inmproving, life would soon return to nornmal. He
could see fromthe way they turned their attention to himafter initially
being reluctant to listen, that they |liked the sound of what he was sayi ng.
Thei r individual conversations died and he could see heads nod as he spoke and
expressions of hope appear on their downcast faces. He was telling them what
they wanted to hear and he warned to his task accordingly.

"Even | an outsider can see that Skid was once great and can soon be
great again with the right kind of |eadership, again we will be the envy of
t he uni verse behol den to nobody else." Mtch easily assumed indi genous status
as he had of those states that he needed to carry on his way to the presidency
of the United States.

"To achieve this goal, we nust work together and harness all the
resources of Skid, reopen to habitation all the great cities and get the
factories working." Mtch carried on in a sinlar vein far half an hour or so,



using words and ternms that were as foreign to the Skidians as he was hinsel f.
Not that it really nmattered, even if they didn't understand much of what he
said, the Skidians liked a good speech

Mtch took no notice of the obvious dissenters standing around the edge
of the gathering, sagely shaking their heads as he repeated his main points
for the unpteenth time, the rest of themwere eating out of the palmof his
hand. That was enough

"We nust work together to nmake Skid great again, get the factories and
cities operating so that we can all live like decent hu...., er Skidians!" He
finished on a high note, in one foul swoop, telling the Skidians exactly what
they wanted to hear and in the process ensuring that the Skid of the future
woul d be the sanme vul nerable, conservative stunted benevol ent dictatorship it
had al ways been, sinply existing to ensure the survival of the species not
it's continued devel opnent.

O fered the chance of a brave new world or a return to the bad ol d days
that they so fondly recalled there was only one way any decent Skidi an was
going to vote

Mtch wasn't sure whether he had struck the right chord with his
audi ence, he was feeling the right vibes, but where he nornmally woul d have
expected a rousing round of applause as he finished speaking he was nerely
greeted with a somewhat stunned sil ence.

Then the Skidi ans deci ded that breakfast was ready and began to fight
over the rough cuts of nmeat on the grill.

Stepping rather tiredly off the chair, Mtch shook his head. He couldn't
bel i eve that nobody had even bothered to ask any questions | et al one heckle
hi mas he was used to.

He spied Rael e standing off too one side and wondered whether his
presence had a subduing effect on the cromd. Mtch didn't think so sonehow,
Rael e already | ooked like yesterday's man.

Per haps they could set up a nonarchy to give Raele sone sort of place in
the real mof things, Mtch had a fancy to rub shoulders with the nobility,
he'd al ways fancied that he and King Charlie of England were good enough
friends. Though Charlies habit of |ooking a bit stiff when he laid a hand on
his shoulders in a friendly fashion and suggested they spend nore tinme in each
other's conpany made Mtch feel a bit unconfortable. Odd fell ows those Brits.

Anyhow Rael e certainly had the right credentials, the Skidians stil
deferred to himeven though they weren't taken too rmuch with his fancy
t heori es about greater self reliance and actually having to perform sone sort
of comm e sounding service to society in return for being a nenber of that
society. That sort of thing was ok for people on the fringe of society, like
the those that wanted to live out here, but the cities were where it would al
be at.

VWhat was the point of having large fully automated industrial conplexes
that supplied every conceivable need in a confortable city if nobody used
t hen?

Besi des the country was a nice place to go for a break, but live there?

Not |ikely.

"Everything ok Raele?" Mtch wal ked over and asked.

"You speak eloquently," Raele replied," just like ny father and our other
| eaders. But what about those that require substance and not just fancy
wor ds?"

"Don't worry Raele, | think | can handle it."

"That's what |'mafraid of."

M tch wat ched Rael e wal k anong his people and seek out those he
recogni sed as the ones that hadn't been happy with his speech. A significant

mnority still seened to be on Raele's side. But that wasn't a worry, Mtch
was sure fromwhat he'd seen el sewhere that nost Skidians would | eap at the
chance to get back to normal, if a few Skidians wanted to stay out here in the

booni es he wasn't going to stop them M ght be a nice place for a palace, for
a king to reign.



"Ch the future | ooks great," Mtch nmuttered, congratulating hinself for
bei ng so clever and | ooking forward to the future as he hadn't for a |long
whi | e.

"Ri ght you bastards, get your shit together!" Bruce yelled and Mtch
wat ched his vision of a brave new world wobbl e at the foundati ons.

To a Skidian they stopped what they were doing and gave Bruce the benefit
of their limted attention

"Right, it's work tine, anybody that doesn't want to work Sietnuoc is
that way." Bruce pointed his finger out over the plain. "The rest of you if
you want to eat, you gotta do some work."

M tch wat ched the Skidians | ook at one another, as if they didn't
under stand and caught the beginning of a smle on the face of Raele who did
reali se what Bruce neant and his own spirits pluneted accordingly.

"How did he do that?" Bruce had managed to get the Skidians ful
attention and then get themto do what he wanted after a fashion, in a way
that Mtch knew he couldn't ermulate. Obviously the Skidians respected, naybe
feared Bruce, whereas he could only appeal to their greed and desires.

"He's got a way with himhasn't he?" Mtch found Sue beside him wth the
baby strapped on her back in American Indian fashion

"How does he do it?"

"Ever seen himwork his dogs? If they don't do what he says once he yells
at them if they don't do it twice he gives thema kick in the ribs or
threatens too."

"That's repugnant, he sounds |ike sonething out of the m ddl e ages, |ike
he's a guard at a forced | abour canp."

"Ch there's a bit nore to it than that," Sue expl ai ned.

"Li ke what ?"

"You want to eat don't you?"

"What's that got to do with anything?" Mtch denmanded wat chi ng Bruce nove
anong t he Skidi ans obvi ously expl ai ni ng what he wanted done as small groups
nmoved off in different directions, perhaps unwillingly, but they noved off
nevert hel ess.

"Must be off." Sue laughed brightly and attached herself to one of the
groups that was making it's way down to the overgrown garden

VWat the hell are they up to? Mtch asked hinsel f, rem nded that he was
still hungry by the nention of food.

"Well what are you going to do with yourself Mtch mate?"

"What do you nmean?" Mtch was a little startled by Bruce's deneanour. In
fact in the nonents afterward he found hinself starting to be offended by
Bruce's sarcasm

"What am | going to do indeed! \What business is it of yours may | ask?"
Mtch retorted.

"New rul e at Aotearoa Mtch, you have to work for your supper, you
especially have to | ead a good exanple."

"What do you nean by that?" Mtch asked, nystified.

"Well you want to | ead these bl okes and bl okesses to the prom sed | and
don't you?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Ch get off the grass Mtch, |I've seen the likes of you in action before.
Promi se the earth and deliver fuck all once you've got what you want."
"I still don't know what you're tal king about,”" Mtch retorted feeling

hi nsel f grow hot under the collar as bl ood rushed to his face. Had he stepped
over sone invisible boundary that he wasn't aware of ? Had he been so obvi ous
in his play for control? Mtch thought he was nore subtle than that, he
hadn't actually confronted Rael e or made a direct play for anything, he'd
si mpl y-made t he Skidians aware of their options, hadn't he?

"You know Mtch, you're a typical politician, | was just telling Raele
that you can't trust the bastards an inch.”

"I resent that remark young man, |'Ill have you know that | am proud of ny



stance on noral issues and the way we cleaned up graft and corruption in ny
admi ni stration."”

"Look here you old pratt, 1'mnot tal king about reintroducing schoo
prayers, saluting the flag and all that shit, |I'mtalking about naking
prom ses you know you can't possibly keep and shitting on those that have no
power to fight back froma great height."

Bruce was aware that he could have been far nore diplomatic in his
dealings with Mtch. They would have to put up with each other for the
foreseeabl e future, but something about the nman rubbed himup the wong way.
He'd been on Skid for just a few days and thought he knew exactly what the
Ski di ans needed and want ed.

He could well have a few of them Bruce acknow edged and his skills in
government woul d be nost useful in the times ahead. Nevertheless it grated on
himthat Mtch seened to be taking the opportunity of the Skidians genera
insecurity and the disintegration of the established power structures on the
pl anet to mount a take over bid.

"Well maybe that is what |I'm doing, what are you going to do about it?"
Mtch wasn't used to being chall enged by sonebody he considered subordinate if
not inferior. Nor did he know quite how to handl e Bruce, who obviously
consi dered hinself neither of these.

"Not hi ng much, in the end it cones down to what the Skidians want, |'m
just going to help them work out how to decide and what their options are.”

"That's exactly what |I'mdoing," Mtch responded angrily at the inplied
accusation. "Anyhow | don't see how you can stop nme fromdoing what | think's
right."

"Yeah well your own common sense should tell you how, besides as far as
" mconcerned around here I'mthe law for the noment and if you don't like it,
as | said to the Skidians, Sietnuoc is that way." Bruce flung his armup so
qui ckly that Mtch thought he was going to hit himand ducked instinctively.

Mtch spluttered with righteous indignation but he knew he was beaten for
t he monent.

"Can | have sonething to eat?" He asked nmeekly, while inside he seethed
wi shing there was some way he could get rid of Bruce or beat himat his own
gane.

"Yeah sure Mtch, then you can think about how you're going to teach
t hese idiots about governnent," Bruce suggested.

M tch wat ched Bruce saunter away and noticed one of the dogs staring at
himin a quizzical fashion. It's head cocked si deways, one ear standing up in
the air like a question mark, it looked as if it knew exactly what was goi ng
on, that he had been mani pul ated cleverly by Bruce.

"You sure have, you old goat,' a voice that had an uncanny resenbl ance to
Bruce's spoke into his nind.

Mtch gave the dog a disdainful stare and then was nortified when the dog
trotted over, cocked his leg and squirted a streamofurine at his | egs before
he coul d do anything and then trotted off.

Bruce m ght not have pissed on himbut Mtch felt that he'd been firmy
put in his place. This only increased the burning resentnent he felt, the need
to get even until it struck himthat Bruce rmust be fairly sure of hinself to
put himto work showi ng the Skidians how to govern thensel ves. Then he j ust
became nerely resentful about the fact that somebody el se had the pull to put
himin his place, sonmething that hadn't happened for as long as Mtch could
remenber.

fifteen

Edi ud scrutinised his handy work, with delight fromhis base on Cel ci ous
B. It didn't matter that untold millions had died for his anbition, all that
mattered was that he was going to revenge hinself on the Skidians that had
spurned his superior talents, even if they were |ong since dead.



It had irked himthat Raele, his youngest brother, had been chosen by
their father to be his successor and fromthe first days of his exile he had
pl anned his revenge on the systemthat encouraged institutionalised
medi ocrity. The best potential |eaders of Skid were either quietly disinfected
or exiled because they were too clever by half. For not only would they show
up their inferior peers for the inconpetents they were, they would institute
changes to the Skidian way which was nore inportant than life itself.

Edi ud' s anbi ti ons had expanded since he had been exiled, why content
hinsel f with Skid and Cel ci ous? There was a whol e uni verse to conquor

Celcious B was firmy under his control with mnimal resistance. Since
synfood had stopped arriving fromSkid it had been much easier since sone
Cel cions had sinply starved to death and the renai ning Cel ci ons | ooked
fearfully for sonmebody to save themfromthat fate. He. Eduid of course, so he
i ked to think.

VWhat had really saved the majority of Celcions was a tradition of living
of f what the planet could provide, a tradition that was weakened but not
destroyed when Skid began supplying synfood to their forbears.

There were still many sturdy young nmen who were used to the rigours and
privations of living for long periods in the wilderness enduring the rites
associ ated with the com ng of age and taking their places as full nenbers of
Cel ci on soci ety.

During this time they lived off the animals that roamed the w | derness
and dwelt in tenporary hones made of their hides. They practised drills from
anot her age, when Cel ci on marauders were feared throughout the universe. Not
that the nen realised they were mlitary drills of any kind until Eduid turned
up one day and saw them wal king stiffly about the plains in columms singing
| usty songs about marching off to foreign lands in the springtime. None of the
Cel ci ons knew what the words nmeant or what the short staves they carried
represented, but Eduid did and his heart |leapt at the unlikely sight.

Here was the solid core of the |egion he would raise to conquer the known
pl anets, already partially trained. Wth them at his back he had swept away
what little opposition there had been on Celcious in preparation for an
assault on Skid. Once in control of the mght of Skid he would nove swiftly
until his name was known and feared throughout the universe.

Edui d m ght have been the best of the four brothers. Rael e was sonet hi ng
of an unknown quantity, his two other brothers had sinply left the planet and
headed for parts unknown when given the chance, they clearly knew what the
options were and calmy acquiesced to the will of a father who didn't want to
see his sons sacrificed for the sake of the Skidian way.

Edui d on the other hand posed nore of a problemfor Inel, he was
obvi ously capabl e but his desire for power, his ruthlessness and determination
to change the systemthat had served Skid so well since tinme i menorial were
evident at an early age and coul dn't be countenanced by a responsible mati.
Edui d woul d have to go, and it was only |love, something that the traditions of
his race stifled himfrom expressing, that made Inel send his son into exile
rat her than disinfecting himas he knew he shoul d.

Inel wouldn't live to regret his choice, he couldn't know that he woul d
inflict a negal omani ac obsessed with power on the universe that was ultinmately
hi s undoi ng.

Wat chi ng proudly as his | egion paraded before himcarrying | arge banners
with his face enbl azoned across them Eduid knew it was tinme to nove. The
| egi on had trai ned hard and were now as prepared as their warrior forbears had
been on their earlier unsuccessful assaults on Skid, a finely tuned mlitary
machi ne.

Edui d believed his | egion was far better prepared than any fornmer Celcion
| egi on had ever been for they had practised their skills on large untidy
formati ons of Celcions that had begun turning up at the food drops. The nobs
were beaten with sturdy staves until they dispersed and then the | egion
ranpaged through Celicious in an orgy of violence and destruction after which
nobody dared oppose him



Edui d's only concern was that his |egions | acked real weapons, he would
only find those when he had access to Skid's vast arsenals which he hoped
woul d fall on the first assault as he swooped down on Skid at the controls of
his patrol craft. The staves and clubs and sone pieces of netal that had been
beaten into crude, brutal |ooking weapons that could hack at flesh, were al
they had. If only he could |locate the arsenals and his brother quickly, the
first to control, the second to kill and renove any |legitimte |eader
def enders could use as a rallying point.

Not that Eduid was really concerned, the Skidians didn't have a mlitary
history and there were few of themto resist himnow He would strike soon
the resunption of freighter traffic between the two planets neant that Skid
was slowy returning to normal, however few Skidians remai ned. The vast
aut onomous infrastructure of the planet was functioning once again. Now al
that remained was for his legion to board a freighter returning to Skid after
unloading it's cargo of synfood and the invasion he had | ong planned for would
becone a reality.

Sitting in his patrol craft Eduid could nmonitor events on Skid, he could
pi npoi nt his brothers' |ocation and that of all other Skidians, he could fly
fromone end of the universe to the other, he could do a | ot of things except
kill withit.

Thi s was Edui d's nmj or di sappoi ntnent since |eaving Skid and a naj or
drawback in his anbitions. It would have been so rmuch sinmpler if his patro
craft had been fully arned, he would be able to conquer the universe by
hi nsel f and not have to rely on nercenaries like the Cel cions, nmost of whom
seened to exhibit the same dunb passivity of the aninmals they ate. Somebody
had evi dently understood himtoo well and ensured that he didn't possess any
weapons of nmass destruction as he left Skid for what was supposed to be the
[ ast time.

The settling of the dust kicked up by the Iegions feet and the sudden
silence of their acconpanying drums signalled the end of the parade. The
| egion came to a halt and then slowy dispersed, the Celcions who had been
forced to watch the parade, to farewell the legion on the eve of it's
departure also quickly drifted away.

There was no telling what the nood of the |egion m ght be, they m ght
want one mnore practice against themor make nore denmands for females or food.
It was rmuch better to get out of their way and back to the close w nding
streets of the town that had devel oped around one of the syn freighter |anding
sites where the legion rarely ventured.

si xt een

There wasn't nmuch to do and Bruce was bored shitless, the Skidians at
Aot earoa were faithfully slaving away on the farm though there were so many
of themthat there wasn't nuch for themto do either. Bruce was well aware
that he had previously believed the Skidians were taking to working on the
farm seriously because their lives depended on it and had been sadly m staken
But not on this occasion, this group of Skidians were different fromthe Iikes
of Cyprus and the others who had seened to believe that the crisis facing them
woul d never cone to pass.

These Ski di ans had experienced a di saster of catastrophic proportions
and even if they didn't like living and working at Aotearoa they were well
aware there were other even less attractive ways to live.

Soon Bruce would |l et them know that he thought it would be a good idea if
a few of themstarted to drift back to the cities which was where nost of them
wanted to be like moths drawn to a light, nmerely because it was there. Besides
there were far too many people on this small farmto give themall sonething
wort hwhil e to occupy thensel ves. Soon enough they woul d be chanping at the bit
to go anyway, or the whole business of their future political scene would
consune them once agai n.



Rel axed as their present lifestyle was, the Skidians suddenly seened to
have lost interest in Mtch's visions of a brave new Skid. They stil
di scussed what sort of systemthey would like and Mtch was doing his best as
far as Bruce could see to lay out various options for them but his own
demands that they actually had to exchange their |abour for the right to stay
at Aotearoa and eat seened to have dulled their enthusiasm

It couldn't have been because they were tired by their efforts, because
truthfully there was little to be done, Bruce was sure that he could have fed
themall wthout too nmuch effort on his part. It was as if they were satisfied
for present that sonebody el se was | ooking after their interests, which wasn't
what he had intended at all

Even Rael e, who Bruce | ooked upon as the rightful |eader of the comunity
deferred to himin nost areas and if Bruce was | oathe to nmake a decision or
interfere it was Eus, Tweest or luat who acted |like self appointed |Iieutenants
on his behal f.

It amused Bruce how these three so studiously copied him it also cane as
a sobering surprise to realise that they considered hima worthy rol e nodel
The three of them had forsaken the Skidian tradition of snoking agbar through
the nose, affected clothing Iike his own and nmade hilarious attenpts to work
hi s dogs which the dogs equally studiously ignored. It wasn't so nuch that
they were one man dogs, they sinply didn't understand what the Skidians
required of them Cop reckoned that their attenpts at whistling were about as
sensical as that of mating fantails in the springtine.

Sue wasn't much help either, she seened distant, though as respectfully
subordinate as his other self appointed lieutenants. Just when Bruce felt he
shoul d have the support of the person that should be closest to himhe felt
she was draw ng away.

Still the situation did have it's conpensations for it gave hima chance
for little Bruce to get to know him even if Bruce hinmself wasn't entirely
enanoured of the idea

Still there was sone satisfaction in |earning howto change the sprogs
nappi es, feeding himfromthe bottle of milk that his mother left for himin
the fridge and | earning what his various cries neant. They were about as easy
to pick as his dog's barks.

The baby was crying again, this was it's 'I'mcrying because | don't know
what else to do,' cry. Bruce flicked his cigarette out over the veranda
deciding it was time to go and pick the sprog up and maybe give it a feed. O

better still take it down to the garden where his nother was working and | et
her give it a feed.
"There, there, little one," a voice crooned fromthe bedroom Bruce

st opped at the door.

Wo the hell's that? He pushed the door open and found Mstril talking to
the baby cradled in her arms, who was gurgling away quite happily.

Bruce knew sone of the Skidian woman had been quite interested in the
baby since they had discovered changes in their own bodi es that neant that
they were soon to have babies of their own, but Mstril hadn't been one of
those. Well not to Bruce's know edge anyway. Bruce found Mstril's position a
little hard to fathom

She was shunned by the rest of the Skidian wonen and of all the nmen only
Mtch and Rael e showed any kind of interest in her. She seemed sonething of a
pari ah.

"Hello Mstril, hows it going?"

"Very well thankyou,” Mstril replied neekly," | heard the child crying
so | thought 1'd look in on him™"
"Ch that's ok, | didn't think there was anyone el se about." It was md

nmorni ng and all the Skidians were outside doing sonething, including Mtch and
Rael e. What all of themwere actually doing Bruce wasn't sure but they seened
to be clever enough to ook as if they were busy even if they weren't. Wl
they' ve had untold generations to |l earn that Bruce thought cynically.

Bruce sat on the bed beside Mstril and | ooked over at his son. He's



certainly an ugly little sod Bruce decided not for the first tinme. Al nost
i nvoluntarily he |l ooked at Mstril's face and was astoni shed to see large fat
tears dribbling down her cheeks.

Bruce was profoundly shocked by the sight.

"What's the matter?" He asked, surely she wasn't crying because of hinf®
What had he said, what had he done?

"Nothing," Mstril replied dabbing at the tears with one of her long slim
fingers.

Bruce picked up one of the baby's clean nappies fromthe pile beside the
bed and wi ped the tears away.

"Ch conme on, it can't be that bad," he said.

Mstril shrugged in that peculiarly Skidian way that irritated Bruce in
that it meant so nuch but conmuni cated al nost not hi ng.

"I don't belong here," she said quietly putting the baby back into it's
cot where it gurgled happily.

"What do you nean? | don't belong here, at |east you are a Skidian!"

"I mean, that.." Mstril's voice drifted away, perhaps the of fworl der
woul dn't understand that she didn't fit into a conmunity where individuals
were slowy realising that they were going to have to find mates and produce
of fspring. Because of her past she wasn't considered a suitable mate.

Initially she had dreaned of beconming Raele's consort, or later the
consort of the other offworld male, but all her hopes and dreans had been
dashed as they found other mates. She had watched with grow ng desperation as
all the other available femal e Skidians found partners and the remnaining nal es
shunned her.

Sensing her distress Bruce put an arm around her shoulders in order to
confort her. Mstril turned her head and buried her face at the junction of
hi s neck and shoul der and w apped her own arms around him

Bruce could understand the feeling of not bel ongi ng, because he had felt
that way hinself on and off through his life. He felt pretty nmuch the same way
at present, even if he and Sue still slept in the same bed it didn't change
the fact that he felt as if they were growi ng apart.

After a few monents Bruce guiltily realised that his reaction toward
Mstril wasn't as platonic as he intended. Despite his best intentions he was
becom ng aroused and it seened the natural thing to do as they both sank
slow y backwards their nouths eagerly searching the other out.

A warning bell at the back of Bruce's nind rang and told himthat he
shoul d stop what he was doi ng, but sonething el se seemed to snap inside him at
the sane tine and he before he was really aware of what was happening M stri
was gaspi ng and arching her back as he entered her for the first tine.

Al nost i mredi ately Bruce began to feel as if he was a spectator at sone
kind of show, it was as if he was there in body but his mnd was el sewhere. He
felt as if he was nonitoring a nmechanical piston punping in and out, reading a
set of gauges and dials rather than responding to the heaving body under him
that panted into his ear.

Qddly Bruce found that rather than detracting fromhis perfornmance this
det achment was hei ghtening his own pleasure and he felt as if he could go on
for ever. He wondered what woul d happen if Sue happened to walk in, in the
heat of the nmoment her reaction didn't seemparticularly inportant any nore.
They hadn't actually formalised their relationship in any fashion, they hadn't
said much to each other at all lately.

Bruce felt the pressure of an immnent orgasmbuild and started to nove a
little faster. As he let his thoughts drift aimessly, the pressure receded
and when he stopped noving for a moment to pick a strand of Mstril's hair out
of his teeth she opened her eyes and grunted at himas if too say;' what are
you stopping for.'

And then it was all over and they were both gasping with pleasure pressed
together as if the mngling secretions of their |oins had stuck them fast.

Bruce didn't know how |l ong he lay there, smiling down at her face which
nmonent s before had been contorted with pleasure as she bit her lip and bared



her teeth. Now it wore a dreany smle that made Bruce feel even better because
he had obvi ously noved sonet hi ng deep within her

He coul dn't remenber Sue | ooking even as half as satisfied as Mstril did
and unlike Sue, Mstril was in no hurry to push himaway so she could get off
to sl eep.

Sue had never said no to him but Bruce had sonetinmes been left with the
i npression that Sue didn't especially Iike sex. Ch she let himdo what he
want ed, responded in the appropriate manner, said the right things as if she
was reading a script, but often left Bruce with the inpression that sex was an
obligation that she felt she had to fulfil. Suddenly discovering a partner
that obviously did like sex put Bruce in a bit of a quandary.

He did have noral obligations toward Sue, have responsibility for little
Bruce. O did he?

Bruce found that he didn't really care for the nmoment as he felt his cock
stiffening again.

Mstril nust have felt something al so because she began to nobve agai nst
hi m and soon Bruce was thinking this was a renarkably pl easant way to spend an
af t er noon.

Sue watched laut reach into his trousers and pull sonething out,
intrigued she noved a little closer to see what he was doing and then
i medi ately | ooked away.

Bruce had a habit of scratching hinself around the groin whenever he felt
like it and for pissing whenever he felt the need. Wether he was with
somebody, by hinmself out on the farmhe just flopped his penis out and | et
rip. He usually renenbered to turn away if he was with sonmebody but had the
habit of carrying on a conversation, | ooking over his shoulder if he was.

laut and sone of the others, Tweest and Ues particularly had taken to
api ng many of Bruce's habits and mannerisms. Mstly the effect was conic
while they didn't look anything |like Bruce they often acted exactly as he did.
The three of themtreated the rest of the Skidians with the same sort of
barely conceal ed contenpt that Bruce did and strangely seenmed to conmand a
simlar sort of cowed respect fromtheir fellow Skidians.

The Ski di ans that had been nost out spoken when they returned to Aotearoa
now seenmed sonewhat subdued as if they sensed that their tine had come and
gone. But Sue wasn't sure that was true, Mtch was certainly trying to help
t hem devel op some sort of system by which they coul d govern thensel ves and
deci de how their society was going to develop. Bruce certainly wasn't standi ng
in the way of that, though maybe his presence as a strong character stopped
any sort of political developnment in it's tracks unless he was actively
i nvolved. It was odd that all the Skidians could tal k about formerly was how
they wanted to ditch the old way and start afresh and now t hey seened to have
slipped back into the old ways now that Bruce had stanped his authority on the
settl enent.

Sue found the whole situation totally confusing and knew t hat she woul d
never understand what was going on. Still she was quite content for the
nmonent, satisfied that she was making a real contribution to the future of
Skid by helping to develop the garden and with Bruce's hel p extend the scope
of the project. It was the future that was beginning to worry her. Wre they
here for ever?

She had thought she would be content to live out the rest of her days on
Skid. Their return to the planet had seemed to be the right thing at the tine,
now she wasn't quite so sure. What had they actually come back for? It wasn't
as if they had to. Raele hadn't come back for themparticularly, in fact his
whole trip seened to be nothing nore than an accident and their neeting somne
sort of cosm c coincidence.

Her distress and the uncertainty of the nonths |eading up to neeting
Rael e had been resol ved by the uncanny appearance of Bruce, she was sure that
given time they woul d have worked things out. Sonehow.

The return to Skid had nade that side of things nore difficult, she knew



that she wasn't being fair to Bruce at the nonment, shutting himout and barely
conmuni cating with him She was just trying to give herself the space to work
things out. She had the inpression that in sone ways Bruce was |ike a rock

he woul d be there when she needed himhere or back on earth if they ever got
back. Deep down Sue knew she wasn't sure whether she could actually commt
herself totally to Bruce now. But what else was there to conmit herself to?
Sue al so knew that the novelty of being back on Skid and what she was doi ng
there woul d qui ckly wear off, was already wearing thin. But what el se was
there? Suddenly she felt quite hopel ess and wanted to sit down and cry.

But not in front of the Skidians she told herself, well not in front of
laut as the others had trooped off a few m nutes ago clearly having nmade the
col l ective decision their days work was done.

She gl anced around and saw laut was still playing with hinmself, no doubt
trying to piss and probably feeling quite unconfortable that he evidently
couldn't. The Skidians were usually so reticent about their bodily functions
that it came as somewhat of a surprise that laut decided to flop out his dick
in front of her. Bruce had a |ot to answer for

Maybe that's why he was having so much trouble.

Finally she heard a satisfied grunt and heard a streamof urine hit the
soil with a soggy sound splashi ng sound.

Sue knew there was nothing to keep her in the garden but something held
her back. Fromthe sound of things laut had finished his business so she
turned around neani ng to ask hi mwhet her he thought there was anything they
shoul d do while they were there.

The question died on her lips at the sight of laut's penis sticking out
at her and she suddenly felt an irrational desire to kneel before himand take
it in her nouth.

But what would Bruce say, or nore inportantly do if he was to find out?
She turned away and pushed through the screen of sweetcorn plants that
shi el ded them from t he house.

Sue wasn't that interested in sex that she wanted to find out what a
Skidian was |like in the sack. Sue knew Bruce had strayed at |east once,
primarily because she had instigated a casual alliance with a Skidi an wonan
the last time they were here.

VWet her he had recently was of little real interest to her, she knew t hat
she couldn't neet his needs sex wise and was prepared to tolerate a little
extra curricular activity on his part to keep himin the fold, just as long as
he was discrete about things.

How this situation would work if they ever went pernmanently back to earth
was a matter that she would address at the appropriate tine. What was probably
putting nore stress on their relationship at present was her own behavi our
anyway, it was about tine she did sonething to nake up for the hard time she
had given him

But how ? Not only did she hardly speak to him when she did she seened
to be able to do nothing but nag.

"Look after the baby, spend some tinme with your son
excuse for leaving Bruce in charge of the baby today.

Maybe they should go fishing, or go somewhere where there were no
Skidians at all for a few days. Despite only being on Skid for a few weeks or
a nonth at nost, Sue felt stressed out. Tine for a holiday.

Whi ch was her

sevent een

Trying to hel p the Skidians devel op sone kind of denocratic government
was a task close to Mtch's heart. He had al ways stood for and encouraged by
any neans he coul d, arms enbargoes, trade enbargoes, diplonmatic pressure,
al nrost anyt hing el se short of going to war, to encourage nations toward
denocracy, denocracy the Anerican way. On Skid he was encouraged by the easy
acceptance of his ideas, the lively debate.



Unfortunately he was al so discovering that while the Skidians liked to
tal k about things they weren't used to actually taking charge thensel ves.
Action was further hanpered by Mtch's startling discovery that while Skidians
were quite capable of reading it appeared that nost of themcouldn't wite
anyt hing, they couldn't even seemto string anything coherent together with
the aid of a conmputer. It was as if witing was the purview of a special class
of person. Notably Mtch hadn't di scovered anything renotely sinmlar to a
religion, not that he was worried by the lack of opportunity to go to church

The inability of the Skidians to disseminate their ideas was a bit
di sconcerting, it wasn't as if they were inarticulate or unintelligent, but
Mtch wasn't going to let that slow himdown.

Di scovering that Bruce was knocking off Mstril was nore disturbing to
M tch. Not because of the inmorality of the situation, Mtch wasn't that nuch
of a hypocrite. Because he was under the inpression that, while not
consummating his lust, Mstril was al nost his property.

Mtch had consi dered bl owing the whistle on Bruce. However, not only was
he a little afraid of what Bruce might do to himif he spilled the beans,
there didn't seemto be any point. There were plenty of other Skidian woman
about and they seened quite sexually active and avail abl e.

I ndeed Bruce had nmentioned that they seened to root |ike rabbits. It took
Mtch a few m nutes to understand what Bruce was on about, he hadn't actually
noti ced. But when he did open his eyes, notice the odd coupl e enbraci ng under
trees or rolling around on the ground where they nust have thought they were
safe from prying eyes, he saw them everywhere. Showering each other wth
sl oppy wet kisses, grinding their |oins together and nmpaning theatrically.
Mtch began to realise what a break down in a societies noral standards meant.

He was al so sure that Bruce was largely to blanme, not only because his
lieutenants seened to be the biggest philanderers, copying the behaviour of
their hero but al so because Bruce had suggested they go forth and multiply as
qui ckly as possible.

"There's only a few thousand people on the whole planet.'
when Mtch had asked hi m why.

"I'f they don't get used to fucking and producing sprogs at a great rate
of knots they'll eventually die out or beconme so inbred that death would be a
preferable fate." Mtch hadn't really understood and characteristically Bruce
had dei gned not to expand when Mtch suggested he didn't understand.

"How about using your brain for a change Mtch," Bruce had suggested," |
al ways thought you had to have a few brains to be the President of the United
States of America, he had sneered sardonically, "now | realise that isn't the
case." Wth that Bruce had stal ked away and Mtch hadn't had the courage to
confront him even talk to himsince.

Oh how the mighty have fallen, Mtch thought despairingly, not |ong since
consi dered the nost powerful nan alive.

Now Mtch's heart leapt for it seened that Bruce was |eaving, if not for
good then hopefully |l ong enough for himto put his master plan into action
The Ski di ans at Aotearoa had pretty well agreed in principle to his idea of
instituting a conmunity council that would debate and | ater present a format
to the rest of the people on how they would govern thenmselves in the future.

Skidians fromall the settlenents would first vote for an interim
presi dent who would run the planet and then each settlenment woul d sel ect
menbers of their own who would nmeet to forma gl obal parlianent who woul d
devel op sone sort of constitution

Along with Raele, Mtch had toured the planet and spread the nessage and
on whi ch he had been gratified to be told that wherever they went that he
shoul d stand for the position of president.

That nmeant that there were three candidates for president, hinself, Raele
and the reformed character of M schief.

Less gratifying was the struggle to find Skidians that were prepared to
stand for election for the parlianent. A conbination of cajoling, offering the
odd subtle threat, and selecting volunteers neant that a full quota of

Bruce had said



hopeful s had finally been persuaded to stand.

Only at Aotearoa were there no selectorial problems, all of Bruce's
lieutenants presented thensel ves for election and were certainly a shoo in one
way or the other.

M tch knew he was going to have problens there whatever happened, they
were al nost as pushy and assertive as their boss and |like himplayed their
cards very close to their chests.

Perhaps with Bruce departing Aotearoa they would becane a little nore
subdued in their manner. It didn't occur to Mtch that the reverse m ght be
true, that they m ght consider they had been left in charge, that it was their
duty to carry on as Bruce woul d have expected, not the |east inpregnating as
many vessel s as possible as the strong had al ways done in an atavistic urge to
spread their superior genes through a popul ation

St andi ng on the veranda Mtch watched Bruce | oad up the wagon he called
the ute in preparation to his departure.

Qut of the corner of his eye he saw Rael e watching Bruce with an
expression of envy on his face as if he would like to join them or sinmply
di sappear on a jaunt of his own. Mtch wondered whether he coul d suggest that
to Rael e, suggest that he take Bruce with him preferably sonewhere off the
pl anet for good. Maybe, but not yet.

Di sconcertingly Mtch watched laut, Tweest and Ues standing hesitantly
about obviously waiting for some direction fromBruce. They |ooked for al
the world like dogs pining for their master, but nore hangdog than Mtch had
ever seen Bruce's dogs | ook

Bruce's dogs which assumed such an arrogant stance that it was al nost as
i f around Aotearoa they considered thensel ves superior to every other being
bar Bruce. Mtch felt a hot flush of hunmiliation as he vividly recalled one
of the dogs urinating on his |l eg and wi shed there was some way of getting back
at Bruce and his dogs.

"Don't worry boys," Bruce's words drifted up to himas Bruce closely
foll owed by the three Skidians made their way back to the house. "You have a
pretty good idea of what needs to be done around the place, nothings going to

go wong."

"When are you going to be back?"

"Dunno. "

"Are you comi ng back ever?"

"Yes of course, now look I'll only be away for a few days," he said
reassuringly. "If anything goes wong, or you don't know what to do, just do
somet hi ng. "

M tch wat ched Bruce scratch his head as if he knew he wasn't maki ng
hi msel f cl ear.

"Ch fuck it, don't worry, just do the things we tal ked about earlier and
make sure that arsehole Mtch doesn't get uppity."

"Yes boss," the three said solemly, perhaps cheered that their boss had
at last given themthe sort of direction they required.

Mtch knew he was going to have trouble with those three, but then again
Aot earoa wasn't the entire world. What trouble could they cause if they were a
mnority group in the parlianment?

"See ya |l ater Raele, you too fuckhead," Bruce called m schievously to
Mtch as he made his way down to the ute for the last time carrying the baby.

"CGet up,"” he called and the three dogs | eapt onto the ute and i medi ately
started barking. "Oh get fucked." Bruce yelled, which silenced the dogs for
all of thirty seconds.

"By Mtch, see ya Raele," Sue called out as she passed out from under the
veranda. Mtch couldn't hel p wondering what Sue saw in Bruce. On one hand she
seened to be her own woman, the next minute she appeared totally dependant on
Bruce, who didn't seemto notice either way. What did she see in hin? Mtch
shook his head sadly. Poor wonman.

"Well?" Mtch raised his eyebrows and | ooked at Rael e once the ute had
di sappeared fromview in a cloud of dust, feeling an overwhel ni ng sense of



relief at Bruce's departure.

If he worked quickly either he or Raele with hinself as his advisor would
be president of this weird planet, the procedure was in place, all they had to
do was set up a date for the vote... sonetine in the next couple of days
woul d be i deal

Li kewi se the settlenments, Aotearoa, the industrial conplexes and the
bur geoni ng conmunity of all the waifs and strays that he and Rael e had
gat hered together in one of the cities would select the representatives they
wanted to send to the parlianent.

Once that was conmplete Mtch was sure that nost of the inhabitants of
Aot earoa woul d be actively encouraged to | eave the settlenent for the bright
lights of the closest city and quickly it would lose it's status as a viable
entity.

Only one cloud narred the horizon, tw actually, what woul d Bruce do or
say and woul d the Skidians | eave? They had been given anpl e opportunity but
none had done so far.

Ski dians did | eave, Mtch corrected hinsel f, especially since twenty or
thirty vehicles simlar to Bruce's 'ute' had unexpectedly turned up at
Aot ear oa

Mtch had a good | augh at the expense of the Skidians as Bruce began to
teach some of themto drive

The results had been varied, sone took to driving |ike a duck to water
and were soon ranging far and wide. OGthers were far nore cautious, obviously
afraid of the vehicles and often not in full control of them Busted fences
and dented guards were testanent to that. Mdre than once Mtch had bent over
and | aughed hysterically as some unfortunate Skidian reversed full speed into
a tree or another ute or tried vainly to avoid a collision, their eyes wide
and staring through the wi ndscreen as they careered out of control
ineffectually attenpting to control the wild beasts.

Needl ess to say Mtch hadn't given nuch thought to what nobility,
mobility that opened up a whole new world to them might nmean to the average
Ski di an.

ei ght een

"When are we going to stop?" Sue asked plaintively. It seened to her that
t hey had been driving across the grassy plain for ever. She wanted to give
the baby a feed and the pressure on her bl adder was becom ng unbearabl e,
al nrost as unbearabl e as driving to nowhere.

Bruce wasn't talking too much and there wasn't a radio to listen to, no
tapes either, just the sane unending plain that stretched away before themfor
ever and the intermttent barking of the dogs, who seemed to |ike naking a
noi se just for the sake of it. Though even they had been quiet for sonetine.

"Anytime you like."

"What about now?"

"I'f you like," Bruce said slowing the ute, at which the dogs began
bar ki ng agai n which caused Bruce to frown angrily and bash his hand on the
side of the ute.

"Shut up you bastards!"

" Get fucked,' echoed in Sue's mind

“I"1l get you, you cocky bastard, you wait if | don't."

"You and who's arny?" It sounded like two kids squabbling. Sue | ooked
across and saw the grin on Bruce's face.

"Ch shit yeah! You know, |'ve always hated dogs that were too cl ever by
hal f. What do you reckon | should do with then"

"Cet themto | ook after little Bruce?" Sue suggested half seriously. She
hadn't realised what a burden a young child could be until recently and
couldn't wait for himto grow up, or for her to sufficiently trust a Skidian
to look after him



"Sounds |ike a good schene to ne."

"I wasn't serious."

"I was," Bruce said getting out of the ute and stretching.

Sue wat ched Bruce gaze toward the horizon wonderi ng what he saw there.
She woul dn't have been surprised that now nore than ever he | onged for hone.
He didn't bel ong here, could never be really happy. Al he needed was the
nmeans to make his escape

"I didn't renenber the trip to Sietnuoc taking this |long before.'
ventured nervously.

"Nah, maybe it's nmoved or sonething." Bruce hadn't bothered to tell Sue
they weren't headed for the city yet.

"Maybe, " Sue replied dubiously clinbing out of the ute,looking for a
handy bush to hide behind. There wasn't one so she squatted self consciously
besi de the ute, made all the nore self conscious by the three dogs who
gat hered round to see what she was up to and then suspiciously sniffing at the
danp patch on the grass.

Bruce sat on the bonnet and rolled hinself a snmoke, wondering when Sue
woul d nention the long, slimpiece of tinber that he intended using as a
fishing rod.

But she hadn't by the tine she had fed the baby and they were off again.

The sun was low in the sky and the shadows were | engthening on the ground
when they crested a low rise and suddenly found thenselves staring at the sea
as if they had come to the end of the world.

The setting sun had turned the clouds crinson above the pal e neckl ace of
a sandy beach that ran around the edge of the water. Here and there were
pat ches of cream as deep clear blue waves lazily rolled onto the beach and
br oke up.

"Ch," Sue said alnost breathlessly after a few nonments," it's beautiful."

"Yeah." Bruce had to admt that it was quite a sight as he rolled forward
down to the beach. He stopped at the edge of the sand, clinbed out and ran
down the beach and dived into the surf before he had a chance to consi der what
hi dden dangers might lurk there.

After swimmng out almost a hundred nmetres fromthe shore Bruce turned
and saw Sue standing on the beach hol ding the baby. He could sense her
concern, but he didn't care, he knew she would be fretting wonderi ng what he
was up to. No doubt imagining that he was about to be gobbled up by a shark or
somet hing. Bruce hal f hoped that he would be. But the sensible part of him
told himnot to be silly.

He slowmy swamto the breaker |ine and managed to catch a wave t hat
al nost deposited him hal fway up the beach

"Yahoo!" He yelled nore exhilarated than he had felt in a long time and
i mediately wanted to do it again.

But Sue was waiting, waiting for himto take her by the hand and find her
something to eat and sl eep under

"How | ong are we going to stay here?"

"Ch a few days or so."

"Where are we going to sleep?" Sue asked | ooking around with a dubious
| ook on her face.

"Under the stars.”

"You nmean outside? | don't think I can do that." She added.

"Why not ?"

Sue shrugged her shoul ders and i mredi ately assuned the downcast | ook that
meant she wasn't pleased with the situation. Roughing it by the beach
patently wasn't her idea of fun

"It won't be so bad, you'll see," said Bruce enthusiastically, |ooking
forward to a few days | oungi ng around the beach

"Look |I've even got you a tent." Bruce pulled a small package off the
back of the ute, pulled it away fromthe ute and tugged on a string. They both
heard the sound of escaping air and watched in awe as a tent |ike structure
began to unfol d.

Sue



"It won't be very big," Sue declared. Then quickly had to change her nind
as the structure grew and grew until it was the size of a small house.

"Well | think it's big enough,” Bruce remarked as it finally stopped
growi ng and he reached for the zipper that ran around the door

"How di d you manage this?" Sue asked incredul ously.

"I found one of those book things the other day that we used when we were
| ast here."

"Very nice Bruce," Sue said followi ng himinside the remarkabl e pi ece of
Ski di an engi neering. The 'tent' was fully self contained, conplete with power,
wat er and synfood reticul ati on systens.

Bruce felt a little disheartened discovering that, he had intended to
feed hinmself with the thawi ng neat on the back of the ute and whatever he
could conjure up out of the sea or off the beach. He had al ready scanned a
pile of rocks at the end of the beach with his binoculars and was sure they
were covered in shellfish, not to nention the fish he was sure were out there
in the water waiting to be caught.

But it wasn't that bad afterall and the two of them enjoyed a pl easant
week or so by the beach, swi mming fishing and naking leisurely trips along the
coast setting up the tent whenever they felt |ike stopping, lingering for a
day or two in one spot and then noving on to another

"What do you think Mtch is up to?" Bruce asked at one stage.

"Ch | wouldn't worry too much," Sue suggested, "they can't live as they
are, they need | aws and sone sort of government, especially as the old way has
br oken down. "

" But ?"

"But, like in any society real power and control isn't totally in the
hands of governnent, you won't have to worry too much."

Bruce wasn't sure what Sue nmeant, he didn't hunger for power, all he
wanted to do was get on with his own thing whatever that was.

"I don't want anything to do with it."

"Are you sure? That's not what the Skidians think, or Mtch."

"Yeah Mtch, | think he msses being in control, we'll have to watch that
one. | s'pose we'll have to toddl e back soon and see what the wankers up to."

"Can we go back past the city?

Bruce couldn't see why Sue would want to, but he couldn't see why not
ei ther. Though he was eager to get back to Aotearoa now another day or two
woul dn't hurt. It would do Tweest, Ues and laut good to be left in charge for
alittle longer, nothing much could go wong and if anything had it would
easily be put right.

ni net een

It was strange feeling to find parts of Sietnuoc, if not exactly teening
with life as it once had, full of Skidians going self inmportantly about their
busi ness.

The hustle and bustle was a little msleading for a few streets away from
the parliament buil dings and the space port were nostly enpty and after a
whi | e Bruce thought he recogni sed the sane faces hurrying around. It was as if
they were walking in circles to give the inpression of renewed |life and
vitality and strength of nunbers. What was a little disconcerting was that to
an individual the Skidians all wore a worried frown that Bruce recognised as
nmeani ng that sonethi ng was w ong.

None of the Skidians deigned to say a word to hi mwhi ch was unusual when
he stopped and asked what the probl em was.

"There's sonet hing wong here, the place gives ne the creeps," Sue
remar ked casually. But Bruce detected a hint of fear and or uncertainty in her
voice. "It's so eerie, what's going on?"

"How woul d | know?" Bruce demanded as he navigated from menory al ong the
wi de streets to the parlianent.



It felt strange to be heading back in that direction apart fromtheir
nost recent landing on Skid, the last tinme Bruce had come this way, |nel had
been his passenger and soon after he had been repatriated back to earth
wi t hout his know edge, w thout any recollection of Skid.

Bruce felt his own uncertainty in the way his stomach tightened and the
way sweat suddenly drenched his shirt despite the cool ness of the evening. He
wi ped away the noisture that had suddenly gathered at his brow and dri bbl ed
down into and stung his eyes.

For the first tine on Skid Bruce suddenly felt he was heading into
danger, heading toward a situation that mi ght be beyond his capacity to
control. He stopped the ute and reached behind himfor the rifle init's rack
and rested it on the seat beside him

"I's that really necessary?" Sue asked, her eyes big and round.

Sue had never seen Bruce | ook so troubled, not even when she had first
seen himon the space ship heading to Skid. If nothing else, the nere fact
that Bruce wasn't his nornmal inperturbable self was enough to al arm her. Not
that he was always unruffled, she had seen him nmany times when he was excited
or depressed, frustrated and angry, but never so cautious or clearly anxious.

"I don't really know," Bruce said truthfully, rolling hinmself a snoke
before slowy carrying on toward the parliament. "But there's sonething odd
going on here, I"'msure of it."

"Why don't we just turn around and | eave then?"

"Well we've got to find out what's going on, haven't we?"

"Not really,"” Sue replied. As far as he was concerned her own skin was
far nore inmportant to her than finding out why the Skidians all |ooked so
worried, why they woul dn't acknow edge either of them Then there was the baby
to think about.

"Do you want to stay here then, while | go and see what's going on?"

"I don't want that either!" The last thing Sue wanted was to be left
al one.

"Look you could sit up there in one of those buil dings and nobody woul d

even know you were there." Bruce insisted, pointing out the w ndow. "Look,"
Bruce said turning to face Sue, "we've got to live here for who knows how
long, | must find out what's going on. | bet Mtch has decided to set up sone

ki nd of dictatorship and has organi sed some goons to nake sure everyone toes
the Iine or sonething."

"What will you be able to do about that?"

"Ch Mtch and a few Skidians don't worry me," Bruce replied, but he
didn't sound totally convinced. "Lets pull in here." Bruce drove in to what
| ooked for all the world like an underground carpark, except that the Skidians
didn't have cars.

"I reckon we should be able to see the parlianment fromupstairs," Bruce
added. In the half light of the basenent a few dimfigures scuttled furtively
out of the way as the ute cane to a halt. Bruce flicked on the lights which
reveal ed the figures of several Skidians huddl ed against the rear wall of the
basenent .

Tentatively the Skidians |owered their hands fromtheir faces which
t hey' d covered when Bruce had switched the lights on and visibly relaxed when
Bruce got out and approached them

"What' s happeni ng?" He asked, "what are you afraid of ?" Bruce demanded,
di sturbed by the fact that the Skidians cowering by the wall were well and
truly frightened, sonething that he'd never seen before.

Despite the trials of the past few nonths and obvi ous uncertainty about
the future all of the Skidians he had net had retai ned sonething of the
arrogant bearing that he had al ways been a integral part of the Skidian
character. But it seenmed to have been squeezed out of these Skidians,
somet hing that hadn't happened even to those desperate Skidians that had been
living fromhand to mouth in appalling conditions out in the wlderness when
the infrastructure of Skid had col |l apsed.

The Skidi ans refused to say anything and scuttled away when it was



obvi ous Bruce wasn't a threat to them

"What's wong with then?" Sue called fromthe car

"l dunno," Bruce said thoughtfully, shrugging his shoul ders and then
stiffening as sonebody cl ose by screaned.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood up and Bruce felt his heart begin
to punp as the scream was repeated, the bloodcurdling scream of a person
beyond sinply feeling pain. The scream died away and was replaced by a | ong
sobbi ng whi nper. H s senses hei ghtened Bruce could hear angry shouts and the
sound of footsteps on the cobbl es outside.

Bl oody hel I'!

"Bruce?" Sue asked as Bruce slid into the ute, switched the lights off
and drove it into the darkest corner he could find.

"Bruce what is it?"

"I don't know, |ock the doors and stay here until | get back." Bruce
grabbed the rifle and a clip of bullets frombehind the seat which he stuffed
into his pocket. Can and Punch shied away from himon the back of the ute but
Bruce grabbed them and shoved theminside with Sue and the baby. Cop could
| ook after hinself.

"Bruce?"

"Don't worry, lock the door, 1'll be back in the mnute. Just nake sure
these two idiots don't bark." Punch and Can were having troubl e containing
t hensel ves, uncertai n whether to be outraged at being | eft behind or astounded
at their good fortune to be sitting in the bosses seat.

Cocking the rifle and making sure it had a full magazi ne Bruce ran across
t he baserment to the entrance and cautiously peered outside just as another
agoni zed screamreached his ears.

Initially Bruce thought that one bunch of Skidians was laying into
anot her bunch of Skidians with sticks and clubs, who didn't seemto be doing a
whole ot to defend thensel ves except for running around in circles |ike
headl ess chickens. It would have been quite a conical scene, except for the
scream ng of somebody that rolled on the ground withing in agony.

Bruce wondered who the attackers were and then realised that they m ght
not be Skidians at all. They |ooked a I ot |ike Skidians, but were thicker set
and darker. They wore pluned head dresses, |oose shirts and short skirts |ike
anci ent Roman or Geek soldiers and instead of swords, only seened to carry
clubs or short wooden staves which they didn't seemto be using with any great
ef fect despite the withing body on the ground.

Bruce took careful aimat one of the assailants and then changed his m nd
and fired a shot off into the air.

At the sound of the shot boom ng across the street everyone froze. Bruce
calmMmy worked the bolt and the sound of the enpty cartridge bouncing on the
cobbl es was loud in the sudden frozen silence. He | oosened off another shot
into the sky and the whol e scene changed as attacked and attackers fled, even
the body withing on the ground leapt to his feet and scarpered at such a
great rate of knots that he couldn't be seriously hurt.

twenty

Several hundred nmetres away, Mtch heard the two shots echoi ng across the
city and wondered if they signalled his death knell

"What was that?" Asked the man on the other side of the table who had
seen Mtch flinch.

"Trouble,” Mtch replied shortly, "big trouble."

"l don't understand."

"That was Bruce, the man | was telling you about. | had hoped he woul d be
conspi cuous by his absence until we had secured the situation here but it
seens that isn't to be."

"One man, one man. Pah what can he do?" Eduid exclainmed arrogantly, "My
legion will take care of him"



Mtch who had seen the | egion at work doubted that. Rael e had deci mated
the legion with the weapon that he kept secured in his wist with the help of
Bruce's lieutenants until Mtch had junped on himand wested away the weapon
whi ch now dangl ed on a rope about Eduid's neck.

It was down to Mtch and Mtch al one that Raele and Bruce's |ieutenants
now | angui shed i n what passed for a prison cell in this very building. But
Mtch wasn't going to rem nd Eduid about that.

Edui d was obvi ously deranged, not only did he have del usions of grandeur
but he was incredibly dangerous as well. Mtch had watched aghast as he had
qui ckly di sposed of any Skidian that made the slightest nmove of dissent and in
t he coupl e of days he had been on the planet had savagely subdued the
Ski di ans. Mtch had no intention of beconming his next victim

"I will muster ny legion inmediately and track down this 'nman'
cont enpt uousl y.

The mighty |l egion, a rabble of untrained nen froma place called Cel ci ous
B who carried sticks and cl ubs, who seenmed nore interested in preserving the
neat ness of their archaic tunics and fancy head dresses than anything el se.

M tch wondered what Eduid had prom sed them Untold wealth, wonen? Sadly for
themthere was little enough of either, on Skid there was no obvi ous weal th
and any Skidian that could do seened to have gone to ground in the great city
where Edui d had demanded they gat her.

That wasn't a silly nove Mtch had to admit, gathering the entire
popul ation in one place so he could keep an eye on them Except now t hey
out nunbered the | egion by at |east a hundred to one.

The [ egion mght be enjoying a reign of terror at the nonment but that
woul d last only as long as it took the Skidians to realise they could be
overwhel med by sheer force of nunbers.

Not that it would be necessary with the arrival of Bruce. Mtch strongly
suspect ed even hoped that things would quickly return to nornal.

It had been a stupid nmove on his part to voluntarily throw his lot in
with Eduid, but it was too late to change that now It hadn't taken Mtch | ong
to realise that Eduid was mad, not only did he claimresponsibility for
killing hundreds of millions of Skidians, his own people, but he wanted to
repeat the process on every known planet throughout the galaxy until he
controlled it all

"Even your own world Mtch," he had said gleefully. But why he woul d want
to preside over a nostly enpty universe was beyond Mtch

At first Mtch hadn't been able to believe his luck as the incredibly
| udi crous sight of the |egion had greeted hi mmarching raggedly up the
driveway that ran up the centre of the farm

Rael e had just been confirned as the president in the hastily arranged
el ection. laut, Ues and Tweest had been returned unopposed to the equally
hastily arranged community council elections at Aotearoa and their first nove
had been to banish himfromthe settlenent.

Just as he had been preparing to | eave for the city a man who | ooked
remarkably |ike Raele had shown up in front of this rag tag band of nen.

Mtch learnt a little later that Eduid was Raele's elder brother and as
soon as Rael e was disarned found there was no | ove | ost between the brothers.
There was sonething of a verbal confrontation between the two Skidi ans and
then the band of nen, Eduids's |egion attacked the nenbers of the settl ement
who had gathered to see what was goi ng on

At first it seenmed that Raele al one would stemthe tide as the charging
yel ling nen suddenly vani shed in puffs of snoke and bright light. Wile nost
of the Aotearoians stood rooted to the spot, Tweest, Ues and luat al so joined
the fray, beating ineffectually at their attackers.

Mtch decided in an instant that any attacker of the settlenment nust be a
potential friend of his and grabbing a club that had been thrown forward as
it's owner disintegrated and whacked Rael e over the head, which ended the
short confrontation

Edui d had noted Mtch's action and the fact that his appearance narked

he said



himas different fromeveryone el se.

"Ah, one of the offworlder's,"
that planet may | ask?"

"I was the | eader of a |arge and powerful nation," Mtch replied, a
little surprised that even if this man didn't know where he was, knew where he
canme from

"Come with nme." Eduid had replied reaching out and taking the
dazi erawogga from Mtch's hand before Mtch knew what was happeni ng. " Cone
with me and I will give you power that you never thought existed back on that
puny prinmitive planet of yours."

Mtch had come across many charlatans in his time nost of whom he had
been able to avoid or disnmiss. This time it was different, before he had a
chance to consider the possible course his action would | ead to, he had acted
in the heat of the nmonent and set hinmself on a path that he woul d ot herwi se
not have chosen.

For on closer inspection Eduid was clearly not in full control of his
mar bl es, was prone to flying into terrifying rages and bl am ng vari ous
subordi nates for the slightest hiccup in his conquest.

He had al ready reduced the nunber of his |legion by three when they had
failed to follow out his orders to go and beat a few Skidi ans up qui ck enough
and there weren't that nmany of themto begin wth.

Edui d tapped the dazi erwogga around his neck as if to nmake sure it was
still there and called out to one of his nmen to sound the recall

Still crouching in the basement watching the odd | ooking nmen slowy
gat her thensel ves together to try and work out what the | oud booni ng noi se was
no doubt, Bruce heard a |oud horn sound. The horn nust have heral ded a recal
for the nmen quickly jogged away.

Once the nmen had di sappeared from sight, Bruce rel axed and wal ked back to
the car.

"How many did you kill?" Sue asked though the partly wound down w ndow.

"What do you take ne for? None of course!™

"What are we going to do now? Get away from here as quickly as possible?"
Sue knew that was probably too nuch to hope for. Hopefully Bruce would find
her some place safe to stay put while he wandered off and sorted things out.
The front seat of the ute was a bit small for her, baby Bruce and the two
dogs. Especially when they began barking as Bruce approached the ute, when
even whacki ng them over the head with a plastic bottle full of mlk failed to
cal m t hem down.

The horn sounded agai n outside and Bruce decided that they would probably
start looking for himsoon if only to find out what he was up to. If Mtch or
anybody el se from Aot earoa was around they woul d know what the sound of the
shots was and that he was probably cl ose by.

"What was happeni ng out there?" Sue asked.

"Ch there were some weird | ooking Skidians trying to beat up sone
ordinary | ooking Skidians, that's all." Bruce remarked casually not wanting to
et on that he had no idea of who the other Skidians were. For all he knew
they m ght be from some other planet entirely.

Bruce quickly decided that if he was going to nove it had to be now
before any search party started out to track himdown. Wat he would do if it
was already too |late Bruce didn't know. Having to shoot sonebody to defend
hinself and his famly was a bit of a step up from phlegmatically bowing up
to an ivop and blowing it's head off.

"Search all the buildings,"” a |loud arrogant voice called fromcl ose by.

It was already too |late.

"Shit," Bruce nuttered under his breath, now what?

"You, check in there." Standing still by the car Bruce saw a face peer
into the basenent, scan the area and then wi thdraw.

"Not hi ng there Ceneral ."

"How do you know you fool, did you actually go inside?"

Bruce heard a whack like a piece of plastic pipe hitting the runp of a

he remarked, "and what was your role on



cattl e beast and knew that sonme sorry soul was getting a thrashing.

"Now go in and check properly you idiot."

"Bruce?" Sue insisted through the partly open w ndow.

"Shhhh." Bruce whi spered urgently as he slipped around the bonnet of the
ute and crouched between the ute and the wall facing outward. He took careful
aimat the entrance and waited for the inevitable surprised yell of discovery
still uncertain how he woul d respond.

Bruce took a bead on the figure as soon as it appeared and barely
suppressed a chuckle. Even in the poor light it nmade a | udicrous sight. The
feat hered headdress was all awy, no doubt suffering froma recent beating and
the person under it tapped carefully about with his long stick as if he were a
blind man. \Which he nust have been because he obviously didn't see Bruce or
the ute at the back of the basenent.

"Al'l clear," a voice rang out and Bruce breathed a sigh of relief.

But now what was he going to do? Bruce scratched his head, decided he
better have a | ook see outside and padded across the basenent.

At the entrance once nore Bruce |ay against the wall and carefully
gl anced out si de.

"You can come out now," a voice called out as calmy as if they were
pl ayi ng hi de and seek and he had been spotted.

"Ch shit!" Somebody had been too clever by half. Bruce found hinsel f
staring into the | aughing face of a nan who | ooked remarkably like Raele with
about twenty soldiers or pirates or whatever they were standi ng behind him

"I amreally disappointed,” the Raele |ook alike said, "Mtch said you
woul d be trouble, but | can see he was m staken."

Mtch, the devious bastard Bruce thought, wait till | get ny hands on
hi m

"I can't be bothered." Bruce replied ducking back behind the wall,
wat chi ng the man's shadow to see which way he noved

"I'f you don't come out I'lIl blowthis building apart with you init," the
Rael e I ook alike giggled and fired the small gun that Bruce hadn't noticed in
hi s hand.

"Shit!" Bruce | eapt back out of the way as a large crater appeared in the
ground just outside the entrance. The man fired again and | unps of masonry
fell fromthe roof, partially blocking the entrance and provi di ng sone cover.
Bruce slipped to the floor and crawl ed over to one of the |large bl ocks and
carefully | ooked out.

Nobody seened to notice himfor the nmonent, but the like the stupid
bl oody git he was Punch cane chargi ng out of the basenent, |eapt over the
rubble, closely followed by Can and at a di stance Cop.

"What the fucks going on here?" Wiy had Sue |let the other two dogs out,
the silly bitch

"I tried to stop him"' Cop puffed as Punch ran straight through the
startled group of men barking loudly like a nechanical toy. 'Wof, woof,
woof ,' with each | oping clumsy stride.

"Pheeep, Pheeep. You bl oody usel ess bastard get back here! But neither
Punch nor Can were having any of that. Forgetting where he was for the nonment
Bruce stood up and shook his fist angrily at the rapidly departing dogs.

"Usel ess fucken nmongrels!" But he was secretly glad that they had got
t hensel ves out of the way. Now if he sorted this ot out one way or another he
t hought turning his attention back to the men in front of him nmaybe Sue and
the sprog can sneak away as well

Suddenl y renmenberi ng what was happeni ng Bruce dropped down behind his
hunk of concrete and took another |ook at the nen. Most of them seened to be
gapi ng at each other and holding their ears, wondering what the hell had hit
them Even the bloke with the |aser thingy had his nmouth hangi ng wi de open in
ast oni shnent .

"Bruce?" Sue called fromthe direction of the ute.

"Cet back in the ute," Bruce hissed, w thout |ooking around, "get back in
the ute and keep quiet."



"I"'msick of you telling me too keep quiet, what's going on?"

Bruce swung around and saw to his dismay that Sue was standing not twenty
feet fromthe entrance, thankfully not hol ding the baby that was now squeal i ng
to itself somewhere behind them

"CGet down, you stupid, stupid woman," Bruce yelled to little effect.

"Don't yell at ne Bruce! Just tell me what's going on!"

"Ch for chrissake, stand there and get your nut shot of for all | care.”
Bl oody wonan!

Bruce swung his gaze back outside and saw that the nen out there were
slowy pulling thensel ves together

"What is going on here?" Sue insisted fromabove him

Bruce didn't bother talking, he just dragged Sue to the ground and put a
hand over her mouth. Sue tried to rip Bruce's hand away and kick himat the
same time as Bruce hissed angrily into her ear: "Stay very still and very
qui et, there's sone goon out there that want's to kill us." Bruce renovedhis
hand, ready to clanp it back down if she tried to screamor do anything
st upi d.

"It's only Raele," Sue whi spered.

"I't's not fucken Raele at all. Use your eyes wonman!"

"There's no need to be nasty," Sue responded, her feelings hurt as she
reverted to being just a poor sinple defencel ess woman because she didn't know
what was goi ng on.

The Raele |1 ook alike with the | aser weapon | ooked to have regai ned his
conposure and was bringing up the weapon to fire again.

Bruce knew he'd have to do sonething soon, Punch was on his way back by
the sound of himfor one, not to nention that the next shot could easily get
him them By standing around wanting to get involved Sue had made t hem both
easy targets.

The situation was getting quickly out of hand and Bruce knew he had to do
somet hing and fast, otherwi se he'd end up squashed under the building or a
little pile of ash.

Not wanting to kill the man Bruce decided to try and blow the | aser out
of his hand like they did in cowboy novies. He took careful aimand fired. The
boom ng sound of the shot filled the basenment, to be imredi ately drowned out
by the sound of screaning.

Sue had her hands over her ears and was screaning hysterically in his ear
so Bruce didn't see the result of his shot straight away.

VWen he did take a | ook the | ook alike Raele was npbaning and withing in
the dust and his little band of thugs were all on the knees with their
f oreheads touchi ng the ground.

Bruce stood up, cocked his rifle and carefully made his way over to the
figure and | ooked down.

Bruce didn't feel a thing, he thought it would be different to shoot
anot her living being but he felt no different than if he'd shot an ivop, even
t hough the man appeared to be nortally wounded.

Hi s aim had been true, the laser was |ying several feet away, a |unmp of
twi sted glowing netal and plastic. But the bullet must have deflected off
somet hing for the man was trying unsuccessfully to staunch the bl ood pouring
out of a large wound in his side and hold sone of his guts in at the sane
tine.

"Hel p ne," he croaked piteously.
Bruce didn't think there was much that he could do for him and shook his
head sadly.

twenty one
"What did you do that for?" Sue shrieked in his ear, "there was no need

to kill himwas there?" Then she turned away and vonmited before stunbling off
into the basenent "I didn't mean too," Bruce tried to explain to Sue's



retreating back. He nudged the body with his foot, wondering whether it was
still alive. Evidently it was because it noved again and groaned. He knelt
down and took a closer | ook at the wound.

Nup, he decided, nothing I can do here. He was just about to put his
rifle against the man's tenple and bl ow his brains out when Mtch canme puffing
up.

"What's goi ng on here? He demanded self inportantly. Wat have you done
Bruce?!"

"What does it |ook |ike?"

"Why did you have to do that?" Mtch denanded, nanaging to hide his
relief at the sight of Eduid obviously close to death. Couldn't have happened
to a nicer person. Mtch just hoped that sone kind of Skidian doctor didn't
happen al ong to patch himup

"Because | felt like it, shit for brains," Bruce retorted, thinking that
Mtch was al nost as naive as Sue. What the hell did they expect himto
do....stick around until he was zapped into ash, stand up and say shoot ne?
"What's his name anyhow?"

"Eduid, he's Raele's elder brother, or was."

"What's he doi ng here?"

"Unfini shed business | think, he was apparently responsible for the
fam ne or whatever happened here before.™

Typi cal, Bruce thought. Mtch hadn't bothered hinmself much with the
cat astrophe that had struck Skid, all he was concerned with was hi mand now.
Not the couple of hundred million Skidians that had died.

Bruce | ooked at Eduid. "Well he got what he deserved then didn't he."

"But you just shot him in cold blood, that's not very civilised of you."

"Ch get a grip on yourself Mtch, the bugger was trying to kill ne."

I wi shed he had, Mtch thought uncharitably.

Unnoti ced the dogs had arrived and Can was sniffing at the w dening poo
of bl ood that was al ready congeal i ng.

"Bugger off." Mtch started, imediately thinking that Bruce was speaking
to him When Bruce made to kick one of his abom nable dogs he rel axed a
little.

"What do you think we should do with the |legion?" Mtch asked, indicating
the Cel cion | egi onnaires who remai ned frozen in place.

"Buggered if | know Mtch, you re the one with | eadership aspirations,
you deci de," Bruce sneered.

Deci ding that the half baked | egion could be just what he needed Mtch
preened his ruffled feathers and strode over to the nearest Celcion

"I am you new comrander," he began self inportantly, standing with his
legs slightly apart and his hands firmly planted on his hips. Al he needed
was a big cigar and he would fit the bill of the thistoric general he thought
he was enmul ating. "I ask only one thing of you and that is too obey."

The Celcions slowy raised their heads and | ooked at each other wth
puzzl ed frowns.

"You're a bl oody chook Mtch," Bruce | aughed. But it was a short |augh as
he suddenly spied a snall fleet of robots bearing down on themlike a nmob of
dal eks.

The dogs whi ned and sat as close as they possibly could to Bruce. For a
nmonent Bruce thought about taking a few potshots at them then realised what
they were probably up to.

He stepped out of the way, just about tripping over the dogs and watched
half in awe, half in amusement as the robots went to work.

The barely dead Eduid was sucked up by one of the |arger robots and al
t he bl ood and gore cleaned away. In seconds it was if he had never been
except for the blood and watery stuff that seeped out of the robot's front
hat ch.

The rest of them got straight into repairing the damage caused by Eduid's
| aser and al nost as quickly had cleared away the rubble and were filling in
the holes. In the blinking of an eye all traces of Eduid and the damage he had



caused had di sappeared and the robots were squeaki ng and creaking on their
way.

Bruce didn't quite believe it. He shook his head and wandered off to find
Sue with Mtch's loud voice trying to exhort the legion into action with
what ever enpty promi ses that he had no intention of keeping ringing in his
ears.

"Don't touch nme," Sue warned hi mwhen he | eant on the door of the ute and
| ooked inside at her.

"I'"'mnot bloody touching you!"

"There's no need to yell and swear Bruce, you didn't have to kill him"

"I didn't nean to kill himat all," Bruce insisted, uselessly he knew.

"Didn't mean to kill him then why point your gun at hinP"

Bruce didn't even know why he was bothering with the conversation

"k I"'msorry, | should have let himsinply kill the both of us, better
still | should have turned the gun on nyself and saved himthe trouble. Is
t hat what you nmean Sue?"

"No of course it isn't," Sue said, clearly exasperated." At |east you
could have tried talking to him"

"Ch | give up," Bruce snapped and pulled the door open. He savagely
gunned t he engi ne and dropped the clutch. The wheels squeal ed on the concrete
and they headed for the entrance before Bruce renmenbered the nen out there.
Wll Mtch won't be nmissed he thought, but slowed anyway.

"Did you have to do that?" Sue demanded cl utching their baby in one hand
and clinging to the door handle with the other.

"Ei ther shut up or get out," Bruce replied, slanm ng on the brakes. There
was the kid to think about after all.

"On second thoughts, 1'll get out and you can fuck off wherever you
want!" Bruce grabbed the rifle and got out.
"But!....you can't |eave me here."

"Why not?" Bruce asked m|ldly enough, his boiling anger slowy subsiding.

"Because you can't that's why." Sue obviously couldn't think of a decent
reason. All she knew was that she didn't want Bruce to | eave, but she didn't
know how to make him stay now that she had sonehow upset him "Please don't
go."

"Ch get fucked."

"What's going on here?" Mtch strutted over and denanded. "I won't have
you two scrapping in public, whatever will the Skidians think of us?"

"Cet lost Mtch," Sue snapped viciously, "this is all your fault!"

"How is it all ny fault?" Mtch denmanded angrily. Not only was the |egion
refusing to obey him but one of his own people was attacking himbefore their
very eyes. How was he supposed to get their respect when he couldn't even
control one woman?

"Your fault, | don't know, it just is. Ever since you started to talk
about el ections and presidents and things the place hasn't been the sanme. You
don't even know what you're doing!"

Mtch swallowed guiltily, Sue was al nost right and worse she wasn't the
first observer to note he didn't seemto have a plan or know what he was
doi ng.

"Bugger off Mtch, or I'll shoot you as well," Bruce suggested with a
[ augh. Mtch wasn't sure whether Bruce was serious or not but he wasn't
prepared to find out.

Mtch took a hopeful |ook at the |l egion who were all watching the scene
with mounting interest. He couldn't see any signs of support there and turned
to wal k off alnost blinded by tears of rage and shame. Alife of service to
t he peopl e and he was now so poorly regarded that he comranded no respect at
al | ampongst those that should be his strongest supporters.

"I"'msorry Bruce," Sue nuttered contritely, "lI'msorry for everything."

Bruce shrugged his shoul ders noncommittally and wondered what Sue was on
about now.

"Can we go now pl ease?"



Where? What? Bruce realised that he'd never understand how a woman's mi nd
worked in a million years. Well this one's anyway and he wasn't in the nood to
be forgiving. He | ooked down at Sue and t hought that he'd better just cave in
and get back in the ute. GCh fuck it, he decided and feigning as ruch il
tenmper as he could nuster stonped off with the dogs in tow not too close
behind. It wouldn't do her any harmto do without himfor five mnutes.

t hought nmodern wonen were supposed to be independent anyway? He chuckled to
hi nmsel f.

"You're not going to leave me here with them are you?" Sue denanded,
indicating the legion. But the |legion had no intention of being |eft behind.
They quickly formed a ragged columm and foll owed Bruce | eaving Sue to stare in
wonder nent at the sight.

After a nonment her spirits rose a little and she decided that if Bruce
woul dn't cone to her, then she nmust go to him Sue didn't have nuch choice
she deci ded, there was nowhere el se or nobody el se but Bruce.

twenty two

The oddly assorted caval cade wound it's way through the streets as Bruce
strolled toward the parliament. He wasn't sure why he was headed in that
direction and soon realised that he'd either taken the long way or it was
further than he thought. He didn't give a shit anyhow

The dogs trotted at his heel, but when Cop sensed that the boss woul dn't
m nd, they began to | ope ahead of him investigating anything that took their
fancy. Stopping here and there, having a shit or a piss and then chargi ng
after the retreating figure of Bruce when he got a bit ahead.

Behi nd Bruce the legion marched grimy, all their attention focused on
Bruce, who unbeknownst to him had taken the place of their departed and
unl oved | eader. They would follow himto the end of the world, as long as he
| ed them hone.

VWho in their right mnds would want to stay on this crazy inhospitable
pl anet? They woul d be much better off back on Cel ci ous where they bel onged
waiting as they always had for the supplies of synfood. Collectively they had
decided that allegiance to this strange Skidian was their best hope and when
the tine was right they woul d suggest that he send them hone. Until then they
woul d do what ever he bade them

The ot her strange Skidian they deci ded anong t hensel ves sounded far too
much |i ke Eduid, they weren't going to nmake the sane nistake tw ce and foll ow
somebody that was going to lead theminto danger and get nost of themkilled
for not hi ng.

Bringing up the rear Sue wondered inpatiently when Bruce was going to
stop being childish and whet her she could breast feed little Bruce while she
drove al ong at wal ki ng pace.

Eventual Iy the caval cade attracted interest fromthe Skidians that were
about. Word had quickly spread about the deni se of Eduid and even nore rapidly
about the procession winding aimessly along the streets of the city.

Bef ore |1 ong Skidians slipped out of their hiding places and out from
their various vantage points and overconing their fear of the Celcion |egion
tagged onto the tail of the procession

By the time Bruce had found his way to the parliament he realised with
ast oni shment what was happeni ng and scurried inside |ooking for a place to
hi de.

Equal | y astoni shed by his behavi our al nost every living being on the
planet mlled ainlessly around outside wonderi ng what was goi ng to happen



next .

Inside the parliament his footsteps and the panting breath of the dogs
echoed in the vast enpty spaces as he wandered around not really know ng what
he was | ooking for.

"Bruce, where are you?"

Sue, of all those waiting outside had ventured in and called out. Bruce
could here the baby squalling irritably, no doubt in her arms and deci ded that
he didn't really want to confront themyet.

Spying a wide staircase he made his way upwards until he reached the
upper | evel and | ooked down over the | arge enpty chanmber, easily big enough
for all those that waited outside to seat thenselves in. He wal ked over to an
open w ndow.

I mredi ately his face was noticed by the Skidians and the expectant crowd
hushed waiting expectantly for himto say sonethi ng.

Feeling a little like the pope, Bruce gave the crowd a casual wave and
di sappeared from vi ew.

VWhat did they want fromhin? It wasn't really all that difficult for him
to understand, he just didn't want to acknow edge their demands? No it wasn't
a denmand, it was nore of a desperate silent appeal

"Where the hell's Rael e?" Bruce nmuttered to hinself hoping that he hadn't
been killed by his brother. That was the man the Skidians shoul d be | ooking
to, though they seened to have no faith in the poor bastard and Bruce didn't
really blame them nmuch for that.

Still, he was their man, Bruce had no intention of taking upon hinself
the frustrating and t hankl ess task of telling the Skidians howto live their
l'ives.

Hearing footsteps on the stairs Bruce quickly noved on and finding
anot her stairway that seemed to | ead down to a |l ower |evel of the building
qui ckly di sappear ed.

Finding hinself in the bowels of the building Bruce wandered al ong the
corridors until he found a door guarded by a nervous | ooking | egionnaire.

Bruce glared at the man for several nonments, well aware of his increasing
di sconfort. He clearly didn't know what was goi ng on and Bruce was going to
help him H s eyes flicked nervously fromBruce to the dogs and back again, he
shifted his feet and just about jumped out of his skin when Bruce suddenly
yel |l ed: "Boo!"

The | egi onnai re was so stunned he dropped his lunp of wood and after a
nonment took to his heels.

"Who' s there?" An anxious voice asked.

"Me." Bruce replied recognising Raele's voice. Gve nme a nonment and |'|
[ et you out.

Bruce searched for a | ock and wondered whet her he should chase off after
the legionnaire to get himto open up the door

There wasn't a |l ock that Bruce could shoot at, which was probably a good
i dea seeing as though his last effort at novie style heroics had | argely
backfired.

"How do you open this bloody thing?" Bruce pushed on the door with the
pal m of his hand. Surprisingly the door swung open to reveal Raele, Tweest,
laut and Ues standing in a sem circle beyond the door waiting for him

"Thankyou for releasing us Bruce," Raele said, speaking for the four of
t hem as was expected of him According to Skidian tradition he also had to
accord his saviour in such circunstances whatever he wanted. In this case he
felt he knew what Bruce would want so he wasn't disposed to make that offer to
the of fworlder. Yet.

Rael e was fully aware that his elder brother Eduid fully intended to
disinfect him renove himas a threat to his | eadership of Skid permanently,

i ndeed he had wondered what was preventing himfromdoing so since he had been
held in custody for several days.

Now t hat Bruce had saved himfromthat fate, he owed himnore than life
itself. Raele's problemwas that remaining alive brought with it it's own



pr obl ens.

He was | eader, whether he liked it or not of a new and frightening world.
He woul d have been quite content to lead Skid as it had been, he was equi pped
and prepared for that, he wasn't for the world it was now

But what was he too do. He had taken on board the ideas of the three
young Ski di ans that had all but taken on the persona of Bruce the of fworl der
in that they were pushy and opi nionated and sonmewhat awesome in their apparent

conpetence. They still looked to himto lead in the traditional manner but he
was sure that he was incapable of providing themw th the | eadership they
required.

By the way they | ooked at Bruce he alnost felt that they would rather
follow himdespite their protestations to the contrary. Did they |ike hinself
perceive that like hinself Bruce neither felt hinself able or wanted to be a
| eader.

H s father had often said that the best |eaders were those that |ed
because they thought they had to, because it was expected of them Those that
sought to lead, the Eduid's, Mschief's and Mtch's of the world were not
emnently suitable in nost cases. Wl that insight appeared to be correct if
recent events were any guide.

The pity of it was that the best potential |eaders rarely got to | ead
because of their reticence or those |less able and far | ess scrupul ous nmade it
i mpossi ble for them as Eduid sought to do.

And where was Edui d?

"Urm dead, " Bruce replied.

"Phew," Raele breathed a sigh of relief. He didn't need to ask how, he
had heard the reports of Bruce's weapon to know well enough who had killed his
br ot her.

"And Mtch."

"I don't think he will trouble you further, I'll make sure he doesn't,"
Bruce added thoughtfully. "It's about tine you |lot stopped farting about and
got on with living." Bruce had decided that the Skidians didn't really need a
| eader or a formal system of government or anything else. Al they had to do
was get on with living with each other maybe with a set of basic rules to help
t hem

Bruce scratched his nose thoughtfully and chuckled too hinmself, I'll have
the last laugh here, if | can remenber what the ten commandnents are. He
| aughed out | oud, the Skidians could spend centuries happily trying to work
out what they neant.

"What is so funny Bruce?" Rael e asked, disturbed by Bruce's apparent
di sregard of the gravity of the nonent.

"Ch not hing nuch, cone on," he said, "lets go and face your people so
t hey know you're still around.™

Rael e shrugged his shoul ders ambi guously and all owed hinself to be | ead

away.
Upstairs Bruce glanced out of one of the wi ndows and saw that the

Ski di ans and the Legion were still out there waiting expectantly. At the back

of the crowd he could see Mtch hovering, no doubt still harbouring various

delusions. But Mtch despite standing on a chair he had found was exhorting a
crowmd who no | onger had any time for him He preached to their backs as they
waited patiently for Bruce to appear in the wi ndow above t hem

"Who are they?" Bruce asked gesturing to the legionnaire, sitting at the
front of the crowd.

"My brother recruited a nmercenary force on Cel cious."

The word Cel ci ous caught Bruce's attention, they hardly | ooked Iike the
form dable warriors that had once long ago laid waste to Skid.

"What will you do with thenP"

"Send them back to Celcious B where they belong | expect." As far as
Rael e was concerned they were the |east of his problens.

Bruce waited for Raele to | ean out the wi ndow and speak to his people.
Not that he would have to say nuch, his very presence would reassure them



"Well go on Rael e do sonething,'
Rael e toward the w ndow.

Rael e knew what Bruce was trying to do and pushed hi m away.

"You," he said pointing at laut, the nost independent and opi ni onated of
Bruce's three lieutenants. "Speak to them™

If laut was surprised he didn't show it Bruce thought. Apart from a deep
i ntake of breath laut didn't show any enotion as he stepped up to the w ndow
and | ooked out.

The Ski di ans out si de nmust have known what was happening for they cheered

Bruce said gently pushing a resisting

in the peculiarly chilling Skidian way as laut sinmply stood in the w ndow.
Bruce shook his head and gl anced across at Rael e who stared inpassively
at the wall. No matter how long he lived here he would never really understand

t he Ski di ans.

After a while laut noved away and wi thout a word headed down the nmain
flight of stairs in a strangely dignified manner that had suddenly come upon
him Ues and Tweest followed himat a respectful distance and once they were
out of sight Bruce heard a grunt of relief from Raele.

Bruce | ooked across at Raele again and was a little taken aback that he
| ooked a different person entirely, as if all the woes of the world had been
lifted fromhis shoul ders. Wich they probably had Bruce reflected, the nantle
of | eadership had passed on. Hopefully they wouldn't | ook to himfor guidance
anynor e.

"What are you going to do now?"

“"In the tradition of the Skidian way | ameither to be disinfected or
provided with a patrol craft and exiled."

"When will you find out what happens?”

"Ch | already know," Raele smled, "I amto be exiled, laut would have
ordered nmy death inmmredi ately otherw se."

Bruce | ooked out the wi ndow and was a little surprised to find that nost
of the Skidians had di sappeared fromoutside. Mtch still stood
di sconsol ately but his only audi ence was the Cel cion | egi on who | ooked equal |y
unhappy as they considered their fate. They knew enough of the Skidian Way to
realise that things had changed even if Mtch didn't.

"What about us?" Bruce asked hopefully.

"I imagine you will want to go home and | don't think it would be fair to
| eave Mtch here." Raele gestured out the wi ndow at Mtch who's voice drifted
up to them While his voice drifted up, nost of what he said was
i nconmprehensible to Bruce. Mtch had clearly lost his marbles, Bruce wondered
whether it was fair to inflict himback on the country he had recently
presided over. On the other hand fromwhat Mtch had said probably nobody
woul d notice the difference.

In a flash of insight Bruce wasn't entirely sure that going hone was
exactly what he wanted. In fact Bruce really didn't know what he wanted, or
whet her what he wanted was inmportant, he had responsibilities to Sue and his
parents who woul d soon be wondering where he was and when he was coni ng hone.
Who ever said life was sinple?

"Here you are!" Sue excl ai ned, rushing up obviously relieved to see them
bot h.

"Has sonet hing i nportant happened?"

"No not really." Bruce knew he was going to have to be a little nore
sensitive to Sue's denonstrativeness and need for continual reassurance.

"l heard that laut is the new chief Mti of Skid."

"Well if you knew, why did you bother asking nme then?" Bruce denanded
angrily.

"Because | knew it would wind you up," Sue replied gaily pinching his
cheek. "laut already stopped to tell ne when they were wal king down to his new
office, don't you think it's exciting?"

"What's exciting?"

"W can go home now and sell our story to the tv people and becone
instant millionaires."



"What 2! "

"Isn't it great?"

"No it isn't, | have no intention of selling any story to anybody
t hankyou very nuch, you want to be treated like an idiot for the rest of your
|ife? Besides that, what about Mtch?"

"Ch." Sue obviously hadn't thought about that one nuch. "I guess he can
go back to being president can't he?"

"Look out the window, Mtch has |ost his narbles."

Sue gl anced out and shook her head. "I don't see anything wong."

Bruce | ooked out hinself just to make sure. Mtch was still there talking
to hinmself foam gathering at his |lips, even as his only audi ence was being | ed
away. "No wonder your country's such a ness if that's considered normal."

"Don't be like that Bruce, you can be so negative at tines."

"At least I'mrealistic," Bruce retorted, wondering if he really was.
"We've got to think about this, we can't just drop Mtch off in his present
condition, who knows what kind of m schief he mght get up to."

Sue didn't really care, her mnd was full of visions of talkback shows,
radio interviews and the book she would wite and the nmoney she woul d make,
the attenti on she and Bruce woul d recei ve wherever they went. Life on the farm
could wait until they had their fifteen mnutes of fane. It didn't enter her
mnd that it could be very different, that authorities back on earth were
already on the trail of a nystery and coming to ternms with the fact that they
were no | onger the only known life forns in the universe as well as trying to
wor k out what that nmeant. There was solid evidence that earth had been
visited by sone formof intelligent life, though this know edge was strictly
restricted to five thousand or so people who were nostly taking an enforced
break at a heavily guarded, isolated dot in the Pacific Ccean and those
grappling with problens that threatened to shake the very foundations of
society in a |large white house.

Was there really life out there or were they sinply the victins of an
el aborate and successful hoax? And what about the fantastic stories of a
drunken restaurateur and a senile old woman that had been hastily disni ssed
for lack of evidence?

twenty three

Wth al nost indecent haste Rael e pushed Bruce, Sue and the dogs onto his
patrol ship which had appeared in the suddenly bustling space port.

As Raele hurried themto the ship Bruce saw the Cel ci on | egi onnaires
bei ng shoved aboard anot her ship and cast his eyes over the space ships that
had suddenly appeared. Skidian pilots and their crews strolled around the
ships talking to each other, no doubt puzzling at their sudden recall to a
pl anet they thought had died.

The procession of the | egionnaires or the of fworlders was hardly noticed
by the hardened travellers who had no doubt seen many strange sights on their
trips to the far reaches of the known universe.

It struck Bruce that there were probably nore Skidians roam ng around the
space port than on all the rest of Skid and it al so began to intrigue himwhy
they had taken until the last few hours to return. WAs there nore to what was
going on Skid than nmet the eye?

On Board the ship Raele relaxed, as Bruce and Sue had nade their
farewel | s he had been wound up like a spring, as if he believed that |aut
woul d still order himkilled. Bruce hadn't been inpressed with the overweeni ng
arrogant creature that laut had becone in the few short hours since he had
becone Chief Mati.

Bruce couldn't get over the change that had been wought on laut, not to
nmention Tweest and Ues. Under the thin veneer of subservience and |iberalism
t here nust have lurked the good old Skidian trait of arch conservatism They
were evidently very keen to see the | ast of Bruce and Sue and any subversive



i deas that might have resulted in their stay.

Wasn't laut one of the biggest subversives out? laut had said something
to that affect in the haughty manner he now assunmed. Hi s half apol ogy showi ng
Bruce that there were still chinks in his arnour.

But even so, Bruce marvelled at how quickly the | eopards spots could
change. He wondered if a few alternative lifestyle types would continue living
at Aotearoa and found he didn't really care, he wouldn't be back here again.

Perhaps a few hardy souls woul d be encouraged in their endeavours as |ong
as it suited the new regine.

"What about Mtch?" Sue asked fromthe corner she had settled in to feed
t he baby.

Rael e scow ed, he had hoped to avoid the necessity of returning Mtch to
his home world. He was, to put it mldly nmentally unstable. Raele had hoped
that if he left without himthat laut would deal with himin the appropriate
way. Restoring himto his fornmer self and position was going to be a nore
conpl ex task than he cared to attenpt, for whatever he did, Mtch would be for
al ways, soneone who had becone conpletely irrational

Mtch could be returned back in time to any point of his former existence
but even the might of Skid couldn't return his cerebral equilibriumto him

"Maybe we coul d | eave hi mon Candour, he wouldn't be out of place there,"
Rael e ventured nervously, knowi ng that the |longer they waited the nore likely
it would be that Mtch would be marched out to the ship. Fear of l|aut changing
his mnd hadn't been his sole motivation in wanting to make a hasty exit. He
had brought Mtch to Skid and that nmade hi mresponsible for the offworlder, a
singul arly unpl easant responsibility.

"We can't just |eave himhere or drop himoff on some other planet," Sue
retorted, outraged at the prospect, sure in her own mnd that everything would
be just fine when they got hone. Al they had to do was get Raele to do sone
of that tinme travel stuff and bugger the consequences.

"Why not?" Bruce asked, he didn't want to have anything to do with trying
to put hunpty back together again either. As far as he was concerned the world
woul d be a better place without Mtch

"W can't just |eave himhere, ouch!" Sue snapped, w ncing as the baby
gnawed on her nipple.

Bruce tried to inmagine the effect of the return of a denented | eader
bl abbi ng about spaceshi ps and a planet called Skid, mght have not only on his
country and it's new | eadership, but the rest of the world. After a nonment or
so he decided that he didn't even want to try and think about it. Once Mtch
got back and the circunstances behind his di sappearance were reveal ed there
was no telling what m ght happen. The world woul d be swept by alien phobia
wi t h peopl e being convinced that an invasion fromouter space was just round
t he corner.

Then peopl e who thought they could gain sonething out of the situation
frombent politicians, to business nen, to bible bashers of all creeds cashing
in on the fact that armageddon was just round the corner, would junp on the

band wagon and do little nore than create even greater turnoil. Wi pping up
people's collective fear for all it was worth until the whol e planet was
af | ane.

It would be best if they just forgot about Mtch, he'd be ok, Bruce was
sure of that. Every community was better off with sone poor idiot to prick
their consciences and remind themthat there were worse things in life.

Besi des the good old USA had probably learnt to live with himand his
reappearance would only serve to cause problens, even if he had all his
mar bl es.

That Mtch probably woul dn't survive their departure long didn't cross
his mnd

Bruce could see by the set of her features that Sue was adamant, maybe
they should get Mtch, maybe he was just being overly pessimstic about the
dangers involved in returning Mtch home. Afterall even in his present state
he could hardly do worse than sone of his predecessors or counterparts in



other parts of the world. Could he?

Bruce | ooked out the doorway and saw that they weren't going to have any
choice in the matter anyhow. Babbling happily, though insensibly away at the
top of his voice Mtch was being dragged towards the space ship by two unhappy
| ooki ng Ski di ans.

"You want to inflict that on America?" Bruce asked.

"I don't really care do I1? "mnot going to be there, well not for |ong
anyway. "

"What do you nmean?" He'd been so busy worrying about the inplications of
dropping Mtch back into the mdst of an undoubted crisis, that he hadn't
stopped to consider what was going to become of the two of them or what point
intine they would arrive. He sinply imagined that he would go honme and |ive
happily ever after.

Did Sue nean to come with hinP Bruce felt that the treadni |l he was on
was suddenly tearing along out of control. Maybe he shoul d give nore thought
to his own future than worrying about Mtch's.

And what about Rael e, what was he planning to do?

As the door closed and Raele fiddled with the controls Bruce rolled
hi nrsel f a snoke.

Mtch positioned hinmself in a corner and proceeded to talk to the wall.

"I don't know what we're going to do with him" Bruce sighed, shruggi ng
his shoulders. "I don't even know what |'mgoing to do with me," he added
sl unpi ng down besi de Sue.

"You're going to have to give up snoking,"'
and t he baby."

Bruce took out his snoke and watched the growing tip, what the hell am|
letting nyself in for he wondered, suddenly finding he didn't really care.

"You're the boss," he said tiredly. Al nost |ooking forward to the
prospect of being bossed around a little bit.

"So what do you suggest we do with Mtch?"

"Can we return himto the tinme we net you in the restaurant Raele or just
bef ore that perhaps?"

Rael e didn't know what a restaurant was but he nodded his head anyway,
pl eased that returning a crazed former | eader to his own planet wasn't going
to be his responsibility.

"So that maybe you just took himon a little trip somewhere?"

"Yes," Rael e nodded his head, "I can do that."

"And what about us?"

"What about us?"

"Well we want to renmenber everything that happened don't we, so we don't
think we're going nuts again," Bruce suggested hopefully.

"I can do that," Raele said, knowing that he shouldn't. Still as far as
he was concerned the old rules didn't matter to him he owed nobody not hing
Now.

Sue said, "at | east around me

"And afterwards?"

"I don't understand," Raele replied.

"Whi ch part of the universe are you headed for?"

Rael e rubbed his hairless chin rum natively as he had seen Bruce do so
many times and si ghed.

"l do not know. "

"Ch you can cone and stay at hone for a while if you like," Bruce
suggested pl easantly not expecting Raele to take himup on his offer

"Bruce?"

"Yes dear?" Bruce drawed lazily lost in his own thoughts.

"WIl your parents mind if we get narried in America before we nove?"

"Wy do we need to get narried?"

"Don't you want to?"

"Maybe next year," Bruce suggested trying to refrain fromgrinning. H's
old s would feel left out if they weren't at the wedding.

"Ch be serious for a nonent will you?"



"Yes nmy parents would mind."

"Ch well it was just a suggestion."

"By the way Raele, how do we transport Mtch and ourselves back to
different points in tinme?"

"I just set this clock back here," Raele replied pointing to a disc on
control panel. "All | have to do is access the database records of ny |ast
flight, check the log and select a tine."

It sounded |like a piece of piss to Bruce, though he knew t hat Heath
Robi nson's rul es applied with everything Skidian

"When do we do that?"

"As soon as we are at full velocity," Raele told him "like now " The
patrol craft seemed to rock slightly and seemed to Bruce to hang in the air as
i f sonebody was changi ng gear and then in an instant was travelling through
space at a speed never inmagi ned possible by nankind.

Rael e checked his conputer screen and punched a few keys. "Next stop the
eating house,"” he said with a grin, hoping he was right.

twenty four

Bruce wondered what had happened when he woke froma little doze and
heard hail on the roof. Raele's fucked up again he thought as he opened his
eyes. He glanced around and found he was still aboard the space ship.

He | ooked up and saw that Raele had a worried | ook on his face as he
stared out the w ndow.

Bruce followed his gaze and was horrified to see that they were com ng
into land at sone kind of airport with flashes of |ight streaking out fromthe
ground to neet them

In the same instant he realised what the hail and the lights were, they
were being shot at! Sonmething trailing a | ong flame approached them at an
unbel i evabl e speed, then another and anot her.

Bruce felt whatever they were strike the hull, not that they seened to
have any affect.

"What the fuck?"

"I have made an error Bruce, we have cone back too early."

"Ch shit, does that matter?"

"Um well if we don't try again Mtch will nmeet hinmself and that m ght
not be a good idea."

"Just as long as | don't meet me," Bruce said half seriously. "Wre they
wai ting for us?"

"Ch no, that won't happen," Rael e insisted, but not strongly enough to
convince Bruce totally. Wat could they do about it anyway? Rael e' s assurances
weren't worth anything. "And no | don't think so," he added as an
af t ert hought .

"What about that shit?" Bruce asked, pointing to the lethal fireworks
di splay directed at them

"It mght stopif we land, it did the last tine."

"Ck," Bruce glanced around | ooking for Sue. He knew they shouldn't really
drop Mtch off out of sync. But what the hell? Creating problenms for America,
setting off the nmost convoluted conspiracy theory of all time appealed to his
war ped sense of hurmour. "You've been here before then?"

"Ch yes, | have |l anded here before." Rael e guided the space craft down a
l ong runway toward the source of the gun, rocket and artillery fire and cane
to a stop before the closed doors of a hanger

Bruce thought they had come to a stop but the hanger doors slowy fol ded
i nwards until the ship was safely inside. Wll nore or |less safely, Bruce saw,
as parts of the hanger seened to fall around them

"I's the ship damaged?"

Rael e pressed a button. "Fully functional,’
suddenl y subsi ded.

he replied as the hai



Bruce wondered what to do next. Should they sinply open the door and push
Mtch out or what? He rolled hinmself an agbar cigarette.

VWi | e he was wondering what they should do, with Rael e standing patiently
standi ng al ongside with a snoke up his nose faces began to appear in the front
wi ndow. Faces peered inside, shading their eyes and grimacing nmore often than
not, which made Bruce feel vaguely disconforted, as if he were a goldfish or
sormet hi ng.

"Can they see us?"

"No. "

"Thank christ for that," Bruce replied al nost |aughing at the antics of
t he people who were trying to | ook in.

Weirdly out of shape faces pressed up agai nst the w ndow, people
flattened their noses against the outside, licked the outside of the screen
spat and sneered. Further back other figures wandered around obvi ously taking
a good | ook at the space ship until sonmebody cane al ong and obvi ously ordered
all the now cocky figures in uniformout of the way. The sol diers? Suddenly
snapped into action and shortly afterward marched away nore or less in an
orderly fashion

Different faces peered in now, older lined and clearly worried faces,
their shoul ders and chests bearing braid and col oured ri bbons and others in
nor e nondescri pt uniforns.

"Where is Mtch by the way?"

"He is resting," Raele waved vaguely behind him

"Don't you think we should I et himout?"

Bruce wat ched Cop stretch hinmself and yawn baring his teeth, drawing his
i ps and exposing his teeth.

"Soon be home boy," Bruce told him

"l should bl oody well think so too!’

Bruce wal ked over to the acconmpdati on area and pressed his pal m agai nst
the wall. In the first room Sue was sound asleep with the baby gurgling
happi | y besi de her on the bed. Best |eave them al one Bruce thought.

In the next room Bruce found Mtch curled up on the bed in a foetal
position with a thunb in his nouth.

Poor dumb bastard, Bruce thought pitying Mtch for a noment wonderi ng
i dly when he pushed himout the door, who would be inflicting what on who.

He softly shook Mtch awake, acconpani ed by Cop who gave himone of his
human |i ke enquiring | ooks. "Come on Mtch, time for wal kies."

Mtch seemed to take an inordinate amount of tinme to wake. For a nonent
Bruce t hought he m ght be dead, but finally Mtch was | ooking at himwith
strangel y unfocused eyes.

"Ladi es and Gentlenen, | am honoured to be invited to address you this
evening. | wish to propose a framework that we can enploy in a non partisan
manner to overcone our pres...." H s voice trailed anay and Mtch began to
cry. "Why won't anybody listen to ne? W could do great things together
pl ease let me try," he sobbed inploringly.

"Dunno Mtch, maybe you'd like to try someone different for a change?"

Mtch brightened at Bruce's suggestion and allowed hinself to be led from
the room "See ya later, you old fart,"” Bruce said pushing himtowards the
door that Rael e opened on Bruce's signal

Bruce stepped back out of the way after giving Mtch a shove in the right
direction so that nobody coul d see inside.

"Look the doors opening," he heard a startled voice cry fearfully,
ready to receive our guests." There was a flurry of activity outside and
further gasps of surprise as their guest was recogni sed.

"It's the president!”

"Are you sure, it mght just be a | ook alike or sonething?"

"M ght be the aliens trying to reassure us maybe?"

"Who knows, it sure looks like President Mtchell?"

"Wof woof woof woof.' Awakening fromhis slunbers, Punch saw that the
door was opening and thinking it was all on for young and old, charged out the

get



door. Wof woof woof. Bruce could just imagine himslobbering all over the nen
out si de.

"It's a dog!"

"Man's best friend, boy these aliens are fiendishly clever aren't they."

"Good day sir, ny nane is Ceneral Marks."

"My nane is Mtch,” Mtch replied.

"Are they talking to you Mtch?" General Marks enquired a little
t aken aback.

"Ch no, | don't think so."

Bruce cursed silently, that bl oody dog's chosen the worst possible tine
to run off he thought. He could hear the idiot bastard animal barking his head
of f through the still open door and sonebody calling. "Here boy, here boy."

"You touch that dog and you'll fry," Bruce yelled, so nmuch for anonymty,
"get back in here you dunb bastard!"

Bruce didn't really want to go outside and grab the nmutt, and neet the
locals but it |ooked as if he m ght have to. Just as he was going to step out
into view Punch, | ooking exceptionally pleased with hinmself came chargi ng back
t hr ough t he door.

"You bl oody idiot!" Bruce ainmed a kick in Punch's general direction
m ssing by a wide margin. Punch, like the great goofy twit that he was sat
down just out of reach, panting away grinning at Bruce.

"Hell o up there?" A worried voice called through the door,"

can we cone
in?"
"No you can't." Bruce replied, "close the fucken door Raele."

Bruce stood ready to kick the nuts of the owner of the hand and knee that
tried to force their way through the door but they quickly w thdrew when it
appeared the door was going to close no matter what.

"Let's get of here.™

Raele fiddled with his controls and wi thout any perception other than
wat chi ng the astoni shed, perhaps fearful figures clustered around Mtch slowy
recede into the background, the ship noved away. CQutside the hanger, the ship
turned slowmy and then sped away above the runway and streaked into the sky.

"Home time," Bruce remarked. Notw thstanding that he wasn't hone yet.

"Where's Mtch?" Sue wiping sleep fromher eyes asked

"Ch you can hear about it on the news tonight, or whenever."

"How coul d you, what have you done?"

"I left himwhere | found him" Raele said conmng to Bruce's assistance.

"Yeah we didn't want to wake you up," Bruce added | anely.

"You rotten sod, you could at |east have |let ne say goodbye."

"To that dickhead, why for?" Bruce couldn't believe his ears,in recent
times Sue's opinion of Mtch was even | ower than his own.

"You have no idea sonetimes Bruce, we might never see him again."

"I hope that's true,"” Bruce nmuttered just |oud enough for Sue to hear

Sue ignored himand turned to Raele: "Wat about us?"

"\Whenever you like."

twenty five

VWhenever you like turned out to be pretty well imediately. Bruce shook
Rael e' s hand and wi shed himwel|.
"Don't forget the dogs will you Raele, I'll need them when | get home and

| ook after yourself eh?" Bruce stuck out his hand and Rael e shook it warnly
for much | onger than was necessary as was Skidian custom "And drop by
sonetine," Bruce added assum ng Rael e woul d know where to find them

"Yes do that," Sue echoed the sentinment and stood on her tiptoes to kiss
hi m on the cheek

Rael e turned bright crimson which canme as a conplete surprise to Bruce.
He' d never seen a Skidian blush, |et alone show much real enotion. Perhaps
Rael e wasn't such a bad bl oke, the best of the bad |ot.



In an instant Bruce found hinself opening the front door for Sue as they
entered Trev's restaurant. G ven that he'd just said goodbye to Raele it cane
as something of a surprise to see himsitting confortably at the bar beside
Trev.

"You!" Bruce echoed Sue's surprised voice and from another tinme. Bruce
just about asked where Mtch was but caught hinmself just in time. Tinme? How
the hell did Raele cone to be sitting there by hinself? Raele was a tine
traveller, he could do anything Bruce guessed, or had the past few weeks been
sone sort of dream and Rael e from anot her tine.

But how coul d that be? Bruce renmenbered everything now, the tinme before
and after, which didn't explain Raele's presence at all. \Were was Mtch, in
t he shithouse?

"Small world eh," Trev said, "Raele said he knew the both of you from
sonewhere. "

"Smal |l world? | suppose so." Not sounding overly enthusiastic seenmed to
wipe the grin slowy off Raele's face. "N ce to see you again Raele." Bruce
said extending his hand feeling a bit silly shaking the Skidians hand after
just a few nonents. "Long time no see.”

"Yes Bruce, hello Sue."

Sue nodded and found interestingly enough that she was pushing little
Bruce in the pushchair his grandnother had bought him

Bruce wal ked around the bar and grabbed hinself a beer and a softdrink
for Sue and Iit up a snoke trying to renenber what he was doing there and if
it really mattered. WAs his inmredi ate past the same as the one that he thought
it was? O what? Bruce certainly didn't, soon he would be married, perish the
t hought and then he woul d be goi ng back hone.

"What are you doi ng here? Sue asked rather acidly, believing Skid was al
behi nd t hem now

"Well you did say, say drop in anytine," Raele replied unconscious of the
fact that neither Bruce nor Sue had expected to be taken so literally, or so
qui ckly at their word.

Trev was a little taken aback, Raele was quite an odd, very formal bl oke,
not the sort of person he'd have picked to be sone kind of friend of Sue's or
Bruce's. But then there was sonething a little odd about themto, as if they
had a secret that they couldn't or wouldn't share. Not to nention that they
made as an unlikely couple you could inagine.

"Are you working at the nonent?" Trev asked.

"Eh, what do you mean?" And then Bruce renmenbered that he was supposed to
be paying for his keep by working behind the bar. "Oh yeah, sorry mate. Bit
on nmy mind at the nonent." Bruce decided he'd better serve the custoners at
the bar and then do a quick sortie of the tables, whipping away enpty gl asses
and enptyi ng out the ashtrays.

"Sit down with us," Trev suggested to Sue. He still harboured anbitions
of getting into her pants despite Bruce's apparent headstart. For an instant
he pictured her sprawl ed on one of the tables in a seductive pose, one of his
favourite fantasies and the reason his last waitress had left.

"Thankyou Trev," she said seenmng to renenber that Trev was interested in
her, but also renmenbering that the last tine she had been here they had been
com ng to get Bruce's bel ongi ngs because he was going to nove in with her

"WIl you be conming to the wedding if we get married here?" Sue asked
di sconcertingly.

Trev al nost choked on his drink. "I guess so, if |I'masked that is," he
replied, trying hard to keep the di sappoi ntnent out of his voice.

The sound fromthe television in the corner screening a baseball ganme or
somet hi ng suddenly i ncreased.

"We break into this sportscast to bring you a news flash," a voice said
and al nost every head in the place swng towards the screen. It had to
i mportant stuff indeed if the television station broke away from a basebal
gane.

News flash graphics filled the screen foll owed by snapshots of recent and



past big news stories.

The graphics faded with the end of the special news flash jingle that
sounded vaguely like a promo for the War O The Wirlds and the face of a well
known news presenter filled the screen

The news presenter stared gravely at his audi ence and pronpter then
nervously shuffled the papers on his desk wi thout |ooking down to see what he
was doi ng.

"Good afternoon | adies and gentl emen. Astoni shing news from Washi ngt on
this afternoon, in the last few mnutes the Wite House has announced that it
has been in contact with representatives of a civilisation fromthe
furthernmost reached of the universe." The news presenter w ped his brow and
paused for several monents as if he wasn't sure hinself of the news that he
was reporting. This wasn't a tabloid news show afterall, he was the nations
prem er current events reporter, or so he had been told often enough for it
alnost to be a reality.

"W have just received video tape of what appears to be a UFO | andi ng at
an undi scl osed Airforce base and what appears to be the first neeting by
representatives of the United States MIlitary Forces and beings froman alien
cul ture.”

The sight of Raele's space ship coming into view above a runway repl aced
the newscaster and with it the excited voice of whoever was hol ding the video
caner a

"I't nust be doing three thousand miles and hour at |east!"

"Fi ve thousand seven hundred kil ometres an hour," sonebody el se
suggested. "If he doesn't slow down soon he'll plough right through the
hangers at the end of the runway."

"The base has been on high alert since the UFO s sighting and it's
failure to respond to any conmuni cation and the defense systenms are targeting
the UFQ'

"I must say Roger, | don't know why, we don't know whether this craft is
hostile or nerely on an exploratory m ssion."

"Enough of that you two, you aren't reporters, just get the pictures!" A
third voice yelled

The picture wavered for a nmonent and there was a thunp as if sonebody had
been hit over the head, but it was quickly sighted back on the UFO t he focus
of streams of bright red dots as every avail abl e weapon on the base opened up
on it.

"The UFO | anded shortly after this videotape was taken apparently
unaffected by the barrage of fire directed at it," the presenters voice broke
in over the tape, "and first contact was made with the alien representatives."”

The shot cut to weckage of a large building with a group of men mlling
about a | arge saucer shaped object that was Rael e's space ship.

"Shortly after landing a representative of the.......

"What's going on here Bruce?"

"Shhh," sonebody called across the room "Can't you see this is
i mportant." Apart fromthe conmrentators voice and the odd slurp there was
conplete silence in the restaurant. Even the traffic noise seemed to have died
away outside, fromtime to time a breathless figure entered | ooking for a
tel evision to watch.

"Bruce?" Sue insisted and everyone swung around and gl ared at her. "What
have you done?"

Bruce merely shrugged his shoul ders and did his best to disassociate
hi nsel f from Sue and t he newsfl ash by maki ng hi msel f as inconspi cuous as
possi bl e behi nd the bar.

"It looks like the president hinself!" Someone exclained as Mtch exited
the UFO and one of the reception committee ran forward to catch himand | ead
hi m anay.

Then Punch ran out the door."Get back in here you beep idiot beep Punch
Pheep, pheep! 1'll have you, you beep beep!" Bruce cringed at the sound of his
own voice and listened with some interest as the newscaster tied to explain



that one.
Wher e have those bl oody dogs got to now? Cyril Hardwood swore at the enpty
kennel s wonderi ng how his son's strange dogs had slipped out of them

He turned away and scanned that part of the farmhe could see and hearing
a scratching sound turned back to the kennels.

The dogs were there!

"Yes you ol d dickhead," the old headi ng dog seened to say, "where did you
think we'd been? Quter space?"

Cyril Harwood shook his head and wondered whet her he had gone senile
overni ght. He hoped that Bruce would get in touch with themand tell them he
was coni ng hone soon, he was getting too old for this sort of shit.

"Cyril! Cyril! Come quickly," his wife called shrilly fromthe house, "Ch
Cyril," she screamed hysterically.....

"Don't be silly dear," Cyril said a few nonents later, "the dogs are
outside all three of the strange bastards and we've just had a card from
Bruce, he's nmiles fromthere."

"It appears that the alien who has been neeting with government officials
bears an uncanny |ikeness to our own President Mtchell

It al so appears that the UFO al so carries |ikenesses of at |east one
species of animal life found of earth and ot her passnegers who have a good
grasp of various english | anguage obscenities." Bruce didn't know how the
newscaster kept a straight face over that one, the whole situation seened
somewhat surreal, like sone poorly witten scene in a third rate sci fi novie.

"W now cross to Doctor Anmps Nelson at the Centre for Extraterrestrial
Research in Col orado, Doctor Nel son, what do you nake of this, er," the
newscaster made an uncustomary hesitation, "er event?"

"I think this visitation justifies the billions spent on trying to
contact intelligent forns of |life throughout the universe, it appears that we
were right all along," the rather large man with a thick grey bushy beard who
apeared on the screen replied smugly.

"Ah what do you nmake of the ..."

"Envoy?"

"Yes the apparent simlarity of the envoy to our own president, the use
of the English | anguage and the presence of what appeared to be a dog?"

"I think it is entirely possible that the envoy has assumed the form of
President Mtchell in order to set us at ease, | don't know why they chose to
| and here or whether in fact this is the only place they have | anded on the
pl anet. For exanple an envoy to say China or India, if there is one would
probably assune the inage of their President or Prine Mnister."

"You don't believe this is an el aborate hoax of some kind? Isn't the UFO
too neatly what we inmagine a UFOto look like? Isn't the appearance of a
President Mtchell |ookalike just too coincidental? This is election year
afteral | ?"

"Anyt hing's possible,"” Doctor Nel son conceded,"” there have been plenty of
hoaxes in the past."

"Then this is just another one," the newscaster interjected.

"Not having seen the envoy in the flesh, not having had a chance to
i nspect the UFOitself | would say that anything is possible and err on the
side of caution." Doctor Nelson conceded. "However what | find particularly
fascinating, is that this informati on has been rel eased by our government
which is an unheard of revelation. The fact that sonething buzzed the space
shuttle a few hours ago may have forced their hand. Al so we have seen evidence
that this craft travels at incredible speeds and has an ability to conpletely
elude all of our airborne early warning systens."

"You say you have information that the space shuttle intercepted this
craft or one like it."

"Hardly intercepted,” Doctor Nel son | aughed, "encountered and retreated
m ght be a nore apt explanation."

"I think we have been supplied with footage of this encounter,"” the



newsman coment ed tappi ng his earphone.

"Yes, simlar craft at |east, somebody on the flight deck, |ook there,
he's wavi ng."

Bruce | ooked nervously over at Rael e who was enjoying the show and hoped
t hat nobody recogni sed him

"What do you make of this information Doctor Nel son?"

"Well it's really conjecture at the monment until enough of us have got a
| ook at the alien envoy and his ship, if it ever returns,” Doctor Nel son
replied, not wanting to commt hinmself and become a | aughi ng stock anong his
pr of essi onal col | eagues.

"Thank you Doctor Nel son."

“"I"'monly too happy to be of assistance.”

"We know cross to the Wiite House live with Rudd Wass our senior
political analyst."

"Good evening Rudd | guess this must just about be the biggest story
since, well ever?"

"Yes Doug, and it's not just the story itself, but the way it is being
handl ed over here. Wile we haven't had any hard information to speak of,
whi ch i s perhaps understandabl e, we have been kept up to date since this story
broke. Which to briefly recap is that an alien has Ianded and is talking with
government officials."

"Ah Rudd, | hear that President Mtchell has called for an i medi ate
nmeeting of the UN General Assenmbly, why would this be?"

"I think that even though the alien envoy, no lets call himthe
representative of another world, even though he | anded here and was nore or
| ess taken into custody, protective or otherw se, by our government, his
arrival is a global issue and that President Mtchell and America can't be
seen to nmonopolise him | guess they nmust also be aware that at the sanme tine
they by default are bound to protect himas well."

"What do you nmean by that Rudd?" This was sonething the newsroomteam
hadn't considered and Doug was a little perplexed, as were nost of his
audi ence.

"Wel |l Doug," Rudd began, stopping to choose his words carefully. "To sone
people this isn't sinply about a visit to earth by the representative of
another world, there are already insinuations by some religious groups that
this representative heralds the arrival of armageddon, that he is indeed the
devil and should be got rid of quickly. Exactly how this arrival should be
handl ed and what might result are very tricky problems...."

It was dawning guiltily on Bruce that he and Rael e m ght have done a very
silly thing. Maybe they should go and get hi m back, but then what woul d they
do with them He |ooked across at Sue who fixed himw th an angry accusatory
gl are.

....... there are many many social, religious and other issues that m ght
be potentially affected if the visit is handled wi thout sensitivity."

Rudd Wass evidently didn't understand the wider inplications of a dazed
Mtch's return to earth which didn't make Bruce feel any better. He could fee
Sue's eyes boring into the back of his head and deci ded that he'd better dea
with her before she said or did something that might inplicate themin the
breaki ng events. Trev was al so giving himand Rael e nervous si del ong gl ances.

"Thanks Rudd, we'll conme back to you later. Doug shifted his gaze to
anot her canera. "W will now break for a few nmonents and will be back to recap
on this fast breaking story and bring you nore details as they cone to hand."
Doug faded away and was replaced by a score update on the baseball gane the
newsfl ash had interrupted which faded quickly away to an add for di shwashing
[iquid.

The tension of the |ast few minutes broken, everyone seened to take the
opportunity to stormthe bar in case this next drink was their |ast. Not that
anybody seened capabl e of coherent speech, it was like |istening to sonmebody
speaki ng tongues. Bruce coul dn't decide whether they were apprehensive,
intrigued or sinply stunned.



As the add break broke back to the newsflash graphics Sue canme up and
dragged himout into the enpty kitchen

"What the hell have you done Bruce?"

"It was Raele's fault," Bruce insisted trying to shift the blame. "He
said he'd be going back the sane time he |left, he must have m scal cul ated or
somet hi ng, " he added hel pl essly.

"I know you better than that, you thought it would be anusing to change
the course of history didn't you? So now what are you going to do?"

"I don't know," Bruce admitted ruefully, w shing he could just sneak away
and hi de.

"Maybe we coul d just sneak over and get hi m back, send himand Rael e awnay
again," Bruce suggested grasping for straws.

"Don't you think you' ve done enough damage?"

"Probably, " Bruce said with a grin, but it can't be all bad can it?
Those bl okes on tele and in the Wiite House think Mtch is the greatest thing
since sliced bread."

"But he's going to address the United Nations,'
itself was inportant.

Sue said as if that in

"So, he'll get up there, make a pretty little speech about working
t oget her and noving forward together which nobody will believe or understand
and everyone will be happy ever after.”

"I hope you're right Bruce, | hope you're right."

twenty six

In the event, Mtch's address to the United Nati ons was del ayed, then
post poned and then finally set for the date that Bruce and Sue had decided to
get married on.

The powers that be obviously didn't know how to deal with Mtch. He had
no speci al powers, couldn't turn water into wine and didn't seemto have the
support of a large fleet of space ships floating around just out of reach. He
was on his own and various groups were conparing Mtch with the unfortunate
Rudol f Hess, although there was strong evidence to support the theory that he
had been left on earth rather than cone of his own volition

The alien Mtch was a source of interest and wonder for he was an exact
replica of the real President Mtchell. Wile he had his genes and manneri sns,
he al so showed that he didn't quite have his brain. For the alien Mtch could
barely repeat a word coherently |l et alone a sentence that, though he did
preach a nmessage at every opportunity which could not be ignored. He was |ike
a preprogramed clone of the President struggling to fufil it's destiny. He
al so believed that he was the President of the United States of Anerica and
great care was taken to keep himsafely under waps in case he got out and
created confusion and disorder in the Presidents nane.

Hi s very presence |lent credence to the fact that humans weren't al one as
sentient beings in the universe and the manner of his appearance |ed those in
power to suddenly realise that all powerful as they mght think they were,
there were nore powerful forces in at work in the universe. This was the nopst
frightening aspect of Mtch's presence, the alien in question was a quite
i noffensive sort hinmself, it was what he represented that was the probl em

How woul d his masters react if he wasn't treated well, properly? Wat
woul d they say if he wasn't given the chance to speak at the only global forum
t hat nost governments recogni sed?

Despite their better judgenent the date was set when Mtch woul d address
the world and comunicate the full extent of his purpose for being on the
planet in the first place, as if his | eaked statements hadn't said enough
already to send the world into a spin.

But there were other inportant events taking precedence, not the | east
the Iong awaited nmarri age of Bruce and Sue and an international cricket match



or two.
"I"'mgetting married mum" Bruce broke the news over the phone.
"Are you home dear? This line is so clear that you could be down at the

pub. "

"No mum |I'mstill in Anerica, | just rang to tell you |I'mgetting
married and to ask you both to conme to the wedding."

"That's nice dear, but I don't think we can..... " The inpact of what

Bruce was saying finally filtered through.

"You're what?!"

Bruce sighed and wi shed he was talking to his father, his nother was so
thick at tines.

"I"'mgetting married num"

"I hope she's a nice girl Bruce, | don't really fancy you nmarrying a
foreigner, those sort of nmarriages never work."

"She's a nice woman num " Bruce said trying to put her mnd at rest
wonderi ng what her reaction would be when she found that Sue's parents were as
bl ack as the ace of spades and as if that wasn't enough so different otherw se
that they might as well be froma different world.

"Cyril!" Bruce heard his mother call as a door slanmed somewhere, "Bruce
is getting married."

Bruce heard his father's heavy footsteps pad cl oser and then he was on
t he other end of the phone.

"What's this son?" Cyril asked.

"I"'mgetting marri ed dad, we want to know how soon you two can get here
SO we can set the date."

"l dunno about that son, there's a lot of work to do about the farm |
can't just up and | eave."

"Yes you can dad, it's the mddl e of bloody winter,"” Bruce said becom ng
alittle exasperated. He'd never hear the end of it if he didn't make sure
they were at the wedding and here was the ol d bugger saying they didn't want
to cone.

"Rangi won't mind |ooking after the farmfor a couple weeks and anyt hi ng
el se can wait till | get back."

And so after much wheedling and little tal ks between Sue and Bruce's
nmot her and Cyril and Sue's mother and father a date was finally set.

Bruce stood nervously close by the arrivals gate, silently contenplating
the I arge screen tel evision that was show ng footage of Mtch and hinsel f
tal king to each other, walking in the grounds of some |arge house screened by
worried | ooking security agents. Talking in an informal setting in some room
standing at a lectern together. That nust be the address to congress, Bruce
thought. A prelimnary to his speech at the General Assenbly of the United
Nat i ons.

There were plenty of pictures but not nuch in a spoken sense from Mtch
Li ke the ol d adage, he was to be seen and not heard. Bruce didn't bl ane
whoever was stage managi ng the whole affair one bit, though he wondered how
they were going to manage the upcom ng speech to the United Nations. Perhaps
they could get the real president to give the speech and Mtch could just sit
t here keeping quiet and | ooking intelligent.

"Flight TE 3402 is now di senbarking at gate one.

"Bruce | ooked up to make sure he was standing by the right gate and
rel axed, they would be ages getting through custonms and grabbing their
baggage.

Fi dgeti ng nervously Bruce wi shed he could have a snoke, but even he could
see the no snoking signs plastered around everywhere.

"Bruce! Over here." Bruce swuing around and saw hi s not her approachi ng hi m
with her arnms stretched wide. Hs father followed at a discreet distance
manful |y pushing a | aden | uggage trolley.

Bruce deftly avoided his nother's enbrace, though he did allow her to
peck his cheek and sol etmly shook his father's hand.

"Hi," he said, noticing the way hi s nother | ooking around suspici ously.



"Where is she,"” she demanded.

"Who?"

"Your fiance of course, | thought she might be her, I'mdying to neet her
of course," she added.

| bet you are Bruce thought. "Sue and her olds are waiting at her place,
they kinda thought I'd like to nmeet you alone.” Bruce still hadn't let on that
Sue was bl ack, well dark and they had a kid between them He had thought that
the airport or the trip back to the house might give himthe opportunity but
hi s nmother dom nated the conversation bringing himup to date on all the Ioca
gossi p and anything el se she could think of. She was obvi ously nervous because
she couldn't keep her mouth shut.

Bruce made the obligatory enquiry about the farm

"It's ok," was his father's sinple reply. If he was nervous he wasn't
showi ng it. But he nust be because he'd never travelled away nmore than fifty
mles fromthe farmin his life, except for the odd rugby trip away with his
mat es when he was a young nman. \What an education this rmust be for himBruce
t hought .

"Well here we are,"” he said pulling into Sue's driveway, noting another
car beside her parent's. Who's this he wondered? He caught a glinpse of Ms
Pratt, the nosy old bat from next door peeking out her w ndow.

"This is Sue's place," Bruce announced. "You can nmeet everyone and then
"Il take you down the road to where you're going to stay."

"COk son." Bruce thought his father sounded knackered, his nother probably
was, though she wasn't saying. She wasn't saying anything. Bruce | ooked across
at her and saw how her face had gone conpletely white and her that her jaw had
dropped open as if she had seen a ghost.

"Ch Bruce, how could you?" She asked in a sad defeated voi ce.

"Whaddaya nean?" Bruce demanded and then foll owed her gaze. Sue was
approachi ng the car and her parents were standi ng apprehensively on the
door st ep.

"Ch that, well | nmeant to tell you,'
the right time."

"What's wrong Mavis?" The long suffering Cyril asked.

"She's bl ack," Mvis whispered just |oud enough for Sue to hear

Sue hesitated and then cane on.

"Did you have to say that?" Cyril hissed, exasperated that his w fe of
many years could continue to surprise and enbarrass himw th her
insensitivity.

"Hell o Ms Harwood," Sue said nervously through the wi ndow as Bruce got
out of the car.

"Hello," Mavis replied sullenly, still shocked at the col our of the woman
her son had decided to marry, ignoring Sue's offer of assistance to get out of
the car.

Cyril Harwood clinmbed out of the car stiffly, nowtotally disgusted with
his wife. Their son was finally getting married and she was al ready show ng
her disapproval at his choice and she'd hardly met the girl

"M  Harwood?"

"Call me Cyril, nost people do," he replied ignoring the hand Sue
ext ended to be shaken and giving her an awkward hug instead. Cyril Harwood
wasn't a man given to displays of enption as his only son would attest to, but
he knew he had to do sonething to nake up for his wife's outright rudeness.

"Come on mum" Bruce said wearily, just as he'd feared, his nother
woul dn't take to Sue or her parents "lets go and net Sue's olds."

"You two go along, I'Il wait here." And hurry up she didn't snap, Mvis
felt tired, she wanted to use the toilet and felt conpletely |l et down by her
son. She'd show her disapproval by waiting in the car and ignoring Sue and
everyone el se. She knew she was being slightly irrational, no matter how much
she di sapproved the wedding would still go on and that wonan woul d end up
sharing her horne.

The two nen | ooked at each other, shrugged their shoul ders and rolled

he said, "but | just couldn't find



their eyes at Sue as if to say: "well we're not going to let her worry us are
we?"

Sue thought she was | ooking at two i mages of the same person when Bruce
and his father |ooked at her, she couldn't get over how alike they | ooked.

Cyril Harwood was a tall strong silent |ooking nman, who radi ated strength
and conpetence, the same qualities she saw in Bruce, though the father seened
nore even tenpered and tolerant than the son. She was put out, if not offended
by Bruce's mothers' attitude, even though Bruce had told her what to expect.
And there was still the biggy to cone. Little Bruce was inside crawing around
his playpen like a caged animal, already exhibiting the sane sort of raw
energy that Bruce did when he got notivated.

Li ke his son before him Cyril Harwood coul dn't get over how bl ack Sue's
parent's were. Sue herself wasn't what he would call black, but her parent's
were so bl ack that they | ooked al nbost purple. He had to struggle to prevent
hi nsel f reaching out and touching their skin just to see what it felt |ike.

"G ddae," he said shaking Sue's father's hand and then her nothers. Then
he repeated hinmself inside where the rest of the fanmily waited.

"Have a good trip?" John O arke asked.

"Yeah, thanks John, a bit longer than | thought. | guess you'll get to
know it when you cone and visit us."

"Eh?" John O arke asked a taken aback

"Well | guess Bruce and Sue are com ng back to NZ aren't they?"

"I don't really know," it was clearly something the O arke's hadn't
consi der ed.

"Cup of tea?" Sue asked hastily.

"Thanks," Cyril replied suspiciously, wondering whether Sue could nake a
decent cup of tea, didn't anmericans drink coffee nmostly? Cyril caught sight of
little Bruce prowing around his playpen, eying him Cyril felt his heart
thunp as he realised how nuch |like Bruce the toddler was at the same age.

Holy shit! He thought. Mavis is really going to throw a wobbly over this
one!

"There's sonmething else | didn't tell you dad," Bruce said catching the
direction of his fathers gaze.

"Well |'mpleased you didn't tell your nother, but | guess she'll get
used to the idea, eventually," he said grinning as he lifted the toddl er out
of the pen and dangl ed himon his knee.

Cyril's obvious pride in his grandson eased the tension of the neeting
and Mavis was forgotten as she squirned unconfortably in the car seat waiting
for the menfolk to return and take her away fromthe scene that she found so
hum |iating and distasteful.

Doubl y distasteful as eventually unable to contain herself she had to
swal | ow her pride and join the happy party inside to use the toilet.

Mavi s' s hesitant knock on the door went unanswered so she pushed on the
door and tried to work out where the toilet mght be so she could sneak in
wi t hout anybody noti ci ng.

"You can't keep on calling himlittle Bruce," she heard her husband say
as she peered around. Little Bruce she thought?"

"We're not going to call himCyril if that's what you mean," Bruce
| aughed.

"What about Bruce junior?"

"\What about Bruce junior?" Mavis recognised the taunting retort of her
son.

"Bruce!" She heard another voice warn him

"I guess we'll have to sort sonething out before the wedding, cos Sue's
wanting to get the little critter baptised at the same tine."

" Aggggggggh, " Mavis screamed just working out what the others were
tal ki ng about, "agggggh," she screaned again and felt her |egs giving away and
a bl ack shutter seemed to drop over her eyes.

Mavi s found herself having a nice little dream about sw nming, which
qui ckly took a nore sinister turn when she caught sight of a large shark



tracki ng her across the sand as she sonehow swum up the beach. ' Agghh,' she
heard herself screamas she fell into a puddle as the shark caught her by the
fooot in it's massive jaws.

"Are you ok?" She heard a voice say fromclose by. Mavis flicked open her
eyes and found several faces frowning, worried | ooking faces | ooking down at
her .

"I must have fainted," Mavis whispered, at the same tinme realising much
to her enbarrassnment that she wouldn't need to find the toilet.

"Shall | call the doctor?" A voice asked fromout of sight.

"No, I'll be ok in a mnute," Mavis insisted hoping that if she stayed
put the enbarrassing puddle would dry up quickly. But no, to her
nortification, sonmebody was already busy with a cloth down by her bum

The day was off to an auspicious start.

twenty seven

Despite herself Mavis found she couldn't keep the tears out of her eyes
as she watched her son and his chosen one exchange their weddi ng vows. She had
al ways hoped that Bruce woul d one day settle down and find hinself a nice girl
to marry. They would have a great big wedding, all her friends and famly
hers and Cyril's would turn out and the day would as nuch be their's as the
young coupl es.

The celebration in a building that didn't even | ook Iike a church anmong
peopl e she didn't even know wasn't what she inagined, just as Sue wasn't the
bride she'd al ways i magi ned. Mavis expected she'd get used to it in time. She
didn't even know Bruce's best man, although Bruce had sai d sonethi ng about him
bei ng the brother of somebody he knew. Besi des maki ng Trev best nan neant t hat
he was forced to give thema cut price deal on the reception which would be
held in his poky little restaurant.

As for the other tall pale nman Mavis didn't know what to think. He didn't
seemto come from anywhere or do anything and was in npst respects quite the
oddest person Mavis had ever met. Bruce had ever been too choosy about his
friends.

"You may now kiss the bride," she heard the black m nister say, marking
the end of the service that had been nore like a rock concert with all the
singing and clapping and loud yells fromthe pulpit than the sort of service
she was used to. Cyril, never a noted church goer had even started singing
al ong at one stage and she'd had to kick himto stop himmaking a fool of
hi nmsel f.

At | east there wouldn't be nmuch booze flowing at the reception, Sue's
parents were strict teetotallers, as were nost of the guests. That would
decrease the chance of both the men making conplete fools of thenselves,

t hough Bruce |l ooked a little the worse for wear this norning.

Mavi s foll owed the happy coupl e outside, carefully avoiding everyone,
especially the mnister and snapped a qui ck photo, before wandering off to the
rental car to wait for Cyril.

The crowd quickly broke up and drifted away once Bruce and Sue
di sappeared with Raele in the bridal |inobusine. Trev should have been in the
l[inp as well but whether by luck or design he was |eft behind.

He must be off to organise the reception Mavis thought until he came over
to where she was waiting and asked for a ride.

"They just went off and left me," he nmuttered unhappily, wondering why
Bruce slanmmed the door in his face.

"What is this place?" Raele asked for the unpteenth tinme. He couldn't
under stand how the United Nations worked |ike a government but was virtually
powerl ess at the same tine. It seened a singularly stupid idea to Raele to
have two governnents, one for individual states or nations and one gl obal but
usel ess one. Wy not just have one. Skid just had one and whether or not the
right decisions were nade it had nostly worked effectively.



If the United Nations was so inpotent why had Mtch chosen to speak at
it's general assenbly? The hunmans were so confusing a tines and he was gl ad
that he had his patrol craft so he could get away whenever he ever needed to.

Mtch was a dimnutive figure in the vast hall but his words seened to
carry easily to where they sat in the |inpusine which was anot her wonder to
Rael e, how did they do that? On Skid a speaker had to al nost screamto make
hi nsel f heard over the hubbub of noise that usually acconpani ed parliamentary
sittings. Mtch was speaking normally.

"He sounds al nost normal," said Bruce as he listened to Mtch's opening
remarks, which were little nmore than the usual platitudes about what an honour
it was to speak to the Assenbly and to thank them for giving himan
opportunity to speak

"Shhhh, " Sue hissed, taking the precaution of sliding the wi ndow cl osed
bet ween thensel ves and the chauffeur. "And don't drink so nuch either, she
sai d admoni shing Bruce who was nmaking inroads into the conpl enmentary
chanpagne. "You know my parents don't hold with drinking, do you want to
enbarrass themin front of their mnister?"

"Cheer's," Bruce replied jovially rasing his glass, but he had his eyes
and ears glued to the screen

"As you know I am an emissary fromthe Planet Skid, sent to make contact
with the | eaders of this planet in order to facilitate closer relations
bet ween our two civilisations,” Mtch read fromthe tel epronpter, squarely
staring his audience of billions in the face and sendi ng shivers of wonder and
fear up the spines of those billions as they heard proof that they were no
| onger alone in the universe. Wat did that nean?

"W have been watching this planet for aeons, since your ancestors
clinmbed out of the prinordial soup and devel oped into the primates that roaned
the forests and plains. W watched as your ancestors began to spread across
the world and slowy learnt the process of building a society, devel oping
agriculture and warring anong yourselves." Mtch paused for a noment, frowning
i n di sapproval while people squirmed uneasily in their seats. It wasn't a nice
feeling to realise your every nove had been foll owed and your foibles reveal ed
for what they were.

"We did not consider intervening in your wars or other tragedies for we
had our own to deal with, we didn't intervene to show you a better way, that
the dom neering, exploitative systems of governnent and busi ness that you
devel oped had no place in a sophisticated civilisation because from our own
experi ence we knew that woul d devel op over tine. O we thought they would,"

M tch added sonmewhat omni nously, chastising the immture teen for not acting
nore |ike an adult.

"I'f ny owmn treatnment on this planet is indicative of the way this world
operates then | think you have a lot to | earn about governnent and the
responsibilities of governnent,”" Mtch raised his voice as if he was
chastising a child and wagged his finger at the increasingly unconfortable
audience as if they realised that their collective sins nmght be visited on
t hem

But at the sane tinme nmany of themweren't happy with what they were
hearing, what right did this alien have to criticise themand their way of
life? He was getting close to openly criticising, making bl asphenous remarks
about the major world religions, he didn't refrain fromhis criticisns of sone
of the worlds nost revered and cherished institutions.

"He's waffling," Bruce said. He could tell fromthe shots that panned the
vast chanber that people were becom ng unhappy, restlessly noving in their
seats and murruring angrily to coll eagues, advisors and enemes alike. "He's
dangerous and still nuts,"” Bruce added as Mtch's voice rose to a high pitched
crescendo and dropped agai n.

"I see abject poverty on the streets of the planet's richest nations, |
see large and powerful congl omerates exploiting the weak and powerless, | see
greedy politicians, | see religious zealots fighting and killing for the sake
of killing, | see people wilfully poisoning their environments, | see......



"He's dangerous, somebody will kill himfor sure.”

"And it's all your fault, now shutup,” Sue insisted |eaning closer to the
little screen set into the conpartnent in front of them

Bruce guiltily swallowed, it wasn't quite true, he also coul dn't
under stand why he wasn't recogni sed for the lunatic he was. Though Bruce had
to admt that Mtch sounded |ucid enough

"I amhere to tell you that | have been enmpowered by the governnent of
Skid to act as their representative on this planet and to act as | see fit."

"Christ, Sue breathed," he's |oony."

"You're telling me, what do you think Rael e?"

But Raele didn't answer, he wasn't even listening to what Mtch had to
say, though he stared intently at the small screen

"I have been enpowered by ny government, with the assistance of a fleet
of patrol craft to act as | see fit in order to facilitate the econom ¢ and

soci al devel opnent of this planet. To this end | will shortly be announci ng
pl ans for the equitable sharing of wealth and resources..."
"Rael e?"

the introduction of Skidian technology and the arrival of advisors
to i npl ement these changes."

Rael e couldn't believe his eyes, there not ten netres away fromthe
podi um where Mtch stood maki ng his pronouncenents stood one of his brothers
who had been exiled from Skid nany years ago.

As the assenbly erupted into uproar, with nmenbers standi ng and shaki ng
their fists, beginning to fight anong thenselves or sinply sit around benused
by the pronouncenents of the alien, whatever security arrangenments were in
position quickly becane overwhel ned trying to break up fights and hustle Mtch
away fromthe situation that had rapidly becone untenable.

"My brother,"” Raele nuttered unintelligibly, his eyes rivetted to the
screen trying to catch a glinpse of his brother as the canera panned w ldly
around trying to capture the scene as it fell into chaos.

"Your brother?" Bruce asked stunned to discover that Raele had a brother
on earth.

"There," Raele pointed to the screen

"But that's not you brother, that's Arnold Runbol d,"” said Sue nam ng an
i mensel y popul ar basketball player who had sonmehow i nsi nuated hinself into
t he assenbly and then recogni sed an uncanny resenbl ance to Rael e.

"My brother," Raele repeated watching a flash of light |leap fromhis
brother's arm

"Ch ny god," Sue sobbed, hiding her face in Bruce's shoul der, "what have
we done?" She asked as civil defense warning notice suddenly appeared on the
screen telling people to remain calmand in their hones.

to be continued......



