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First
Contact

Paswalda was peeved. Worse, he didn’t know
where he was. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. He knew he had come
from Oberterk but it would be inadvisable for his life expectancy
to return that way. His computer was trying to find out where else
he could go after his headlong flight from the Nashi. He was
decidedly miffed. There was no need to chase him clear out of the
galaxy. That was downright petty and a waste of fuel and months of
time. Just because he’d stolen a few slaves that they had stolen in
the first place. He took inventory. His holds were almost full but
his ship was able to take more yet. His destination was Torroxell
and he was now going to be very late. He didn’t want to think of
the penalties. He had no passengers, no paying ones at any rate.
But he had only the minimum crew of twenty-one. Any more reduction
in staff would mean working one shift on and one off. No down
time.

Hmm. He scrolled through the charts which
were very incomplete in this region. They were well away from all
standard shipping routes due to that little misunderstanding with
the Nashi. He thought, he calculated, he looked, he had an idea.
There was no discussion. What he decided was law. His crew quietly
and efficiently ran the ship while he did what he generally did
well; work out how to increase his already substantial wealth.

Most People with his degree of wealth lived
in luxury on planets. But there he was just one of a kind. Paswalda
liked to run things. He liked to be the king of his castle. He
thought he would be cheated if he didn’t supervise. He was
right.

He did some more calculations. According to
his information, which he had paid a great deal of money for, there
was an ancient contact here, on the third planet. He called the
Navigator over. The course was changed. He left the bridge with
instructions to call him as the ship neared the system’s sun. He
was amused at the thought of the Nashi waiting, almost certainly,
in ambush for him. How disappointing for them.

Some weeks later, the pilot informed him
they were near to the sun. He entered the bridge.

“Minor alert. Check weapons, check shields,
organize warriors.”

He watched in satisfaction as crew scurried
into position, lights flashed, alarms sounded.

All this had already been practised while he
was in his sleep cycle. Quietly, of course. The crew knew what
happened if things didn’t work efficiently. All was checked. The
alert was eventually cancelled. All quietened down. But the
atmosphere was charged. All knew this was risky. It was also
illegal, hopefully lucrative, definitely interesting. Life on a
ship was very boring. Having several races on board didn’t help.
Tempers get frayed, misunderstandings are common, fights occur,
minor injuries are insignificant, except for the possibility of
revenge, but major injuries could wipe out a crew member’s profit
margin. Or prove fatal if the crew member had no credit left for
treatment. That was better. Less crew with which to share the
profit. So far this voyage three crew had ‘left’.

Three shifts later they neared the
atmosphere of the third planet. Entering the bridge, Paswalda went
over to the weapons board looking enquiringly at Kisilodsak, the
Attacker.

“Many satellites, possibly communications,
three look like telescopes, four could be weapons platforms.”

“Oh?? They’ve been busy educating themselves
I see. Weapons aimed at space?”

“No, at the planet.”

“Really!? Interesting.” He glanced around.
Shields were up. The linguists were working hard. All the crew had
multiple jobs and training. “Where are the major technological
areas?”

“Several; one large one here, one here,
sporadic ones here and here, so much of this planet is ocean. No
climate control. It’s a water world; about ninety percent
uninhabitable. They have various forms of power including nuclear.
The scans are confusing. There seems to be only one race here, but
they are all over the planet, on land, ice, on water, in wildly
fluctuating temperature zones, this doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe the ice and water are prisons.
Interesting form of barrier. The information I have indicated two
races, similar. Maybe they killed one off.

“Have they detected us yet?”

“Doesn’t look like it.”

“Let me know when you think it safe to try a
landing.” He left and headed for the mess.

Several sleep cycles later, the scientists
and linguists thought they had reached some conclusions. Paswalda
listened while they discussed levels of technology and the
possibility of nuclear weapons but Paswalda disagreed,

“No People would be foolish enough to build
something that would destroy that much. Warfare with nuclear
weapons would destroy what you wanted to conquer. That’s stupid. If
they have brains enough to build nuclear power they have brains
enough to stick to sensible warfare if they have warfare. Besides,
they would poison the planet.”

As usual, he won the argument. It was
logical. No people were idiotic enough to use nuclear weapons on
their own planet or on any they wanted to take possession of. He
continued,

“Any indications that their level of
technology indicates a potential problem?”

“It doesn’t seem so.”

“Any signs they have detected us.”

“No.”

He looked over the screen and through the
data.

“Try a landing here at the biggest
technological area.” Paswalda looked over at the three linguists.
Edkajil said,

“There are a huge number of languages there.
This area has over 30.”

As they neared the land there were two main
problems.

“The ground temperature is freezing and they
have no climate control. Also they have launched what look like
military interceptors,” said Kisilodsak.

“Alright, try over here,” Paswalda said
indicating the second biggest area.

Edkajil spoke up, “That area has 72%
speaking one language, the same language that is the language of
the air traffic. That should be the universal language.” But some
time later, they had better temperatures but an even faster
launch.

“Could these be a problem?” Paswalda asked
indicating the aircraft climbing towards them.

“Impossible to know what they have.”

“Take an educated guess.”

Kisilodsak was apprehensive. It would be his
profit or his life if he got this one wrong. He thought quickly. “I
wouldn’t chance it. How about over here? The weather is good, low
population and the technological level is less. Also it’s isolated.
It would take time for its allies to get there. And the air traffic
has no military seeming aircraft.”

“They speak mainly the universal language,”
Edkajil added. “So does that land just above it and the bigger one
beside it. But at their aircraft speed, from this bigger area, they
are nearly three hours away at what seems to be their average
flight speed.”

“How are you going on that language?”

“We have a small vocabulary in the
Translator. I am unsure how accurate it is. Their transmissions are
very confusing. We are using what seem to be news programmes and
children’s programmes.

Paswalda decided to chance it. They would be
less vulnerable on the ground where their shields had less to cover
and they could get power from the ground. “Where is a good landing
space?”

“Here.”

“Anything around that we should be worried
about?”

“No, I don’t think so. That very large
aircraft looks like a freight carrier. It’s being loaded. Incoming
aircraft are all passenger type.”

They moved at full speed, braked heavily at
the last moment and were on the ground in minutes before the Aliens
had much time to react. Paswalda activated the ship’s land shield
and left instructions it was to be left on. The power drain would
be a pity but it was best to be safe. The few seconds it would take
to power it up might be too late. It was unlikely, but always a
possibility, that these Aliens had something unexpected. Paswalda
powered up his shield. It was the best one available. The door
opened and he shambled out and moved towards the main building. As
he moved on, he noticed that his robots were scurrying about,
collecting samples. He loved this part. The Aliens were, as their
communication showed, bipedal, multi coloured, clothed and… not
running away. Curious. They’ve seen People before. Naughty,
naughty. So he wasn’t the only one breaking the rules. They were
not trying to stop him either. That lesson they had obviously
learned.

He entered the doorway and looked around. He
moved over to an Alien that was acting as if it was in control, by
the door. He switched on the Translator.

“Hi. I Paswalda. I come see yous. I need
learn speaking. You teach.” The Alien didn’t run away. It turned
and said something. Some of the Aliens close by moved away,
especially the ones with children. Several Aliens were aiming
things at him. Oh, they would get a surprise. Nothing happened.
They didn’t shoot anything at him. Recording devices, scanners?
There were a lot of them! One of the children close to him aimed
something at him. He moved forward, pointed and held out his hand.
The nearest Adult Alien unstrapped it from the child’s wrist and
handed it over. The child made a loud noise but the adult quickly
moved away towing the child. He looked at the thing. There were
lights, colours and noise. He’d thought it was a weapon or data
bracelet but it was neither. He handed it to the Alien in charge
and the Translator said, “Where, what?”

The Alien politely took it off him and then
indicated talking, showing him its own device on its wrist and the
child’s one alternately. Ah, a communication device. It then
pointed it at him and then showed him his own image. Now why would
they combine a communication device and a visual recorder? Very
curious. Were they all scholars or students? This was going
well.

“Any worries?” He voice activated his own
communication device.

“All quiet. One aircraft landed just after
us but the Aliens are being led away from where you are. Others are
circling, most have gone away. The little craft are landing well
away from us. No obvious military aircraft close though some are
now in the air. No other signs of aggression. The air is
breathable, the temperature is passable, no serious toxins obvious.
You are safe to proceed.”

Paswalda altered his shield setting so he
breathed the local air. “They’ve seen People before. It’s obvious
in their reactions. I wonder who. Send the linguists out. Suit them
up.”

He had been noticing some smells and headed
towards a narrow moving set of small steps. This would be tricky.
The Aliens moved out of his way. He carefully timed it then moved
his front feet on then his back feet. He grabbed the rails with his
hands, careful to swing his tail up out of the way. Getting off was
easier if a little undignified. He was right. An eating room.
Excellent.

He moved the thing these Aliens sat on, out
of the way and balanced on his hind feet and substantial tail next
to the table. That flimsy thing wouldn’t have held him even if he
had fitted on it, which he couldn’t. Tiny creatures. The leader
here had followed him and was saying something to the Aliens by the
food. A few moments later, one came over with small samples of
several foods and another with samples of liquid. He put samples
into the analyser, rejected some and started to taste. He loved
this part. The linguists would now do their part and he would stay
here and have fun. Anything was better than ship food. These Aliens
weren’t daring to deny him. They were falling over themselves to
obey him. He wondered what People had made them so obedient.

The linguists appeared. He beckoned for the
Alien to go with them and left them to it.

Several happy hours passed while the supply
of food and drink kept coming. The variety was very good but he had
to leave a lot of it for a while as these creatures were so anxious
to appease him that a lot of the food was served while still hot.
After a while, they had got the point and served it all cold. There
was a large variety and he noticed a lot of it was being brought
in. From other manufacturing plants? It was primitive though. Some
of it was unprocessed! Yuk!

The linguists nearby were making progress,
that was obvious and he noticed that more and more the conversation
was starting to flow. He was displeased as he saw the Aliens had
offered the linguists some food; some of his favourite foods too.
Finally, he decided he had had enough and he headed back to his
ship. It was getting dark outside. He couldn’t eat any more. Time
to rest and digest it all.

As he returned to his ship, he noticed signs
the local scientists were desperate to get a look at him. They had
what looked like recording devices and lights but some crowd
controllers or competitors were trying to keep them at a distance.
Some of the recording devices were on poles to get over the crowds.
Ingenious! He entered the ship going to the bridge.

“Still no hostile behaviour,” said the
Attacker.

“Any military aircraft?”

“None that seem aggressive. Aircraft are now
landing here but mostly smaller ones. It appears some larger craft
that were on course to come here are landing at other places,
mostly this one,” he indicated a place south, fairly nearby.

“Yes, they have been well taught but I
wonder by who?” He proceeded on to his room, paused at the Checker
and again at the Cleaner, then entered his cabin.

Two shifts later he arose from his bag, went
through the Cleaner, through the Eliminator and up to the
bridge.

“Any problems?”

“No. All quiet. The large aircraft left and
came back again. Others continue to land and take off but mostly
small ones. The crowds are bigger but peaceful and being kept well
back by the locals.”

Paswalda put his shield back on anyway and
headed out for breakfast. This time, his favourite foods and drinks
appeared quickly and all cold. Very pleasing how fast these little
Aliens learned. Some time later he finished and headed over to the
Linguists. They looked exhausted. Very good. He liked his staff to
take work seriously.

“Well?”

“We think we have a working knowledge of
their language, enough for our purposes.”

“What have you told them?”

“Nothing, we left that to you.” She handed
the Translator over.

Paswalda faced the Aliens. He waited for
respectful silence.

“I have been sent here to take you for
political and trade talks. There are some People who have been
wanting to meet you for some time but have been waiting for you to
develop more. I have been paid to take ten of you but we did not
know your size. You are a lot smaller than my clients allowed for.
I am prepared to take twenty for the same price. I was held up so I
am in a hurry. If you want to come, you must be ready by this time
tomorrow. You will need to take all your own food and what else you
need. You will each need everything for about four of your months.
I should get you back here well within that. You can bring more of
your people if you want and can pay me with trade goods. I can take
another 400 of your size if you can allow for rough conditions. You
could bring traders, scientists, politicians, anyone you want. You
can bring your children. Children are popular and it would show
good faith. It would show trust. I will allow one of you on board
now to look at where you would be staying so you can see what you
need to bring. One can come now with my crew member,” he indicated
another one of his own species.

A small Alien nearby quickly stepped forward
and said,

“I will go.”

The two left as pandemonium broke out.
Paswalda decided this would be a good time for him to leave too so
he followed.

The small Alien went through the Cleaner and
Checker, having its bag checked on the way through. They insisted
on removing some of the objects they didn’t like.


 


SETI

While Paswalda thought his ship was
undetected, astronomers were at full alert as his ship was spotted
and tracked as it passed Mars. Sarah MacDonald watched the awesome
story unfold beginning at nearly midnight on 17th
January when amateur astronomers in Iceland first detected the
object that approached, then braked and went into Earth orbit.
Asleep when the news first broke, she made up for it by almost
living in one of the abandoned buildings of SETI, watching
developments as SETI locked everything they had on the object,
while they and other astronomers, many of them amateurs, watched it
and searched for others.

Founded in 1984, privately owned, funded by
donations and originally a growing body of scientists and support
staff, SETI, or Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence, had
recently had 250 paid staff but went into decline as the finance
yet again dried up around the world. Now, SETI ran with almost all
volunteers. It took millions simply to maintain all the buildings
and equipment, pay the bills and exist. There was little money for
wages.

Nearly yelling in frustration, Sarah, SETI’s
director, and her Team watched as on 21st February,
first Germany, then America repelled a landing of probable
Extraterrestrials.

“Fools, imbeciles! I don’t believe this!
What stupidity and ignorance.” Sarah was nearly hoarse. “Where are
they going now? Thank God they aren’t giving up on us. What speed
are they travelling at?”

“I can’t calculate it. They’re moving so
fast! We keep losing them,” gasped Alan, her second in command
since he had reluctantly had to take a medical retirement. Sarah
looked at him in concern. He was so breathless these days.

Everyone was glued to whatever computer
terminal they could get near as they tried to track them. “They’ve
gone over Iceland,” someone called out.

“Siberia’s spotted them!” yelled Nanelle.
“Heading south!”

“Japan has them.”

“Hawaii’s tracking them.”

“Australia’s got them!”

“Auckland says they’ve just passed
overhead.”

“Oakland?!”

“No, Auckland, New Zealand.”

“Where’s New Zealand?” someone muttered.

“Down by Australia,” said Alan. “They’re
slowing. Braking?”

“They’ve lost them! Where are they?” cried
Nanelle. “Can anyone see them?” she asked on the ‘All Stations’
band.

“They’ve landed in Christchurch,” said a
shocked voice.

“Who is this?” asked Alan. “SETI here.”

“Christchurch here. New Zealand. They’ve
landed at the airport. They’re down.”

“What’s happening?” said Sarah leaning over
the mike. “SETI here,” she added. So much for protocol—everyone was
forgetting to identify themselves. “Is anyone shooting at
them?”

An amused male voice answered, “This is New
Zealand. We have stuff-all air force. Our cops aren’t armed except
for stunners. Not a shot was fired. Our air force, what there is of
it, is very wisely staying on the ground. This thing is huge. It’s
covering a quarter of the airport. Oh, and it has anti-gravity. It
landed on legs. No wheels. No jets. It must be anti-gravity. We saw
it come down. Oh, this is the Control Tower here, at the
airport.”

“SETI here. What’s it look like?” asked
Sarah. “Details please!”

“It’s a reddish, what? terracotta the women
tell me, irregular sort of roundish rectangular shape with a flat
bottom. It’s got bulges and stuff everywhere all over it. It’s
huge, it’s like a massive cruise liner sitting on the tarmac. No
windows, I can’t see in.”

Sarah looked over to Alan. “Alan, get on the
phone, book 25 tickets on the next flight to Christchurch, New
Zealand. And let me know what time it leaves. Nanelle, phone till
you get 25 or so that are ready to go. Get them to go straight to
the airport then get Barry to help you, load up the luggage. Load
it all. Bring back the luggage for those who are not going. Oh, and
Nanelle, please book us motel beds. As close to the airport as
possible.”

Within four hours of the landing, Sarah and
twenty-two of the SETI group, were on their way to New Zealand.
Sarah had made it a rule that a minimum of 25 people were to be
packed, their bags at SETI, and ready to go at two hours notice.
Twenty-two was good enough. The luggage was sent to LAX and the
Team met at the airport. During the long delay for security
clearance, Sarah phoned ahead, and managed to make contact with the
harassed airport manager.

“My name is Sarah MacDonald. I’m bringing a
full SETI team with me. We didn’t have time for visas but then
neither did the people we want to meet. Can you have a word with
New Zealand immigration on our behalf? I’ll email you all our
details to pass on to them.”

Alan puffed to a halt and sat down,
listening, wishing he could smoke here, wishing he had exercised
more and eaten a lot less, wishing his heart was in better nick.
He’d been wishing most of that for decades. He watched as Sarah
organised everyone, checked luggage and checked people. She was a
gift to SETI, he thought. She was their chief fundraiser as well as
their director. That was the first time Alan had ever seen her in
action. She worked a room like a professional. She had an almost
photographic memory, was vivacious, caring, had a great sense of
humour and was a stubborn fighter. When people spoke to her she
listened. She did not look around the room planning her next move,
did not trump what they said with her own experience or
considerable knowledge and treated people as if they were worth
listening to. It was a gift. It was also her personality. She would
have made a brilliant counsellor or psychiatrist, he thought.

She was a somewhat puzzling contradiction to
him at times. Sarah was not concerned with image so she avoided its
trappings. It wasn’t how successful she looked to others that
concerned her which was in stark contrast to him. To her, what
mattered was what she and her followers could achieve. She also
wasn’t acquisitive. Her car was 15 years old and he wouldn’t be
seen dead owning a car that old. But she owned her own home
freehold which was more than he did. Four divorces and six kids had
seen to that. She lived frugally because material possessions
didn’t matter to her. He sighed—he could spend in a month what
would keep her for a year. Frugal was a word no one would apply to
him. She didn’t accept her salary but ploughed it back into SETI,
another thing he wouldn’t do. She had unintentionally made herself
financially independent by writing and publishing books, articles
and lectures. Her writing was well researched, brilliantly written,
topical, easy to read and fascinating. He had read most of it.

Unlike his, her house was untidy and her
housework undone because she seldom got around to it. There was
always something more important to do. Her teenage daughter Katy
didn’t help, being somewhat more untidy than her mother; and a lot
less organized. In contrast, Sarah’s work space was tidy and well
organized because she deplored inefficiency and ran a tight ship.
Sarah’s dream was her job; searching for Extra Terrestrials. She
was dedicated, tireless and determined.

Physically she wasn’t imposing and
definitely was not his type. Too short at about five foot eight, a
brown-eyed brunette, where he liked women a bit shorter than his
five foot eleven, and blonde and blue-eyed. Sarah was good looking
but not a beauty, a bit plump where he liked them slim with big
boobs, but when she spoke, people listened like they were doing
now. She was a natural speaker, with that beautiful voice; velvety
but powerful, charismatic. She carried people along with her. Under
her leadership, SETI had been first in recovery mode and for the
last few years had been growing and expanding. Sarah had plans.

*

Sarah thought furiously. Had she forgotten
anything? There were twenty-two of them, including Bert, a medical
doctor, Nanelle and Alan, her major deputies, and the others who
were a good variety of specialists and enthusiasts. She had trouble
believing this could be happening despite all her foresight and
preparation. She had organised a savings fund, sitting at interest,
which had now been transferred to a debit card, ready to fund this.
Alan had even managed to get them cheap flights even though it was
summer and peak tourist season in New Zealand in February. She
would bet Alan had just beat the price rise. They had on sold the
remaining three pre-paid tickets, to CNN for ten times the price
they had paid. That also was Alan’s doing. His qualification for
joining SETI was “retired business manager.” Sarah often commented
that his budget/calculator/best buy sense was hard-wired in. She
felt her heart beat even faster as they started to board. No visas.
She hoped that New Zealand immigration had a sense of occasion and
wouldn’t refuse them entry.

The jet had left full. Alan had beaten the
rush to buy tickets by mere minutes. During the flight, the pilot
announced, “We will be landing at Dunedin for security reasons.”
But Sarah informed the pilots that SETI were on board. After some
discussion, a vote was held on the plane and it was a unanimous
decision to land in Christchurch, so long as Air Traffic Control
felt it was safe. They landed in Christchurch, shocked at the
prodigious size of the spaceship. The Press were right, Sarah
thought. It did look a little like a cruise ship but nearly three
times the size.

Alan watched Sarah in amusement as she dealt
with the New Zealand officials, wondering how she did it. He noted
that as usual she Sarah was not pushy or rude, but quietly got her
way without upsetting anyone. Sarah was one of those people, Alan
had frequently said, who could tell you to go to hell so politely
that you would look forward to the scenery.

On arrival, Sarah calmly presented her SETI
credentials to still-shocked airport officials. Alan watched her
calm demeanour and her assumption that these people would realise
that the experts were here and SETI could handle it. Sarah was
right. They did. She handed over the names and qualifications of
all the team and he was amused to see that no one mentioned
visas.

“Don, Bruce, Fiona, Gina and Terri, please
organise the luggage and get it to the motels, then get back here.
The rest of you follow me,” said Sarah. Looking much calmer than
she felt, she went straight to the hangar where the Aliens now
were.

Nothing really prepared her for the sight of
four Aliens, large creatures, each about the size of a horse, but
more the shape and look of a seal with four legs and two arms, but
the more familiar two eyes, head in the expected place, a sort of
recognizable nose, ears, short fat tails and each a different
colour from fawn, to red, with two being slightly different shades
of brown. They were sitting on backless concrete park benches that
had been brought in for them. There were large foam pads forming
the cushions. They were trying to learn English with Jolene the
steward, the woman Paswalda had spoken to first, and the three
school teachers she had persuaded to help her. Four people who were
now instantly recognisable on every media source.

Sarah tried not to stare as she calmly and
quietly led her Team in. Sarah had instructed them to quickly sit
down, to try to reduce any threat perceived by the Aliens. Sarah
eased over, as close to Jolene as she could without crowding any
one.

“Are you Sarah?” Asked the uniformed
woman.

“Yes. Jolene?”

“Yes. You don’t know how relieved I am to
see you! I don’t know what I’m doing here! This is Mary Thompson
and Hine Smith, both English teachers and Tom Sutton is a teacher
of Latin and English. They were the only volunteers. I was lousy at
languages at school.”

“What kind of a working vocabulary do you
have?”

“They started with nouns, then verbs, then
adjectives. Their knowledge of sentence structure seems to be
similar or they, I mean their Translator machines, seem to
recognise the basic sense and structure. They can say simple
sentences.”

“Could you introduce me please.”

Jolene looked at the red coloured Alien and
said, slowly and clearly,

“This is Sarah. She is the top person on
this planet to talk with you. It is her job.”

Sarah had come intending to take over from
Jolene but changed her mind after a few minutes of watching the
interaction. Her impression of Jolene was that she was coolheaded
and very competent. She had the confidence of the Aliens and they
looked to her. She was the one who had been approached by the top
alien, Paswalda.

“If you don’t mind, I think you should stay
in charge. They chose you. They might be offended or lose
confidence in us if they have to build up a relationship with
someone else.”

Jolene was a bit shocked at this but when
she thought about it, it made sense. And Sarah would help and
advise her.

The next four days of watching the
linguists, listening and learning, absorbed Sarah but luck played a
part. Just before Paswalda made his announcement, Sarah had headed
for the loo and had returned in time to hear his offer. She was
nearby and the fastest to react. She was on the spaceship before
she really thought it through.

Sarah went through the Cleaner and the
Checker, figuring out their purposes and happily handing over her
handbag for searching. They kept a few objects. Her perfume was
thought to be potentially dangerous it seemed. And the cigarette
lighter she kept for others like chain smoking Alan. They let her
keep a pad and pen. She wondered what they thought of her make-up.
At their direction, she unstrapped her iphone and handed it over.
No pictures. Oh well, never mind.

Another Alien who did not introduce
himself/herself led Sarah on a long winding walk, up an elevator
and through a long wide passage. It pointed to a corridor and
indicated Sarah should look around. Sarah saw ‘cabins,’ about
fifteen feet by fifteen feet. They had large square or round bag
type mattresses, on the floor or (hung up?) on the walls, with a
netting over them. Looking around, she saw that they looked like
they could be wall mounted. There were no portholes or whatever you
call a window in a spaceship. Porthole, she thought. Going to be a
little claustrophobic. A Translator had been handed to her.

“What do you use for getting rid of body
wastes?” she asked. She was shown a panel that opened and exposed a
hole in the floor about nine inches in diameter. There was also no
privacy. No wall between the loo and the room. Maybe a toilet could
be fitted over it and a screen would work for privacy. There was
enough room. It was designed OK for males. Females would have
trouble. They would need to be both athletic and good shots. She
made a note.

“Is there any water available?”

She was shown a sort of tap.

“Are there any…” she paused. “Is there a way
to keep food cold or to heat it up.” The Alien’s expression was so
obviously puzzled that she had to refrain from laughing. “We make
our food stay good by keeping it cold and we like to eat our food
hot.” She wondered if the Translator was translating this
accurately.

“No such things,” it replied inaccurately,
thinking how fussy this little Alien was and how this one was not
going to go to any effort for such a primitive. A primitive with no
intergalactic bank account.

Sarah was muttering, “OK, so we need our own
toilets, all cooking and eating utensils, some way to keep food
cold, some way to heat it etc. Also some blankets and sheets,
mattresses are here if people like to share.”

Next, the Alien showed her five large rooms
like holds. Again, no portholes. It said up to another five rooms
like this could be available if needed. Each was about ten feet
high and about 100 feet by 100. Definitely economy class. They too
had the holes in the floor with no privacy but they had water. They
also had something else in the wall.

“What is this?” she asked.

“Food.”

“Would we be able to eat it?”

“It does not taste good but it is food.”

“Could I try some?” She watched as it turned
a knob and pushed a lever. A grey substance came out. She tasted
it. It was right. It did not taste good but if some flavouring
could be added if should be edible. Strong flavouring. Curry or
mustard type. It was bland, a little like a sour flour paste. It
could be sweetened too she thought. She suddenly wondered what she
had eaten and if it was poisonous. Oh well, too late to worry now.
She noticed some markings in the floor like a tiny door and bent
down. She pried it open. There was a hook under the latch. She
immediately realised it could be used to hold a tent fastening.
They could use tents for their privacy; some sanity! She looked
around. They were at about every two square feet. They were also
beside the loo holes. Toilet tents!

“Could we use these?”

“Yes,” it said, wondering why they wanted to
restrain themselves. Were these going-to-be-slaves going to bring
their own slaves? This could be amusing.

Sarah looked carefully through all four
rooms. Most problems were solvable but no hot food would be sad.
Worse, no coffee. She thought to try again.

“Is there any way we could heat food or
water?”

“I could ask. It may be possible but it
would cost a lot extra.”

“How much?”

“I will ask.”

“What about cleaning ourselves, our clothes
and the dishes we eat with?”

“There are Cleaners but they cost.”

“So does that mean we can’t use them?”

“Yes, unless you pay.”

Sarah didn’t mention that she had no idea
what they used for money. And none anyway. She thoughtfully looked
around. Best to approach this as if it was a three month camping
trip and assume everything was needed except the shelter and water,
with holes dug for toilets. She hoped the holes wouldn’t smell.
Well, small price to pay.

“Thank you,” she said and was shown off the
ship, her property being returned to her as she left. She strapped
her iphone back onto her wrist noticing with surprise that very
little time had passed. She pondered. The route they had taken had
shown her nothing but corridors. She wondered if that was
deliberate.


 


Preparation for
Departure

Sarah returned from the spaceship inspection
with her list and quickly briefed the still very shocked people who
had only turned up for a language lesson. Sarah’s Team were a
little more psychologically prepared; but not much. Sarah
galvanized them!

“Nanelle, we need toilets, sort of,” she
showed Nanelle the drawing she had made. Nanelle collected a debit
card from Alan and walked off. Sarah had given the most difficult
job to the person most likely to accomplish it. Nanelle was one of
those people who worked quietly in the background and got things
done; no fanfare, no wanting her achievements noticed, no criticism
of others, she just did it. She had 24 hrs to find something or
persuade someone to make something, to sit on, over a hole, to
function as a toilet. It had to be light as they had to pay for
weight.

“The rest of you, get over here.” Quickly,
Sarah organised one or more people to get the tents, food, trade
goods, bedding, bedrolls, camping chairs and ideas for any other
essentials. “I also need to know how many of you want to go.”
Almost every hand shot up. Sarah laughed, her eyes dancing.
“Right,” she said. “You heard him. Everything you need for five
months. Get to it.” She phoned SETI and let them know. There might
still be time to get others over here.

“Bert…”

“I’m on to it,” he said and headed to the
door, then scooted back for a debit card from Alan. He left with a
smile and an accompaniment of laughter from the rest. Sarah smiled,
that was Bert. Off at full speed then thinking ‘on his feet’.
Bert’s qualifications were Trauma Specialist and science fiction
nut plus he was a social charmer who soothed hurt feelings and
calmed people down. He was likeable, unflappable and a good
organiser. She ticked her list. That was the medical equipment
solved.

“Alan, Terri, Fiona, Gina, Sue and Dan,
trade goods, camping equipment and food, divide it up between you,
allow for 30 get the rest to help except for Anne and Hulio who
stay here on ‘language.’ Oh, there is some food on board we can use
but it will need flavouring to go with it. Strong flavouring. It
tastes like flour paste. Very bland.” Within minutes they
disappeared out the door. Sarah was organised. The remainder of the
people in the room were still stunned. Sarah went over to Jolene.
“Are you interested in coming, any of you?” She looked at the three
teachers as well.

“Ah, I’ll pass,” said Tom.

“No thanks,” said Mary.

“I’d love to,” said Hine but I have three
kids and I’m not taking them!”

“My problem too,” said Jolene. “Two kids,
little ones.”

Sarah looked up at the rest of the people.
She saw a variety of feelings expressed. The chief being confusion
and indecision.

“Well,” she said. “I’ve got 25-30 ready to
go. Who else? Does anyone else want to go?” There was a confused
muttering. The media had scattered at the announcement and were now
slowly filtering back in.

Sarah sat down. The linguists were still
trying to learn, she’d join them. She checked her alarm. Three
hours.

An hour later there was a tap on her
shoulder.

“Hi I’m Steve. I’m with the Deep Freeze
base. We have several scientists that would like to go and the
medical doctor that someone asked for. Could I hire you to organise
supplies for them as well?”

“The Deep Freeze Base in Antarctica? I
thought that stopped a few years ago.”

“It did but it restarted three years ago.
We’re combined now, not just Americans. Makes it easier to maintain
and fund.”

“How many?”

“Ah, That’s up in the air right now. Allow
for 20. Can you do this?”

“Done,” said Sarah. We’ll charge you later
when we even out the cost if that’s OK?”

“Done,” Steve said in relief.

Sarah phoned Alan, “We’re up to 50 and
counting.”

“We’ve got a deal going with a nearby
supermarket.” He said. “They’re open 24 hours and they’ll make up
one person packs for us so long as we endorse them. They’ll
deliver. I’ve done a similar deal with a camping goods store and
they’re busy getting equipment sent in from all over NZ plus some
shops in Melbourne and Sydney. They’re allowing for 420. They’ll
have a sale if we don’t need them. Endorsement as well. OK?”

“Brilliant,” laughed Sarah. “What are you
doing for Trade Goods.”

“Seeds. They’ve got all we want at a
warehouse here for King’s Seeds. They’ve even got tree seeds there.
They’re agents for Koanga Gardens which is a Seed Savers
organization like we have back home. We’ve also got a range of
other samples and we’re on our way back. I can’t believe how easy
this has been. We collared this old taxi driver outside the airport
and he’s been our chief resource. His fee for this is to let his
niece join us and he will sort out anything we want. No cost. She’s
on her way. He says he knows where everything is in Christchurch.
The only thing he’s still working on is the toilets, but we phoned
Nanelle and she thinks she’s got it sorted. A local plastics
factory will have a sample ready in an hour or so.”

Sarah had expected action from her Team but
this was beyond her expectations. She looked at the time. Just over
four hours and they were organised. She phoned Alan back.

“Can you get the first 50 packs over here
please. I don’t want to leave it all to the last moment and I want
to ensure everything’s suitable and we’re onboard.”

“They’re already on the way. I wanted to
check too.”

Sarah went back to studying the process of
programming an Extra-Terrestrial language into a Translator. Her
alarm rang. She took a deep breath and made the call she was
dreading. She heard the phone ring in Los Angeles.

“Mum.”

“Hi Katy.”

“You’re going. I heard it on the news.”

“Yes Katy.” There was a long silence. “I’ve
made plans for this. In case. You’ll get a letter in a day or so.
It gives you access to my bank account and all my savings and
income. Until the letter comes, the passwords are under the cutlery
drawer. Taped to it. Add one to every number. Remember to budget.
Remember to pay the bills. The income from my books might shoot up
because of all this. I hope. You know what I want for you but all
instructions stop at this point. You’re on your own till I get
back.”

“If you do.”

“Not all instructions, you…”

“I know. No drugs, no booze, no parties, no
men overnight and keep my panties on. Same to you!”

There was another long silence.

“It’s all organized Katy. Has been for
years. Just in case. And I updated it every year.”

“I know Mum. You have to go. I do
understand. I don’t like it but I do understand. It’s OK. You can
go. I will be alright. You know me.”

“I love you Katy. More than you’ll ever
know.”

“Love you too Mum.” Sarah hung up in
tears.

Jolene was looking sympathetically at her.
“How old is she?”

“Eighteen. First year at college. Social
Sciences. Not sure what she wants to do. Good kid. Bit
serious.”

“And her father?”

“Worst mistake I ever made in my life;
cheating, lying, gold digging, parasitic…”

Jolene laughed. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh.
Will he be any help with Katy?”

“Yeah, he will. He does care about her.
Cares a lot more about himself though. He’ll bludge off her. I’ve
left strict instructions and under no circumstances is he allowed
in the house. He’s Trespassed. He just takes things. He’d move
himself and his latest girl friend in if he could. On the excuse of
caring for Katy. Guess who’d end up paying all the bills? He thinks
he’s entitled to things. I can’t understand people like that.”

“Well you know what they say. Those that
can, create, others buy or enjoy the creations and others steal or
destroy because they can’t create and won’t work.”

“Yes. And I’ve never understood the
latter.”

Jolene smiled, thinking what that said about
Sarah. They both went back to the Translator.

Jolene wondered again what to do. And how
many other goodbyes were being said. She sighed; decisions,
decisions. What should she do? Peter said she could go. The airport
said she could go. Peter was adamant she was not to take their kids
though and she wouldn’t dream of it. Neither of them were risk
takers. And here she was thinking about going… He was reliable. So
were her parents. And his parents. She didn’t know what to do.

*

Meanwhile, a few hundred miles north in
Wellington, Li sat on the back doorstep of the Chinese Embassy and
fumed. She had been yelling so loudly her throat was sore. How dare
they think they could up and go to another planet and dump her in a
boarding school! They had promised her a fancy party back in
Shanghai for her 16th birthday and they wouldn’t be back
in time. All her friends had already said they were coming. Her
parents had missed so many of her birthdays over the years as they
shuffled from one diplomatic post to another but they had promised
not to miss this birthday. But not only that, alternatively, why
couldn’t she go with them?

That would be equally acceptable. She would
settle for that.

Bella looked out at her daughter and sighed.
Where had that stubborn, pig-headed, determined personality come
from? And such a volume from such a very small body. Certainly her
personality had not come from her nor her logical, tactful,
reasonable husband. If only Li had some of his personality. Li
could not be reasoned with. She was so angry she couldn’t think
logically.

But Bella was wrong. Li was perfectly
capable of logical thought and was planning and scheming at a
prodigious rate. The results of that thinking were about to cause
some significant problems for Bella.

*

Similarly, back in Christchurch, a battle of
wills was taking place between Stella and her mother Kelly. Kelly’s
parents had promptly vacated the house when the yelling started and
left them to it.

“But everything is arranged. You agreed
happily to stay here.”

“That was when you were going to go to
Antarctica where I couldn’t go with you!” Stella yelled, “This is
another planet for God’s sake and I can come and I’m coming!”

“No you’re not! I for bid it! You stay here
where it’s safe!”

“If it’s unsafe then you shouldn’t go
either!”

“I’ve been asked to go. Officially. There
are a lot of older people going and they want two medical doctors.
SETI have sent one and they asked me to be the other. This is an
honour Stella. I have to go. I can’t pass up an opportunity like
this.”

“Fine. I agree. No problem. But I’m coming
with you. I’m packing and I’m coming. You organise all the medical
stuff and I’ll do the packing for both of us.”

“You can’t. There’s no room.”

“Yes there is. All the seats aren’t taken
yet. I checked. I added me.”

Kelly looked at her daughter in
exasperation. Of course she checked. She would!

*

Some time later, in Washington DC, as in
many other capital cities, a plethora of various groups were
clamouring to be the Official Diplomatic Representatives and
pleading their cases when a stunned President was informed by an
intern that, “Madam President it’s on CNN that the American Team
has left.”

“What? I didn’t authorise any Team from
here! What Team?”

The President held up her hand for silence
as she turned her iphone on to CNN and got the last two seconds of
the broadcast the intern had seen. She pressed ‘repeat’, flipped
the ‘magnify’ switch and watched the repeat. A well known reporter
was saying, “Mathew Western has put together the American
Diplomatic Team and they will be leaving in forty-five minutes to
join the trip of a lifetime going to another world. There are
thirty-one specialist qualifications held by the nineteen team
members, mostly in sciences. The leader and organiser, Mathew
Western, is a local businessman and will himself be concentrating
on aspects of trade and commerce.” The reporter then showed the
seventeen men and three women walking into the airport then
rehashed the story of Jolene and the three language teachers
teaching the Aliens English.

“Who authorised this?” The President asked
in a soft voice as her staff winced. They preferred her yelling. It
was safer.

“Umm, I think CNN might have been given the
wrong impression. Mathew asked if they could be the back-up Team
and given we are having so much trouble to persuade the embassy
staff in Wellington to put a Team together…”

“Who is this Mathew?” she asked the
embarrassed aide.

“A businessman. General Western’s son.”

“What else does he have in the way of
qualifications?”

“Contacts.”

“Money and lots of it,” muttered someone
else.

“They will get there in time. Maybe we could
get them and the embassy staff to combine,” said the aide
desperately trying to put things right.

The President fumed as she checked the time
on her iphone and realised that airline security would prohibit
iphone use from check in to arrival in New Zealand. They were out
of contact. She sighed. “Contact the Embassy and explain. This is
now your problem. You caused it, you sort it.”

*

An hour later SETI members were sitting in
the airport cafeteria when Angus the taxi driver came over with his
niece Simone. She was a stunner; with long blonde hair, blue eyes,
pale, flawless complexion, tall and with a figure a model would
kill for. In her arms was a baby! She sat down.

“I’m all ready to go. I’ve ordered
everything but should I bring disposable nappies or cloth? Can I
wash his nappies on board?”

“Are you sure you want to bring a baby?”
Asked Gina, “this could be risky and we don’t know what the
stresses will be.”

A grim look passed between Angus and Simone.
“I think they’ll be safer with you,” said Angus sadly.

“Simone looked up, “I’ll pull my weight. I’m
a Biologist and I guess a linguist. I speak four languages
fluently. I’m German and I’ve notified my Embassy. They’re happy
for me to go.”

“Better bring cloth nappies. I know we can
wash things. We have organised washing lines, pegs, detergent and
large plastic bins to wash things in. We have a manual plastic
washing machine coming and we’ll order more if we like it.” Tina
thought the baby would be a PR coup; maybe. It could backfire if
anything went wrong.

A teenage girl had been nearby and
listening. She dragged a woman over.

“This baby’s going?”

“Yes,” Simone replied a little
defensively.

The girl turned to the woman behind her who
looked like she’d rather be anywhere else.

“The baby’s going. I’m going!” She turned to
the others. “I’m Stella Black. This is my mother Kelly. She’s a
medical doctor and with Deep Freeze. Well, that’s where she was
going.”

Bert held out his hand to Kelly, “I’m Bert.
British. With SETI and the other doctor. Personally, I think we
should be top heavy on medical staff,” he smiled at her. He was
thoroughly amused. The two looked rather alike, both were easy on
the eye, both with long wavy brown hair, both slim, both about 5’7”
but Kelly had blue eyes and Stella had brown. Where Kelly looked
European, Bert wondered what race Stella’s father was. He couldn’t
quite figure it out. Eurasian? With a surname of Black?

Stella looked at Sarah, “We will get the
standard pack and our personal stuff. What else would you like us
to bring? I have several electronic games and Mum and I play Bridge
and 500 and just about any other card game. We’re from Vermont. We
get housebound.”

“Electronic games and cards would be great.
I play Bridge too. ACOL or Standard American?” Sarah decided she
liked this kid.

“Both,” said Stella. My grandparents are New
Zealanders and taught me ACOL.” She grinned, an ally.

Kelly looked at her daughter and opened her
mouth to protest again. She saw the steely glint in Stella’s eyes
and decided she wouldn’t win this one. Stubborn, independent,
determined…just like her mother. She gave up. Maybe Stella was
right. Maybe they should stay together. Stella would be useful. She
would be on her best behaviour for at least a few days if she won
this one.

Alan suddenly yawned which became
contagious. He looked at his watch and said, “Do you realise we’ve
been awake nearly 22 hours? How about we work the four shifts (Four
hours on, four off). Geriatrics to bed first?” He looked hopefully
at Sarah who nodded. “I think half of us should get some sleep and
get back in four to eight hours whenever you wake up,” he said and
headed off. He turned back, “Ah,” he said looking for Nanelle.

“We’re in The Airport Hotel and the motel
over the road. There’s a shuttle that goes every few minutes, over
there. It’s only five minutes away,” and Nanelle pointed. Moving
quickly, he was out the door and off to bed. Alan was one of those
people who was surprisingly light on his feet considering he was
rather overweight. Roughly half of the SETI Team disappeared over
the next few minutes.

Not much happened for the next four hours.
The Deep Freeze team were organised and off to bed. They were ready
too. About 80 odd nations were still arguing as to who would go.
Sarah thought at this rate they’d miss the boat. As her SETI
members straggled back a few hours later, she reported, “No
decisions yet as to any official diplomatic team going, but a deal
has been struck with the trade goods. The alien arranging the
barter loves the seeds and some of the other goods, but wants
pictures, translated details as to how to grow the seeds,
description of colour, size, growing conditions needed etcetera. I
promised these would be written up during the voyage. Apparently
the Translators can attach to a printer and print out written
language too. Now you lot are back, I’m off to bed.” She left to
find the hotel and her room.

*

Showered and ready, Sarah returned six hours
later to find massive changes. Alan said “I’m now the quartermaster
and we are up to 380 confirmed, outfitted, and ready to go. Most of
the passengers are from Embassies or the local Universities or
people who just happened to be holidaying or working in New
Zealand. The quick, like Simone, contacted their Embassies. Some,
just turned up and asked to go. I tried to get a range of
Nationalities and occupations. I’ve been making decisions with the
Airport Manager. But there is a little problem. Two hours ago, a 20
person diplomatic team from America turned up. Their leader, Mathew
Western, declared he has been designated the leader of this
expedition.” Alan looked at Sarah to see how she would take this
but she shrugged. He continued, “Teams from Kenya, Britain, China,
Japan, Brazil, Australia, Russia, India and Indonesia are on the
way. Jolene has decided to go, as has Hine. The roll is filling
fast. This is going to be interesting!”

Alan’s blue eyes were laughing. He
announced, “There are about 180 or so racing for the last 40 seats.
We’ve got a political war going on by conference vids. Madge, the
Airport Manager, has decided that the roll will be finalised 30
minutes before the deadline. Since there is no official New Zealand
team, Madge has decided she is the umpire. She will divide up the
seats between the Teams that are here. The American Team were
simply the first here. The time limitation and the distance has
been the problem. I’ve ordered some extra packs which I was paid in
advance for and the unclaimed packs will be auctioned off. Madge
wanted me to ensure they did not get left for her to deal with.
Fair enough. The auction house will pick them up.”

Thirty minutes before departure, Sarah’s
Team and all except the last ones allocated, boarded. The American
Team had taken the ‘free’ seats but Sarah had anticipated a
diplomatic Team would consider those seats as theirs. That, she had
expected but she was disconcerted to lose the leadership. Unwilling
to cause conflict, Sarah decided to accept it and work with Mathew
Western but having looked him up on his website, she could not see
how he thought he was qualified for this. He was a business man.
His family were mostly military. Nowhere on his website did he
mention any interest in SETI or even science fiction and she did
not recall ever seeing him at any of her displays, exhibitions or
book releases. His major interest was War Games! Hardly a
qualification! His Team had already boarded.


 


Cattle
Class

Boarding with the rest, Sarah was shown into
a large hold. They each had their personal items and one ‘Pack’
allocated to each person and she watched as the luggage was brought
in by what looked like robotic trolleys. The packs had already been
checked by the Aliens. Once 56 people had been counted into a hold,
the hold door was closed and locked!

Sarah calmed down the unsettled people in
her hold explaining that this was probably for safety during
takeoff and got them organised setting up the tents and allocating
space. She noticed Stella and her mother were among the first to
get their tent up and their gear stowed away. They looked like they
were used to working together. Both then went to help others. No
one knew what was happening. There was no sensation of movement so
most presumed they hadn’t left yet.

The organizing was very fast. Dan from her
Team, and an Australian, Con, were getting the toilet tents up and
securing them over the holes in the wall recesses. Still a little
unsettled most decided to go to bed. Most had had very little sleep
lately…Sarah decided that was a good idea. The few minutes she had
got were rather insufficient. Most of the time she had tossed and
turned.

On wakening, Sarah found to her relief that
the hold doors had been opened and the walls seemed to have been
moved in the corridors. Both ends were blocked off.

“When did this happen?” She asked Alan.

“About two hours ago. There was the sound of
machinery moving. Several minutes later the hold doors opened, one
after the other. It was all done from somewhere else. We’ve seen no
one. We have heard what sounds like engines and there has been some
sensation of movement but we aren’t certain. It’s a bit eerie. Not
what I expected,” he said feelingly. Sarah also felt uneasy. She
went off to explore. She saw they could mix with all those in
‘economy class,’ which was seven holds, but could go no further.
Their world was the seven holds and the wide corridor connecting
them. She saw no windows. She felt no sensation of movement. She
heard no sounds of engines, just a sort of hum. She felt
claustrophobic and it was smelly.

She noticed that people were milling around
looking very uneasy and there were some problems. There was no way
to heat food or water. Sarah became the automatic leader simply by
organising and taking charge. There was no sign of Mathew’s Team so
she figured she was justified. She decided that the food should be
pooled, rationed and prepared, so it was. She saw to it that the
‘packs’ were handed over, cooks were volunteers but since most of
the food was just, ‘add water and serve,’ it wasn’t difficult. It
also wasn’t very interesting.

The Alien food on tap, so to speak, was not
popular by itself but mixed in with strong tasting food or spices
it was fine. Sarah declared it was used as much as possible as that
stretched their supplies out. Sarah and Alan had decided not to
bring any of the old style gas bottles or any other type of food
heater as all could be a fire hazard, explosion hazard or smelly
and the latest chemical camping food heaters, being designed for
outdoor use, would be hazardous inside with questionable
ventilation. Not to mention very expensive.

*

Stella wandered through the seven holds,
looking around. There were several other children. She saw an Asian
girl who looked about 11 and several younger girls but none her
age. Turning back, she was approached by a boy, shy, very good
looking, blond, blue eyed and a bit shorter than Stella. He looked
about her age.

“Hi,” he said with a faint accent, “Do you
speak English?”

“Yes.”

“Oh good. I’m Donny, I’m Swedish. My Dad’s a
Diplomat at the Swedish Embassy and Mum’s a Biologist. I’m 15.”

“I’m Stella Black. American, from Vermont.
I’m 15 too. My Mum is a doctor and she was supposed to go to the
Antarctic.”

“Was your Dad going to look after you?”

“No he scarpered as soon as Mum got pregnant
with me. I’ve never seen him. My Mum’s parents live in New Zealand
and I was going to stay with them but as soon as I found out a baby
was going I decided I was too.”

“Yeah same here,” he said with a grin,
“Simone’s real popular with the kids. There’s another boy our age,
Mahmoud, his Dad’s a scientist, Molecular Biology I think he said.
His Mum’s a doctor of something, I forget what. He’s 15 too. He’s
Indian but he speaks good English.” Donny waved and a good looking
Indian boy came over. He was slim, almost black, with a pure white
grin, mischievous eyes, quick moving and rapid speaking.

“Hi I’m Mahmoud. My parents are scientists
and were both at Dunedin University doing a sabbatical. We were due
to return to India. Isn’t this cool?” The three moved out into the
corridor to talk and were later shyly approached by the small Asian
girl Stella had seen before.

“Hullo,” she said using very good English,
“I’m Li. I’m 15. I’m from China, Shanghai.”

Li looked just under five foot tall and like
a little doll. She had long straight black hair, worn loose. Stella
noticed it was even longer than her own reaching Li’s waist. Stella
felt a bit guilty for dismissing her and delighted to find another
girl her own age. She introduced the others.

“My Mum’s a vet and my Dad’s a Diplomat at
the Chinese Embassy here in Wellington. I had a heck of a fight
with them and they’re still mad at me,” She smiled in pure
mischief, “they thought they were going to leave me behind but I
booked myself on just after them and ordered a pack all by myself
and just told Mr. MacKellar I’d had a fight with my parents over me
going and they made me pay for my own pack if I wanted to come. He
thought that was so funny he never questioned me further. He had
just passed my parents though and I came running up after they were
out of sight. I acted all indignant and told him the Embassy
wouldn’t pay for me either. That bit was true.” The others laughed.
Stella was aghast. And she thought she’d been difficult! Wait till
her Mum hears this.

Donny and Mahmoud had had considerable
problems with their parents too but had used simple
manipulation.

“I didn’t think it would work. They bought
my two little sisters too. Paswalda convinced them. He told my
parents it would be the adventure of their lives and their kid’s
lives. My little sisters are very stubborn and determined. I think
they take after me.”

“I just said they couldn’t go and leave me
behind…very tearfully. It worked,” said Donny.

They all laughed again but were a little in
awe of Li. Li said, “I’ve travelled all over the world with my
parents and have lived in seven countries. I speak six languages,
five fluently. I used to get left with my grandparents a lot but
they’re both
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