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We never expected that inventing Star-Drive would lead to this.

	We were first! Bold explorers who brought light and movement to the galaxy, teaching others and forging a grand alliance with all races. (Well, most of them.) It seemed the galaxy would be ours to lead and to share!

	Till we met demmies.

	Oh, they’re not so bad. They mean well. Impulsive and exasperating, sure. Often brilliant, cheeky, volatile, moronic, always astonishing… did I mention exasperating?

	And lucky.

	Gradually, it dawned on humanity –

	 

	Hey, that’s what WE wanted to be!

	 

	In ancient myths and sci-fi dreams, it’s how we pictured ourselves. As the impulsive-lucky ones, not the wise-patient elders. Only now…

	…they reverently call Earthlings “the Ancient Ones.” And demmies are having all the fun!

	 

	Dr. Alvin Montessori is Human Advisor aboard the mostly demmie-crewed star cruiser Clever Gamble, orbiting above Oxytocin 41, a planet where something weird is going on. It starts when the crew unreels a humungous hose down to the surface and their first contact team discovers a whole lot of ‘somethings weird.’

	Life… death… and the living dead… will never be the same.

	



	

*

	Dedicated to You-Know-Who.

	Seriously, you know who you are,

	and what you did.
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1.

	So you’ve decided to come down here, slumming. Almost finished with your Academy training and raring to go hit the old galaxy, squeezing it for adventure, right?

	And you heard about a senior class tradition. Head down to a spaceport bar where retired characters hang out, with implausible stories to tell. Things never taught to human cadets. Not in formal class, that is.

	Did they also tell you Academy administrators don’t approve? That you may get docked pay or pick up a demerit from Old Gasbag? Or that Professor-Admiral Bloodsucker might do something even more painful to your tender, human necks, if she catches you down here?

	Don’t care? Well, well. Such a daring lot of eager lasses and lads. And you bought the first of several rounds. So…

	All right then. You’re paying. I’ll drink n’ tell.

	And if you snicker at my professorial tone, well I was a lecturer up there on the hill, for many years. Not that you shavetails are in any position to judge. So just shut up and listen while this old brain calls up those ancient tracks…

	 

	Only a few human beings qualify for this job. You students, the elite of our race – (may Yah-Tze pity us) – are being trained for a difficult and dangerous task vital to the survival of our world and many others.

	For those finally chosen to serve, the demands will be heavy and unending.

	First – above all other requirements – you have to like demmies.

	I mean really like them.

	Try to imagine spending a voyage of several years crammed in tight quarters with over two hundred of those brash, rambunctious, impulsive, affectionate, abrasive and maddening creatures, sharing constant peril while daily enduring their puckish, brilliant, idiotic, mercurial, and always astonishing natures. It would drive any normal man or woman to gibbering distraction.

	Against such pressures, the Human Advisor aboard a demmie ship must always display the legendary Earthling traits of calmness, reason and restraint. Plus – heaven help us – genuine affection for the impossible creatures.

	At times, this fondness may be your only anchor. Your sole hope.

	 

	Everyone knows that love and hate are cousins. And so, while I remain loyal – even now – to my demmie captain and crewmates, there were days when some infuriating antic left me frazzled to the bone. Times when I found that I could fathom the very different attitude chosen by our Spertin foes, who wish to roast every demmie slowly, over a neutron star.

	When such moments come, you must take a deep breath, count to ten, and find reserves of patience deeper than a nebula. More often than not, it’s worth it.

	 

	Demmies love nicknames. They have one for the human race, calling us “the Ancient Ones.”

	From their point of view, it’s obvious. Not only do we live much longer as individuals, with lifespans of a hundred or more Earth years, but from the demmie perspective, our people have been roaming the galaxy since time immemorial.

	Well, after all, most member-races of the Federated Alliance learned starflight from us… as demmies did, when we contacted their world, fifty-eight years after our first ships departed the Solar System.

	That’s how much longer we roamed the star lanes. Fifty-eight years. And for this they deferentially call us Ancient Ones.

	Sure. Why not?

	The first rule to remember, you youngsters – a rule even more important than the Choice Imperative – is to let demmies have it their way.

	 

	But you came down here to patronize an old man, pretending to learn from his experience. So. Keep my glass full. And don’t snicker when I slip into present-tense. The memories are that strong.

	Let me tell you about the time our good ship – Clever Gamble – entered orbit above a planet of the system, Oxytoxin 41.

	I was at my science station, performing routine scans, when Captain Ohm inquired about signs of intelligent life.

	“There is a technic civilization,” I explained…

	



	


2.

	“There is a technic civilization, Captain. Scanners reveal a sophisticated network of roads, moderate electromagnetic activity, indicative of…”

	“Never mind the details, Doctor Montessori,” our commander interrupted, leaping out of his slouch-chair and bounding over to my station. At five and a half feet, he was tall for a demmie. Still I made certain to stoop a little, giving him the best light.

	“Are they over sixteen on the Turgenev Scale?” he asked urgently. “Can we make contact?”

	“Contact. Hm.” I rubbed my chin, a human mannerism that our crew expected from their Earthling advisor. “I would say so, Captain, though to be precise…”

	“Great! Let’s go on down then.”

	I tried entreating. “What’s the hurry? Why not spend a day or two collecting data? It never hurts to know what we’re stepping into.”

	The captain grinned, belying his humanoid likeness by exposing twin rows of brilliant, pointy teeth.

	“That’s all right, Advisor, I’ve had slippery boots before. Never stopped me yet!”

	The crude witticism triggered laughter from other demmies in the command center. They often find my expressions of caution amusing, even when I later prove to be right. Fortunately, they are also fair-minded, and never confuse caution with cowardice.

	Remember students, around demmies feel free to act “prudently wise.” Go ahead and urge restraint, since this is true to the image they have of us.

	But never display outright fear. They find it upsetting. And we don’t want them upset.

	“Break out the hose!” Captain Ohm commanded, rubbing his hands. “Tell Guts and Nuts to meet us at the spigot. Come on, Doc. We’re going down!”

	 

	Alliance spacecraft look strange to the uninitiated.

	Till recently, most starfaring races voyaged in efficient, globelike vessels, with small struts symmetrically arranged for the hyperdrive anchors. Transport to and from a planetary surface took place via orbital elevator at advanced worlds, or else by sensible little shuttles.

	Like any prudent person, I’d be far happier traveling that way, but I try to hide the fact, and you students should too. Demmies cannot imagine why everyone doesn’t love slurry transport as much as they do. So you can expect it to become the principal short-range system near all Alliance worlds.

	It’s not so bad, after the first hundred or so times. Trust me. You can get used to anything.

	As a demmie-designed exploration ship, the Clever Gamble looks like nothing else in the known universe. There are typically garish dem-style drive struts, looking like frosting swirls on some manic baker’s confection. These are linked to a surprisingly efficient and sensible engineering pod, which then clashes with a habitation module resembling some fairytale castle straight out of Hans Christian Andersen.

	Then there is the Reel.

	The Reel is a gigantic, protruding disk that takes up half the mass and volume of the ship, all in order to lug a prodigious, unbelievable hose all over the galaxy, frightening comets and intimidating the natives wherever we go. This conduit was already half-deployed by the time the ship’s artificer and healer met us in the slurry room. Through the viewer, we could see a tapering line descend toward the planet’s surface, homing in on a selected landing site.

	The captain hopped about, full of ebullient energy. For the record, I reminded him that, contrary to explicit rules and common sense, the descent party once again consisted of the ship’s top four officers, while a fully-trained xenology team waited on standby, just three decks below.

	“Are you kidding?” he replied. “I served on one of those teams, long ago. Boringest time I ever had.”

	“But the thrill of contacting alien…”

	“What contact? All’s we did was sit around while the top brass went down to all the new planets, and did all the fighting and peacemaking and screwing. Well it’s my turn now. Let ’em stew like I did!” He whirled to the reel operator. “Hose almost ready?”

	“Aye sir. The Nozzle End has been inserted behind some shrubs in what looks like a park, in their biggest city.”

	I sighed. This was not an approach I would have chosen. But most of the time you just have to go with the flow. It really is implacable. And things often turn out all right in the end. Surprisingly often.

	The Captain rubbed his hands, raising visible sparks of static electricity. “Good. Then let’s see what’s down there!”

	What can I say? Enthusiasm always was his most compelling trait. Ohm truly is hard to resist. Resignedly, I followed my leader to the dissolving room.

	We were met outside by Ensign Nota Taken, who offered Ohm a tube to hold his non-organic tools. While the captain handed over his laser pistol and communicator, I was assisted by my own deputy – apprentice-advisor Frieder Koch – fresh out of Earth’s Academy and one of only ten humans aboard the Clever Gamble.

	“Stay close to Commander Talon,” I murmured to Frieder, referring to the demmie officer left in charge.

	“I will, Advisor,” he assured, both in words and with a moment of eye contact, conveying determination not to let me down. And, like any worried parent, I resigned myself to letting go.

	You won’t hear much about Ensign Taken and Frieder for a while, but they figure later in my story.

	Ohm and I entered the transporter room to join other members of the landing party. And at this point I suppose I should introduce Guts and Nuts.

	Those are not their formal names, of course. But, as a demmie would say, who cares? On an Alliance ship, you quickly learn to go by whatever moniker the captain chooses.

	Commander-Healer Paolim – or “Guts” – was the ship’s surgeon, an older demmie and, I might add, an exceptionally reasonable fellow. It is always important to remember that both humans and dems produce individuals along a wide spectrum of personality types, and the races do overlap! While some Earthling men and women can be as flighty and impulsive as a demmie adolescent, the occasional demmie can, in turn, seem mature, patient, reflective.

	On the other hand, let me warn you right now – never get so used to such a one that you take it for granted! I recall one time, on Sepsis 69, when this same reasonable old healer actually tried to persuade a mega-thunder ameboid to stop in mid-charge for a group photo…

	But save that story for another time. If there’s another time.

	Commander-Artificer Nomlin – or “Nuts” – was the ship’s chief engineering officer. A female demmie, she disliked the slang term, “fem-dem,” and I recommend against ever using it. Nuts was brilliant, innovative, stunningly skilled with her hands, mercurial, and utterly fixated on making life miserable for me, for reasons I’d rather not go into. She nodded to the Captain and the doctor, then curtly at me.

	“Advisor.”

	“Engineer,” I replied.

	Our commander looked left and right, frowning. “How many green guys do you think we oughta take along, this time? Just one?”

	“Against regulations for first contact on a planet above tech level eight,” Guts reminded him. “Sorry, sir.”

	Ohm sighed. “Two then?” he suggested, hopefully. “Three?”

	Nuts shook her head. “I gotta bad feelin’ this time, Captain,” she said.

	Melodramatic, yes, but we had learned to pay attention to her premonitions.

	“Okay, then,” Captain Ohm nodded. “Many. Dial ’em up, will you, doc?”

	Guts went over to a cabinet lining the far wall of the chamber, turning a knob all the way over to the last notch on a dial that said 0, 1, 2, 3, M.

	(One of the most remarkable things noted by our contact team, when we first encountered demmies, was how much they had already achieved without benefit of higher mathematics. Using clever, hand-made rockets, their reckless astronauts had already reached their nearest moon. And yet, like some primitive early human tribes, they still had no word for any number higher than three! Oh, today some of the finest mathematical minds in the universe are from Dem. And yet, they cling – by almost-superstitious tradition – to a convention in daily conversation… that any number higher than three is – “many”.)

	There followed a hum and a rattling wheeze, then a panel hissed open and several impressive figures, emerged from a swirling mist, all attired in lime-green jump suits. They were demmie shaped, and possessed a demmie’s delicately pointy teeth, but they were also powerfully muscled and tall as a human. Across their chests, in big letters, were written.

	 

	JUMS

	 

	SMET

	 

	WEMS

	 

	KWALSKI

	 

	They stepped before the captain and saluted. He, in turn, retreated a pace and curtly motioned them to step aside. One learns quickly in the service, never make a habit of standing too close to greenies.

	When they moved out of the way, it brought into view a smaller figure who had been standing behind them, also dressed in lime green. Her crisp salute tugged the tunic of her uniform, pulling crossed bandoliers tightly across her chest, a display which normally would have put the captain into a panting sweat, calling for someone to relieve him at the con. Here, the sight rocked him back in dismay.

	“Lieutenant Gala Morell, Captain,” she introduced herself. “You and your party will be safe with us on the job.” Snappily, she saluted a second time and stepped over to join her team. Along the way, her gaze swept past me.

	“Advisor,” she said. And I nodded back. “Lieutenant.”

	“Aw hell,” Ohm muttered to me as the security team took up stations behind us. “A girl greenie. I hate it when that happens!”

	On that occasion, I silently agreed. This particular young officer had spent much of the voyage out from Nebula Base Twelve pestering me with questions – one of those intellectually voracious demmies you’ll meet who are fascinated by all things human. Once, she even brought me a steaming bowl of our Earthling indispensable camb’l leek soup. Standing there, with her commanding a security detail that was about to land on an alien world, I had to admit that I would kind of miss the attention.

	All I could do is shrug and share a brief glance with Nuts. I already agreed with her dour feeling about this mission.

	The dissolution techs finished gathering any metal or mechanical objects from us, to be put in pneumatic tubes. Guts made sure – as always – that his medical kit went into the tube last, so it would be readily available upon arrival…

	…a bit of mature, human-style prudence that he then proceeded to spoil by saying “Always try to slurry with a syringe on top.”

	“Yup.” The captain nodded, perfunctorily. “In case of post-nozzle drip.” But at that moment he was more interested in guns than puns, checking to make sure that there were fresh nanos loaded in a formidable backup blaster before sliding it into a tube.

	Time for a brief formality. Into the chamber trooped a trio of figures wearing dark cloaks with heavy cowls almost completely covering their faces. Priests of yah-tze… practitioners of what passes for religion among demmies… which amounts to a mélange of ancient, pre-contact mythologies and whatever alien belief system happens to suit their fancy, at any moment. Mostly recruited from the kitchen staff, these part-time clerics knew better than to delay the captain very long, when he was eager to lead an away-team, so they kept it short.

	Ohm and the others bowed their heads, pressing the heels of both hands against their temples while I – politely – folded mine in front of me as the three hooded Ecclesiasts performed their minimal blessing: shaking at each of us a can containing six dice and invoking the name of the Great Lady of Luck in unison, spilling the dice onto a tray.

	Three ones and three sixes. My crewmates shivered and even I felt a brief, superstitious chill. But our captain grinned as the priests exited, stripping off their robes and hurrying to back to the galley. Ohm summarized his interpretation of the augury.

	“A rough beginning followed by a triumphant ending. Sounds like a perfect adventure, eh Advisor?”

	Unless it’s the other way around. I could not help but roll my eyes, as the door to the chamber sealed with a loud hiss.

	“Ready, sir?” Ensign Taken asked from the control room, her voice transmitting through the transparent window. Another humanophile, but less intellectually inclined than Lieutenant Morell, she tried to catch my gaze, even as she addressed the captain. Her nickname, “Eyes,” came from big, doe-like irises that she flashed whenever I looked her way. She was very pretty, as demmies go… and they will go all the way at the drop of a boot-lace.

	“Do it, do it, do it!” Ohm urged, rocking from foot to foot, his patience at an end.

	She turned a switch and I felt a powerful tingling sensation.

	 

	For those of you who’ve never slurried, there can be no describing what it’s like to have a beam zap through you, reading the position of every cell in your body. Then comes the rush of solvent fluid, flooding in through a hundred vents, filling the transport chamber, rising from your boots to your thighs to your neck faster than you can cry, I’m melting!

	It doesn’t hurt. Really. But it is disconcerting to watch your hands dissolve right in front of you. Closing your eyelids won’t help much, since they go next, leaving a dreadful second or two until your entire skull – brain and all – crumbles like a sugar confection in hot water.

	 

	Ever since it was proved – maybe a century ago – that the mind exists independent from the body, philosophers have hoped to tap marvelous insights or great wisdom from the plane of pure abstraction. Some try to do this by peering into dreams. Others hope to sample the filtered essence of thought from people who are in a liquid state.

	Oh, it’s true that something seems to happen – thoughts flow – during that strange time when your nervous system isn’t solid anymore, but a churning swirl of loose neurons and separated synapses, gurgling supersonically down a narrow pipe two hundred miles long. Giving new meaning to “brain drain.”

	But in my experience, these stray thoughts are seldom anything profound. On that particular day – as I recall – my focus was on the job. The most fundamental underpinning of my task as Earthling Advisor.

	Maybe they will grow up.

	After all, we did, eventually.

	It’s the hope we all cling to.

	Or so one part of me told the rest of my myriad selves, during that timeless interval when I had no solid form. When “me” was many and a sense of detachment seemed to come naturally.

	 

	Which just goes to show you that it never pays to do any deep thinking when you’re in a slurry.

	 

	I regained full consciousness on a strange world, watching my hands reappear in front of me as the reconstructor at the nozzle end of the Hose re-stacked my cells, one by one, in the same (more or less) relative positions they had been in, aboard ship.

	Did I have that mole on my hand, before? Isn’t it a lot like one I saw on the back of Ohm’s neck…

	But no. Don’t go there.

	Still, while dismissing that spurious thought, I resisted the urge to shake my head or shrug. Best to let ligaments and things congeal a few extra seconds, lest something jar loose and roll away.

	I did shift my eyes a bit to look through a window of the Nozzle Chamber. Overhead, the Hose stretched upward into a cloud-flecked sky, cleverly rendered invisible to radar, sonar, infrared, and most visible light. (I could see it, of course. But then, demmies are always amazed by our human ability to perceive the mystical color, “blue.”)

	A final word about slurrying. In its way, it is an efficient mode of transport, and I’m not complaining. Things might have been worse. I’m told that true matter teleportation – where an object is read and replicated or “beamed,” atom-by-atom, instead of cell-by-cell, is a ridiculous impossibility. Quantum uncertainty and all that. Won’t ever happen.

	Nevertheless, there is a demmie research center that refuses to give up on the idea… and demmies never cease to surprise us.

	(Impossibility be damned. I recommend secretly blowing up the place, just to be sure.)

	 

	Stumbling out of the Nozzle, we retrieved our tools from container-tubes and proceeded to look around the place. We appeared to have de-licquesced behind some boulders and shrubbery in an uncrowded portion of the park. Tall buildings could be seen jutting skyward beyond a surrounding copse of trees. Vehicle sounds of a bustling city drifted toward us.

	So far, so good. The greenies fanned out, very businesslike, covering all directions with their tidy blasters. I took out my scanner and surveyed various sensor bands.

	“Life forms?” Ohm said, peering around my shoulder, speaking loud enough to be heard over the traffic noise.

	“Yes, Captain,” I replied, patiently. “Many life forms.”

	“Many,” Nuts repeated, morosely.

	“Many,” Guts added, eyes filling with eagerness while he stroked his vivisection kit.

	“Let’s go see,” Ohm commanded, as I counted the seconds till something happened.

	Something always happens.

	Sure enough, at a count of eight, we heard a scream and hurried toward the source, which turned out to be Lieutenant Morell. She panted, with one hand near her throat, pointing her blaster toward a set of bushes.

	“I shot first!”

	“What?” Ohm demanded, shoving others aside to charge forward. “What was it?”

	She came to attention. “I don’t know, sir. Something was spying on us. I saw the weirdest pair of eyes. Whatever it was, I think I got it.”

	“Um,” I stepped forward, reluctant to point out the obvious. “The rule of Simplest Hypothesis might suggest, in a calm city park, that your something just might have been… well… perhaps a local citizen?”

	Lieutenant Morell gulped, looking at that moment just like a young human who had made a nervous mistake.

	“Of all the damn foolishness,” Guts grumbled, hastening through the undergrowth, drawing his medical kit while I hurried after. Behind me, I heard the Lieutenant sob an apology.

	“There now,” Captain Ohm answered. “I’m sure he… she… or it is just stunned. You did use stun-setting, yes?”

	“Sir!”

	When I glanced back, he was leading her with one arm, his other one sliding around her shoulder. I should have known.

	Guts shouted when he found our prowler. A humanoid, of course, like ninety percent of Class M sapients. The poor fellow had managed to crawl a few meters before the stun nanos got organized enough to bring him down. Now he lay sprawled on his back, spread-eagled, with his arms and legs pinned by half a million microscopic fibers to the leaf-strewn loam. He strained futilely till we emerged to surround him. Then he stared with large, dark eyes, gurgling slightly behind the nano-woven gag in his mouth.

	Nanomachines are often too small to see, but those that are fired at high speed by a stun blaster can be larger than an Earthling ant. At medium range, only a dozen might hit a fleeing target, and they need several seconds to devour raw matter, duplicating into thousands, before getting to work immobilizing their quarry.

	There are quicker ways of subduing someone, but none quite as safe or sure. Anyway, a gulliver-gun is usually swift enough.

	By now, a veritable army of little nanos swarmed over the captive, inspecting their handiwork, keeping the tiny ropes taut and jumping up and down in jubilation. Some, for lack of anything else to do, appeared to be hard at work sewing rips in the native’s dark, satin-lined cloak and black, pegged pants. Others re-coifed his mussed hair.

	(Just because someone is a prisoner, that doesn’t mean he can’t look sharp.)

	Guts pushed his bio-scanner toward the humanoid, having to fight through a tangle of tiny ropes while muttering something about how “…nanos are the winchers of our discontent,” in a Shakespearean accent.

	Enough, I thought, drawing my blaster, flicking the setting, then sighting on the victim’s face. He cringed as I fired—

	—a stream of tuned microwaves set to turn all nano fibers into harmless gas. The gag in his mouth vanished and he gasped, then began jabbering frightfully in a tongue filled with moist sibilants.

	I heard a hiss as Guts injected our captive with a hypo spray, using an orange vial marked ALIEN RELAXANT #1. The native tensed for a moment, then sagged with a sigh.

	Remember, students, always inspect your ship’s supply of Alien Relaxant Number One! Make sure of its purity.

	Very few sentient life forms have fatal allergic reactions to 100 percent distilled water.

	Nevertheless, most will respond quickly to being injected, as if a potent, local narcotic were suddenly flowing through their veins. Bless the placebo effect. Its near universality is among the few reassuring constants in an uncertain cosmos.

	Guts gave me a sly wink. He knows what’s going on, so I no longer have to mix batches of “ol’ Number One” all by myself. But don’t assume your ship’s doctor will understand. Call it an “ancient human recipe” until you’re sure your medico can be trusted with the truth.

	The native was now much calmer, prattling at a slower pace while I set up the universal translator on its tripod. Our captain dropped to one knee, preparing for that special moment when true First Contact could begin. Colored buttons flickered as the machine scanned, seeking meaning in the slur of local speech. Abruptly, all lights turned green. The translator swiveled and fired three more nanos at the native, one for each ear and another that streaked like a smart missile down his throat.

	It isn’t painful, but startlement made him stop and swallow in surprise.

	“On behalf of the Federated Alliance of—” Captain Ohm began, expansively spreading his arms. Then he frowned as the impudent creature interrupted, this time speaking aristocratically-accented Demmish.

	“…I don’t know who you people are, or where you come from, but you must get out of the park, quickly! Don’t you know it’s dangerous?”

	 

	While I vaporized the rest of the stun-ropes, Guts helped the poor fellow back to his feet.

	I was about to resume questioning him when Nuts squeezed between us, giving me a sharp swipe of her elbow. I rubbed my ribs as she brushed leaves and sticks off the native gentleman’s clothing, getting his measure with a few demure, barely noticeable gropes.

	That was when the security Lieutenant came with bad news.

	“Captain, I’m sorry to report that Crewman Wems has disappeared.”

	Ohm gave an exasperated sigh. “Wems, eh? Missing, you say? Well, hm.”

	He glanced at the other security men. “I guess we could send Jums and Smet to look for him.”

	The two greenies paled, cringing backward two paces. I cleared my throat. The captain looked my way.

	“No?”

	“Not if you ever want to see them again, sir.”

	The captain may be impulsive, but he’s not stupid.

	“Hmm, yeah. Better save ’em for later.”

	He shrugged. “Okay, we all go. Form up everybody!”

	Each of us was equipped with a locator, to find the spigot in case we got separated. I tried scanning for Wems, but could pick up no sign of his signal. Either something was jamming it or he was out of range. Or the transmitter had been vaporized – and Wems along with it.

	We scoured the area for the better part of an hour, while our former captive grew increasingly nervous, sucking on his lower lip and peering toward the bushes. Finally, we decided to let him choose our direction of march, flanked on one side by the captain and the other by our chief artificer, Commander-Engineer Nomlin, who gripped his arm like a tourniquet, batting her eyes so fast the wind might have mussed his hair again, if it weren’t already coifed and greased back from a peaked forehead.

	Aside from several teeth even more pointy than a demmie’s, our guide had pasty skin that he tried to keep shaded with his cloak. Taking readings, I found that the sun did emit high ultraviolet levels. Moreover, the air was laced with industrial pollutants and signs of a degraded ozone layer – fairly typical for a world passing through its Level Eighteen crisis point. If proper relations were established, we might help the natives with such problems. Perhaps enough to make up for contacting them in the first place.

	The native informed Nuts that his name was “Earl Dragonlord” – at least that is how the nano in his throat forced his vocal apparatus to pronounce it, in accented demmish. He seemed unaware of any change in speech patterns, since other nanos in his ears re-translated the sounds back into his native tongue. From his perspective, we were all miraculously speaking the local lingo.

	The master translator unit followed our party, watching out for more aliens to convert in this way. A typically demmie solution to the inconvenience of a polyglot cosmos.

	Our chief artificer swooned all over Earl, asking him what the name of that tree was, and how did he ever get such dark eyes, and how long would it take to have a local tailor make another cape just like his. Fortunately, Nuts had to pause occasionally to breathe. During one of these intermissions, Captain Ohm broke in to ask about the “danger” Earl spoke of earlier.

	“It’s become a nightmare in our city!” he related in hushed tones, glistening eyes darting nervously. “The Lik’ems are breaking their age-old vows. They no longer cull only the least-deserving Standards, but prey on anyone they wish! Why, they’ve even taken to pouncing on Nomorts like you and me! Then there’s the ongoing strike by the corpambulists…”

	It sounded awfully complicated already, and we’d only gone fifty meters from the spigot. I interrupted.

	“I’m sorry. Did you say – ‘like you and me?’ What do you mean by that?”

	He glanced at me, noticing my human features. “I was referring to your companions and me. No offense meant. Although you are clearly a Standard, I can tell that your lineage is strong, and your bile is un-ripe. Or else, why would you mingle with these Nomorts in apparent friendship? True, your kind is used to being hunted. Nevertheless, you must realize the rules are drastically changed here. Traditional restraints no longer hold in our poor city!”

	I shared a glance with the Captain. Clearly, the native thought we were visitors from another town, and that the demmies were fellow “Nomorts”… his own kind of people. Perhaps because of the similarity in dentition. In his hurry, he seemed willing to overlook our uniforms and strange tools.

	The afternoon waned as our path climbed a tree-crested hill. Suddenly, spread before us, there lay the city proper… one of the more intriguing urban landscapes I ever saw.

	Some skyscrapers towered eighty or more stories, with cantilevered decks protruding into a gathering mist. Many spires were linked together by graceful sky-bridges, arching across open space at giddy heights. Yet none of these towers compared with a distant edifice that shone through the sunset haze. A gleaming pyramidal structure whose apex glittered with jeweled light.

	“Cal’mari!” Earl announced, gesturing with obvious pride toward his city.

	“What?” blurted Nuts, briefly taking her hand from his arm. “You mean squid?”

	“Yes… Squid.” Earl said with sublime dignity, as the translator took its cue from Nuts, automatically replacing one word with another. Earl seemed blithely unaware that two entirely different sounds had emerged from his voicebox.

	“Squid it is,” Ohm nodded, regarding the skyscrapers. And that was that. From now on, any demmie, and any speech-converted local, would use that word to signify this town.

	I sighed. After all, it was only a city. But you students should take note that several civilizations have made the mistake of declaring war on demmies, over the insult of changing their planet’s name without asking. Not that it ever did any good.

	“Squid” was impressive for a pre-starflight city. At one time, it must have been even more grand. The metropolis clearly used to surround the park on all sides, though now many quarters seemed empty, devoid of life. Once-proud spires were abandoned to the ravages of time, with blank windows like blind eyes staring into space. But straight ahead, the burg still thrived – a noisy, vibrant forest of tall buildings draped in countless sheets of colored glass, resembling 20th century New York, dressed-up with ostentatious, spiral minarets.

	Skeins of filmy material, like mosquito netting, spanned the spaces between most buildings. Many windows and balconies were also covered with a gauzy, sparkling sheen – screen coverings that I later learned held bits of sharp metal or broken glass. As the sun sank, Squid resembled a maze of glittering spiderwebs, festooned with drops of dew.

	Broad roadways were congested with cyclopean motor cars and lorries, all jostling for space and revving their engines before racing at top speed for an open parking space. I saw that every fourth avenue was a canal carrying boats of all description. My sinuses stung at the smell of ozone and unburnt hydrocarbons.

	“Well, will you looka that!”

	Our doctor pointed beyond the downtown area, to where jagged terrain rose steeply toward a rocky hill, its summit topped by striking silhouettes, totally unlike the metropolitan center. Scores of midget castles stood on those heights, with dark battlements and towers jutting from every slope. Earl Dragonlord sighed with gladness to see them, and motioned for us to follow.

	“Come along, cousins. Sunshine is bad enough, but we definitely should not be out by moonlight! At home I’ll fit you with more appropriate clothes. Then we can go to the Crown.”

	“Uh, is that where we’ll speak to your government leaders?” Captain Ohm asked. “We do have work to do, y’know.”

	The last part was directed at Nuts. Her resumed grip on our guide’s elbow might force a lesser fellow to cry uncle. Earl was clearly a man of stamina and patience, all the more alluring to a demmie female.

	“Government?” he answered. “Well, in a manner of speaking. Along the way, I’ll introduce you to our local council of Nomort elders. Unless… do you actually wish to meet the mayor of Squid? A Standard?” He glanced at me. “No offense.”

	“None taken,” I assured. “Actually, I think our capt… our leader refers to government on a planetary scale. Or, in lieu of a world government, then some international mediation body—”

	Earl’s look of puzzlement was followed by a dawning light of understanding. But before he could speak, a low groaning sound interrupted from the city, rising rapidly to become an ululating wail. Our greenies drew their weapons. Earl’s dusky eyes darted nervously.

	“The sunset siren! A welcome sound to our kind, in most cities. But alas, not in poor Squid. We must go!”

	“Well then, lead on MacDuff,” Ohm said, nearly as eager to be moving along. Earl looked baffled for a moment. Then, with a swirl of his cape, he hurried east with our ship’s engineer clinging like a happy lamprey, pushing on toward the pile of gingerbread palaces that now seemed aglow against a swollen reddish sun.

	“It’s lay on, Captain,” I muttered to Ohm as we hurried along. “If you fancy quoting Shakespeare, you might try to get it right.”

	Lieutenant Morell chirped a chuckle from her guard position, covering our rear. Ohm winced, then ruefully grinned.

	“As you say, Advisor. As you say.”

	From the park, we dropped toward a dim precinct of low dwellings that lurked between us and yonder hilltop castles. I glanced back at the downtown area, noting with surprise that the streets and canals no longer thronged with traffic. In a matter of moments they had become completely, eerily, deserted.

	 

	Dusk deepened and the largest of three moons rose in the east, about two thirds the size of Luna and almost as bright. Its phase was almost full.

	In order to reach the elegant towers where Earl lived, we first had to cross a sprawling zone of dark roofs and small, overgrown lots, laid along an endless series of curvy lanes and cul-de-sacs.

	“Urbs,” Earl Dragonlord commented with apparent distaste.

	“Hold on a minute,” offered Guts, rummaging through his medical bag. “I think I’ve got some bicarbonate for that.”

	“No, no.” The native grimaced. “Urbs. These are the surface dwellings where Lik’ems make their homes for the greater part of each month, feigning to live as Standards used to, long ago, before the Great Change, in tacky private dwelling places, depressingly alike. All blissfully equipped with linoleum floors and formica counter tops, with doilies on the armrests and bowling trophies on the mantelpiece. And never forget a lawn mower in the garage, along with the hedge trimmer, weed-eater, automatic mulcher, leaf blower, snow blower, and razor edged pole-pruner…”

	Of course these terms were produced in demmish by the translator in his throat. They might only approximate the actual meanings in Earl’s mind.

	“Sounds awful,” Guts commiserated, patting the arm not held in a hammerlock by Nuts.

	“Yes. But that is just the beginning. For under the floor of each innocent-looking house, there lurks—”

	He paused as the demmies all leaned toward him, wide-eyed.

	“Yes? Yes? What lurks!”

	Earl’s voice hushed.

	“There lurks a trap door…”

	“A secret entrance?” Captain Ohm asked in a whisper.

	Our guide nodded.

	“…leading downward to catacombs below the urb. In other words, to the sub-urbs, where…”

	I cut in, coughing behind my hand. I did not want my crewmates slipping into a storytelling trance right then.

	“Hadn’t we better move on then, while there’s still light?”

	Earl cast me a sour glance. “Right. Follow me this way.”

	Soon we passed down an avenue lined by bedraggled trees. No light shone from any of the rusty lampposts onto narrow ribbons of buckled sidewalk bordering small fenced lots. Most of the houses were dark and weedy, with broken tile roofs and missing windows, but one in four seemed well-tended, with flower beds and neatly edged lawns. Dim illumination passed through drawn curtains. Once or twice, I glimpsed dark silhouettes moving within.

	The demmies, their eager imaginations stirred by Earl’s testimony, kept swiveling nervously, peering into the darkness, shying away from the gaping storm drains. Our greenies, especially, looked close to panic. They kept dropping back from their scout positions, trying to get as close to the captain as possible, much to his annoyance. At one point, Ohm dialed his blaster and shot Corporal Jums with a dose of itch-nanos. The poor fellow yelped and immediately ran back to position, scratching himself furiously, effectively distracted from worrying about spooks for a while.

	I admired how efficiently Earl had accomplished this transformation. His uninformative hints managed to put my crewmates into a real state. I wondered – did he do it on purpose?

	Remember, students, almost anything can set off demmie credulity. Once, during an uneventful voyage, I read aloud to the crew from Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Telltale Heart.”

	Mistake! For a week thereafter we kept getting jittery reports of thumping sounds, causing Maintenance to rip out half of the ship’s air ducts. The bridge weapons team vaporized nine or ten passing asteroids that they swore were “acting suspicious,” and the infirmary treated dozens for stun wounds inflicted by nervous co-workers. Actually, if truth be told, I never had a better time aboard the Clever Gamble, and neither did the demmies. Still, Healer Paolim took me aside afterward and demanded that I never do it again.

	The urb became a maze. Few of the streets were straight, and most terminated in outrageously inconvenient dead-ends that the translator described as culled-socks – an uninviting and unappetizing name. Even in better days, it must have been a nightmare journey of many kilometers to travel between two points only a block apart.

	I felt as if we had slipped into a type of warped space, like a fractal structure whose surface is small, but whose perimeter is practically infinite – a true nightmare of insane urban planning. We might march forever and never get beyond this endless tract of boxlike houses. Captain Ohm shared my concern, and while the other demmies peered wide-eyed at shadows, he kept his sidearm nonchalantly poised toward Earl’s back, in case the native showed any sign of bolting.

	I scanned selected dwellings with my multispec. Blurry infrared signals indicated humanoid forms within. From carbon scintillation counts, it seemed this part of the city must be as old as the downtown area. I wondered about the apparent fall in population. Were things like this planetwide? Or did these symptoms relate particularly to the local crisis our guide had mentioned?

	Surreptitiously, I pressed my uniform collar, turning it into a throat microphone to call the ship with an info-quest. Soon, the nanos in my ear canal whispered with the voice of Ensign Nota Taken, now on duty at the Clever Gamble’s sensor desk.

	“Planetary surface scanning underway, Advisor Montessori. Preliminary indications show that paved cities comprise over six percent of total land area, an unusually high proportion, even for a world passing through stage eighteen, though much contraction appears to have occurred recently. Gosh, I wish I was down there exploring with you guys, instead of stuck up here.”

	“Ensign Taken,” I murmured firmly.

	“Um… survey also shows considerable environmental degradation in agricultural zones and coastal waters, with twenty-eight percent loss of topsoil accompanied by profound silting. Say, will you bring me back a souvenir? Last time you promised you’d—”

	“Ensign—”

	“All right, so you didn’t exactly promise, but you didn’t say no either. Remember the party in hydroponics last week? You were talking about detection thresholds for supernova neutrinos, but I could tell you kept looking down my—”

	“Ensign!”

	“The worst environmental damage seems to have occurred about a century ago, with gradual reforestation now underway in temperate zones. Um, I’ve just been handed a preliminary estimate of the decline in the humanoid population. Approximately sixty percent in the last century! Now that’s puzzling, I see no sign of major warfare or disease. And there are some other anomalies.”

	“Anomalies?”

	“Bio section urgently asks that you guys send up some live samples of the planet’s flora and fauna. Two of every species will do, if that won’t be too much trouble. Male and female, they say… as if a brilliant man like you would ever forget a detail like that.”

	Exerting patience, I sighed. Subvocalizing lowly, I repeated—

	“Anomalies? What anomalies are you talking about?”

	“It’s got me worried. I admit it. I haven’t seen you since the party. You don’t answer my calls. Doctor… was I too forward? Why don’t you come to my quarters after you get back and I’ll make it up to—”

	I let go of my collar. The connection broke and my ear-nanos went quiet, letting night sounds float back… including a faint rustling that I hadn’t noticed before. A creaking… then a scrape that might have been leather against pavement.

	The captain halted abruptly and I collided with his back. Through his tunic I felt the tense bristles of demmie hackle-ridges, standing on end. Ohm’s pompadour just reached my eyes, so I couldn’t see ahead. But a glance left showed the ship’s healer also stopped in his tracks, staring, utterly transfixed by something.

	Lieutenant Morell hurried forward and gasped, fumbling the dial of her blaster.

	A sudden, grating sound echoed behind me, followed by a clang of heavy metal on concrete.

	As I turned, a horrific howl pealed. Then another, and still more from all sides, baying like hounds from hell.

	Before I could finish spinning about, a dark, flapping shape descended over me, enveloping my face in stifling folds and choking off my scream.

	



	


3.

	Consciousness returned in fits and starts, accompanied by a rhythmic, irritating, “plinking” sound – the repetitive dripping of water into some pool. Even before I opened my eyes, mineral aromas and stony echoes told me that I must be underground, lying on some cold, gritty floor.

	Spikes of yellow light stabbed when I cracked my eyelids, but I tried not to move or make a sound as blurry outlines gradually formed into steady images – a stretch of rocky wall; a smoldering torch set in an iron sconce; stacks of wooden crates covered with frayed tarps; a rough wooden table, where lay a platter, stacked with raw meat steaks. A glass tankard frothed with some kind of brownish ale.

	A pair of pale, squinting eyes peered over the tankard’s rim as it rose to meet a broad face, nearly covered by a riot of dark fur.

	The meniscus level of ale dropped swiftly, accompanied by slurping gulps as the tankard swung horizontal, draining down that hairy gullet. With a deep satisfied sigh, the furry one licked the goblet’s rim with a prodigious tongue. Overall, the shape of the skull was much like a person’s. The eyes, though recessed, were green and still somewhat humanoid. Only where Earl Dragonlord had possessed canine uppers even pointier than a demmy’s, this fellow had huge, heavy lower tusks, jutting up to graze his shaggy cheeks.

	The flagon slammed down and he started toward the pile of steaks, salivating prodigiously… then he stopped, sniffing the air. A matched pair of splendidly huge eyebrows arched as he turned toward me, grinning impressively.

	“Snarsh glimp? Naggle scraggle. Yowzuh nowzuh, whutchuh-briggle…”

	My captor must not have come into contact with the translator-converter. Or else the device was knocked out during the ambush. No matter. I never believed in that method of dealing with language differences, anyway. “When in Rome…” begins an old human expression that’s good advice for any traveler.

	I tongued one of my molars, turning on the interpreter nanos in my own ear canal.

	“Grimble gramble gnash… so-o-o it’s no-o-o yoosh pretending-g-g,” rumbled the deep, slurred voice, which grew steadily easier to understand. “I ken when a man’s scannin’ me, though ’is gaze be narrow as a Nomort’s charity.”

	I opened my eyes fully and sat up on one elbow, wincing just a little from sharp twinges.

	“I suppose I’m your prisoner,” I said, subvocalizing first in my own language, then relaxing to let my laryngeal nano-woofers fashion the equivalent in local dialect.

	The hirsute fellow replied with what I took to be a shrug, using shoulders the size of hamhocks. When he next opened his mouth, what emerged was a hearty, majestic belch.

	I made certain to look impressed.

	“Hm. Well said. I take it you are what they call a Lik’em.”

	If he winced at my use of the term, it was hidden by the mat of hair covering all but his nose and eyes.

	“This week I seek no relief, ’xcept to be what I be, and am what I am. You should see me elsetimes. Handsome bugger, or so says my mirror. An’ what about you? What’s your fate? To eat, or be ate?”

	A queer question. It made me glance, against my better wishes, at the stack of bloody cutlets on his plate.

	“My name is Dr. Alvin Montessori. And I’m not sure I understand what you mean. Someone recently told me that I looked like a… a Standard.”

	My host grunted expressively. “So does a corpambulist, when he’s new an’ not too smelly. So’s a Nomort, in daylight. Heck-o, you should see me most days when there’s no moon in view. Smooth as a baby an’ don’t say maybe!” He guffawed heartily, a friendly sound that would have cheered me, were not beads of saliva running down his yellow tusks and pooling on his lower lip before they spilled on the deeply stained tabletop.

	Questions had been swirling in my head ever since we met Earl Dragonlord, about the social class structure on this world. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like the answers.

	“Let’s say I am a Standard. Does that automatically mean I’m slated for somebody’s dinner table?”

	My host sniggered, as if amused by my ignorance.

	“In some measure that’s up to the Standard hisself.”

	“And I suppose Lik’ems and corpsic—”

	“Corpambulists,” he corrected. “Though they prefer bein’ called Zoomz. T’is easier to pronounce, especially in their condition.”

	“Zooms?” I’m afraid I rolled my eyes. “Then Lik’ems and Zooms are devourers of—”

	“Hey. Don’t pin the whole rap on us! There’s Nomorts, too, y’know.”

	Nomorts… such as Earl Dragonlord. The native I last saw guiding my captain and crewmates toward his home. His lair.

	I felt a chill that had little to do with the dank, underground cold. Turning toward the torch, I squinted so that its light pierced between my eyelids in sharp, diffracting rays. My nose began to tickle.

	“So,” I asked. “What must a Standard do in order to keep from being someone’s dinner?”

	The furry humanoid grinned, his tusks gleaming. “You mean you really don’t know? Then as we suspected—”

	The tickling light beams struck a nerve at last. I gasped… then bellowed a ferocious sneeze.

	The abrupt noise sent my captor toppling backward, off his chair. If my intent had been to jump him, that would have been the time. But I only took the occasion to gather myself up to one knee, pulling in my collar tab.

	A fleecy, dark mane reappeared in view, rising above the table, followed by peering eyes.

	“Wha… what was that?”

	“Just a sneeze. It’s freezing down here, don’t you think? Doesn’t a solitary captive like me deserve a blanket, after being attacked on the darkened streets of your urb district, knocked out, and dragged underground, away from my friends?”

	“That was a sneeze? It sounded like a cross ’tween a hellion howl and a razortooth’s roar.” He blinked some more. “I thought you said you was a Standard.”

	I divided my attention, as another voice buzzed in my ears.

	“Advisor Montessori, this is Commander Talon, on the bridge. Thank heavens you’re all right! I assume from your phrasing that you’re alone underground, under some type of coercion, and out of contact with the Captain. Is that correct?”

	Demmies are sharp and quick, when they decide to focus, and Talon took focus seriously. I shivered to reinforce the impression that I must keep my hand on my collar. Facing the Lik’em, I spoke sharply, as if to answer his question.

	“I never said I was a member of the planetwide social class that’s apparently preyed upon by three other sub-races of humanoids… those three groups being called the corpambulists, whom I’ve never seen; and the elegant Nomorts, one of whom I last saw guiding my comrades toward castle-like structures on a hill west of the park, presumably into a trap; or Lik’ems like you my captor, who seem to grow abundant lower bicuspids and facial fur during certain times of the month, and relish beer with their raw meat.”

	The Lik’em stared at me, rising the rest of the way. “Uh, why are you talkin’ like that?”

	“How should I talk to a fellow who has taken away my belt pouch and all my tools, and now holds me captive in a subterranean chamber, a little over two meters in height and roughly three meters long by four wide, with a tunnel exiting along the long axis? There you are, standing almost two meters tall, though in a bit of a forward-canine crouch, on the other side of a table piled high with raw steaks, and you have the nerve to ask—”

	“We’re homing in on your signal now, Advisor. I don’t think we can read quite the kind of detail you’re giving us. Not through solid rock. But the room dimensions should help us track you down.”

	“—have the nerve to ask why I’m talking like this? You really don’t know why I’m talking like this?”

	The Lik’em shook his head vigorously, eyes betraying growing worry. “Look, Doc, maybe we got off to a bad start. My name’s Lorg.” He hurried over to a pile of tarps in the corner. “Here, let me get you that blanket—”

	“Got it!” The voice of the ship’s exec cut in. “Hold on, Advisor, we’ve found your locus, in a cavity underneath one of their streets. I’m warming up the blasters right now. Just give us a few seconds. We’ll rip away thirty meters of rock and have you outta there in a jif—”

	“No!” I cried out, leaping to my feet so fast that I lost contact with the throat mike. Lorg jumped back in dismay, yelping like a puppy with its tail caught in a door.

	I pressed my uniform collar once more. “Don’t you dare!” I reiterated. My heartbeat raced, knowing how quickly demmies can work when they think they’re coming to the rescue of a friend. Any moment now, the planetary crust over my head might start boiling into the atmosphere, surgically peeled in molten sheets by a giga-terrawatt laser.

	“Just… just hold it right there,” I added, in a lower tone. “Hold it and stay calm.”

	Lorg stared at me, clutching the blanket in front of him, his jaw quivering, tusks and all.

	“I’m calm. I’m calm!”

	Commander Talon also replied – “Roger, Doctor Montessori. Understood. Standing by.”

	I tried to think. So far I’d been improvising… a technique which isn’t taught much at Earth’s Advisor Academy, since that skill is usually left to demmies. (It is their strongest trait.) But sometimes a human has to do the demmiest things. At this point I had my captor intimidated, but I knew that would give way when he realized my loud bark wasn’t backed up with bite.

	I took an assertive step towards him. “Where are we now? In the sub-urb?”

	Lorg nodded. “Under my own place. You were closest to the manhole, so I grabbed you before the Renks snatched ever’body else.”

	This confused me. “You mean the captai… my friends aren’t here too?”

	“Naw. The Renks laid a trap for ’em. Me an’ my friends were lucky to get you.”

	“Renks? Who are they? Are they Nomorts?” My suspicions of Earl Dragonlord flared. Had he led our party into an ambush?

	But that didn’t make sense! We had been following Earl toward the hill of castles he called home. Why should he abduct victims who were already heading into his lair?

	“Renks is a kind of Zoomz,” Lorg said, with a shiver and a shake of his head. “They swarmed over y’all. We hardly had time to—”

	“Shut up, Lorg!”

	A new, harsh voice cut in, making us both startle and turn. At the entrance to the underground chamber, three more Lik’ems had appeared, even larger than my host. Foremost among the newcomers was a giant figure, bulging out of his clothes, which resembled some kind of striped tracksuit, with a sweater draped over the shoulders. Pale yellow fur stood on end with rage, and his curling tusks made Lorg look like a poster boy for Orthodontia Monthly.

	“Besh!” Lorg cried out. “I was just—”

	“Playing with your food again, I know.” The bigger Lik’em sauntered in – if one can “saunter” with tree-like arms that almost brush the floor. “How many times do I haveta tell you? If you talk to it, that only makes it harder to eat.”

	The other two Lik’ems leaned against the door and chortled, a sound vaguely like what an engine might say, after being fed a treat of corundum sand. Lorg turned red – in those few bare patches showing through his matted pelt.

	“Uh, Besh, I don’t think this’s food at all. It… he ain’t like any Standard I ever seen.”

	“Nonsense! Look at him! X’cept for that funny nose, and those flattish eyes, that silly chin, and smooth fore’ead—”

	What funny nose? I thought, a bit put out.

	“Besides, what were Renks doing out there? Hunting for partners in a game of spin the skull? They must want this meat pretty bad, risking a foray into our urb like that.”

	“Exactly!” Lorg said, gaining some feeling in his voice. “You ever see that happen before? Or for that matter, you ever see Standards come strolling through the urb at night? With a moon full? I tell you, them Renks wanted somethin’ more’n just Standard flesh.”

	Besh seemed torn between affront at Lorg’s daring to talk back, and interest in the possibilities he’d raised.

	“Not a regular Standard, eh? Maybe something tastier?”

	“Maybe something a whole lot more dangerous,” I interjected, speaking with more steadiness than I felt inside.

	Besh looked me over, and barked a savage laugh. He ambled toward me with an air of relish… and mustard and mayonnaise, I’d wager.

	“I don’t scare off easy, meat. I’m Besh, night-howler and hill-loper! Runner in the woods and bed-lover of all three moons! My yowl curdles milk in far counties. It shatters windows in the Standards’ armored high rises. Nomorts take a sunburn, before they face Besh. Little baldie, you dare try to out-bluff me?”

	As he moved closer, flexing hands like the scoops at the end of a steam shovel, Lorg tugged at his sleeve.

	“Watch out, Besh. He makes this noise.”

	I had been getting ready for a fight, relaxing into Judo stance… as if that would help much against four such demons. But Lorg’s words gave me an idea. I pressed my collar again.

	“Did that noise impress you, Lorg? Why, I wouldn’t insult Besh with anything so puny.”

	This time the big Lik’em stopped, clearly intrigued.

	“Oh yeah?” he asked.

	“Yeah! Besh calls himself night-howler? Why, I can out-bellow him anytime, anywhere. I can make clamor that’ll rattle your gums and shake your teeth out of their sockets. I can make water rise up and stones fall from above. You want noise? I’ll give you noise!”

	Would Commander Talon understand what I wanted? By sonic induction, it should be easy enough to transmit vibrations directly into the bedrock all around this chamber – something loud and awe-inspiring. It would only be a matter of timing, triggering it to coincide with my surreptitious cue. Just the sort of improvised trick I had seen the Captain pull, plenty of times.

	I felt a moment’s triumph from the facial expressions of Besh and the others. Clearly, bravado and bluster were components of Lik’em character, part of how they sorted out their own pecking order. Now to back up my bravado with something that would turn them into jibbering converts, eager to help me any way they could.

	“Right!” I took a step forward, brandishing a fist. “I’ll make these rock walls tremble with such a din, you’ll think the world is ending!”

	The Lik’ems stared at me, wide-eyed and nervously expectant.

	Seconds passed, measured by the slow plinking of condensation droplets, falling unhurriedly into a nearby puddle. With each “plunk” my heart sank. Where was Talon? Why didn’t he answer, to confirm my request?

	Besh blinked once. Twice. Scratching his shaggy, blond mane, he ran his tongue back and forth a few times between his tusks, making a thoughtful clicking.

	He glanced at Lorg, who looked back at him and shrugged.

	“Okay, I’ll bite,” Besh said, facing me once more. “What noise is it you were thinkin’ of impressin’ us with?”

	“Yeah,” Lorg added, a little eagerly. “Will it hurt?”

	I pressed the collar mike against my throat, with desperate urgency.

	“Hurt? Why… I can make a racket that will shiver these chambers and rattle your soul! A cacophony to show you I’m nobody’s meat. It’ll petrify your very bones, shrivel your guts, shake your teeth—”

	“We heard that part already,” Lorg complained, a little churlishly. I really was doing my best, under the circumstances.

	“Enough!” Besh roared, setting off his own reverberations and sweeping the plate of cutlets off the table, crashing to the floor.

	“Enough braggin’! Just do it, meat. Give it a shot.”

	He crossed his arms, waiting.

	My mind whirled. What had gone wrong? Was it a problem with my microphone or nanos? Or had something gone amiss with the Clever Gamble, in orbit?

	The eyes of the Lik’em chieftain told me, I had but seconds left.

	Improvise! Part of me insisted.

	But I’m no demmie! Another part replied. I’m a logical Earthman!

	That thought cheered me, just a little. Enough to find some saliva in my dry mouth, to wet my lips.

	I brought them together… and blew.

	This isn’t going to work, I thought, as I began a softshoe tap-shuffle, to my own whistling accompaniment.

	I had never been so right in all my life.

	



	


4.

	The next time I awoke, it was under a vast canopy of stars, damp, bruised, and in pain. Still, I gasped foremost in surprise at still being alive. My last recollected image hadn’t been all that promising.

	After the ship didn’t answer, and the Lik’ems called my bluff, what else could I do but wing it? Starting with the very first thing to come to mind. The Colonel Bogie March was followed by a brief rendition of I got Rhythm, which segued into a blues version of that ancient, venerated Earth melody, Zippedee-doo-dah – attended by every sound effect I could muster with hand in armpit.

	Slack-jawed, the four Lik’ems had stared in astonishment while I moved on through a half-dozen of my best animal calls, then a syncopated chant of The Ballad of Eskimo Nell – in some faint hope they’d like the raunchy bits. Or else, perhaps, that sheer tedium would put them to sleep.

	No such luck. Of the four of them, the two laconic Lik’em henchlupines had simply stared with glazed expressions. And while Lorg seemed willing to give me points for effort, the giant leader simply glared.

	At last, Besh told Lorg – “I guess you’re right, after all. This meat’s no good. I’ll help you throw it out.”

	With that, four huge creatures – each about the size and density of a Harley space scooter – buried me under a blurry avalanche of hair and burlap.

	In fact, I must have made a good account of myself during the brief fight, since it lasted longer and was even more painful than I expected. Finally, as the world spun and I blacked out, the last words I heard were – “Let’s’ toss him to the Zoomz, if they want him so bad.”

	 

	Pondering later as consciousness returned, I didn’t much like the sound of those words, even in recollection. At the moment, though, I had other worries as I lay in the dark, sprawled on my back on a cold, hard surface.

	No bones seemed broken, but I hurt all over. Stars could be seen overhead – occulted by the outlines of clouds and tree branches. It was damn cold. Worse yet, my uniform was torn!

	That was bad. Circuitry woven into the fibers was essential to communicating with my crewmates in orbit. Wincing at the effort, I pressed my collar tab anyway, and tried to transmit. My voice warbled and scritched like something made of tin.

	“This is Ship’s Advisor Montessori, calling… calling Clever Gamble. Come in, Clever Gamble. Do you read?”

	No answer. The nanos in my ears remained silent – though I couldn’t rule out the possibility that Besh and his boys had knocked them loose, along with half my fillings.

	Maybe it would help if I sat up and smoothed some of the kinks out of my abused shirt. I pushed up to my elbows, and for the first time got a glimpse of my surroundings. My call to the ship trailed off as I made out rows of grayish white forms, mostly rectangular, arrayed in rows that vanished into the gloom in all directions. Some of the slabs stood upright. Others tilted awkwardly or had toppled on the ground. I now lay upon one of the latter kind.

	An overturned grave stone.

	Frissons of panic climbed my back while my gorge churned. It wasn’t just your typical queasiness, mixed with surprise. When you’ve spent as much time with demmies as I have, you can’t help picking up their penchant for superstition. Right then, my sepulchral surroundings didn’t make me any more appreciative of the direction life was heading.

	Then I noticed something else that didn’t help my sense of well-being. Of the tombstones I’d thought “toppled,” several of those nearby seemed deliberately positioned on the ground, with metal fixtures along one side.

	Hinges, I realized, unhappily, soon noting that the slab I lay upon came so equipped. Why would anyone put hinges on grave slabs?

	As if that weren’t bad enough, it was about then that a voice murmured out of the darkness behind my back.

	“There, you see, Sully? He got up. I told you he must be dead. You owe me five.”

	Shivering, I turned to see two humanoids watching me. One leaned against a tall funerary monument, managing to look wryly dapper, despite missing an ear, an eye, and nearly half his scalp. The other one sat atop the same marble shrine, swinging her legs while regarding me with an amused expression on her waxy, overly made-up face. Above them both, a stone figure – both heroic and exaggeratedly masculine – stood frozen in the act of offering sage counsel, chiding with an outstretched finger.

	Probably warning future generations never to stand still long enough to let birds roost on your head, I thought. Or so mused the part of me still capable of detached observation. Symptoms of incipient hysteria were evident. I was starting not to give a damn.

	“I don’t think so, Moulder,” the woman answered her companion with a wry smirk. She slid off her perch to land beside him, and pointed at me. “He smells much too fresh. Besides, ever see Besh and his bunch leave their meat in such good shape?”

	“Moulder” winced and touched the missing side of his face.

	“Well, maybe it wasn’t Besh that left it here. Some of the other Lik’em bands are still living by the Old Code. Or maybe the Nomorts dumped him, after draining him.”

	The female shook her head as she sauntered toward me. Her gait was strange, at once both graceful and somehow impaired – as if she were a dancer, struggling to disguise a progressive neurological disease. Underneath that casual pose, I thought I caught an attitude of intense concentration. She dropped to one knee next to me and reached out toward my neck. I flinched, and her fingers stopped short, then withdrew. She tilted her head, looking at me from both sides… and I caught a pungent, sweet scent, like a ten-times normal dose of tangy perfume.

	“He’s not been sipped by Nomorts, either. He’s warm.” She rocked back on her haunches. “And I sense a normal pulse.”

	“Ho, yes?” Moulder shambled closer, and I saw that one of his arms hung nearly useless at his side. He gave off a reek that made me quail back, breathing only through my mouth.

	“You’re right, Sully,” he muttered, crouching over me. “Lookit him pant like a scared puppy!” Moulder guffawed so hard that something came loose from his mouth, flying past my left ear. A tooth, I suspected unhappily. “So, you’re still Standard, eh? Still among the true-living? Well enjoy it! For a while.”

	I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. It seemed time that I took matters in hand. But as I was about to speak, I heard something I liked even less. A rumbling vibration that seemed to come from below my mortuarial platform. There was a scraping clatter, followed by a bang which jarred the stone from underneath.

	Both Sully and Moulder stood up and stepped back. I quickly saw that the disturbance wasn’t limited to this area. On all sides, tombstones that lay flush with the ground were being nudged, then rocked… and then flung back, swiveling over their hinges to strike the abused earth with loud thuds, revealing yawning black cavities below.

	I stared as more and more opened, the lids pivoting and banging into dirt, raising small dust clouds, until the cemetery hills were pocked with rectangular holes like a carcass pecked-over by neat ravens.

	The nearest neighboring grave lay silent for an agonizing eternity that lasted all too briefly. Then a hand emerged… or something that may once have deserved the name.

	While I stared, transfixed, the stone beneath me rocked once more, this time insistently.

	“Well, bloodywarm?” Moulder sneered. “Gonna get out of the way? Or d’you want to join us the fast way?”

	I turned to see that he and Sully had retaken their perches, climbing up the pedestal of the monument, more than two meters above the ground.

	More hands were emerging from graves on all sides, followed by vague shapes that made me deeply grateful for the dark. The tombstone that I sat on received a bang from below that lifted one side several centimeters before slamming back down.

	I suddenly found the will to move my arms and legs, scrambling to my feet and running past gaping crypts whose residents now emerged like implacable wraiths. Desperately, I dodged around crumbly, foul-smelling pits, evading clawlike hands that reached for me – whether in aggression or supplication I didn’t tarry to find out. I leaped for the pedestal and managed to get my arms over the stone lip, near the cold base of the statue. I was trying to swing my legs up when something brushed my left foot. I tried shaking it off, but a bony grip clamped down on my boot and began dragging me backward!

	I seem to recall a sound leaving my throat. I would not be ashamed if anyone called it a whimper.

	Suddenly, two pairs of chill hands seized my arms and yanked me upward. I felt a snap below, and soon thereafter found myself on my feet atop the pedestal, standing next to the statue itself, just under the benevolent arm of the sculpted eminence.

	“Thank you,” I gasped, between hasty breaths.

	This time, Moulder spilled no parts when he laughed. “Think nothing of it. That’s why the tribe has recents, like us, check out the surface before an advent. Older corpies don’t like surprises. Makes ’em grumpy.” He nodded downward, and I got an all-too good look at the entity who had tried to seize me, seconds before.

	A zombie, I thought, subvocalizing a word that I’d been avoiding for some time. Shreds of former clothing still draped the cadaverous form, grinning liplessly as it cast about, left and right, searching for something it had lost. It never occurred to the wretched thing – thank God – to look up.

	“S’cuse me,” Moulder said, in an amused voice. “I think you’ve got something our cousin wants back.”

	As he crouched by my side, I looked down and must have yelped. The woman, Sully, steadied me as Moulder wrestled loose a severed hand that still clamped ahold of my service boot. With a grunting effort, he loosened its grip, holding it warily by the wrist as it slowly writhed, opening and closing clumsily.

	“Hey, cuz! Here ya go. Wear it in health!”

	He tossed the disembodied appendage down so that it struck the zombie in the chest. After a moment or two, the pathetic, horrible thing bent over to recover the member, fumbling and finally managing to re-attach the hand in some way. Backwards, I realized when it clenched. The poor creature didn’t seem to notice.

	“Flshsh-shfleppp-ph-ph gr-gr-flph-ph-f,” it slobbered through a rictus grin… and I swear, the slavering sound seemed almost musical, in a strange, chilling way. I wouldn’t have expected my nanos to make sense of the noise, but the translator in my left ear offered a best-guess interpretation—

	“Why thank you, kids, for finding what I had misplaced! How nice to see that courtesy is still extant among today’s youth.”

	It was only a rough rendering. The original statement might have been bitterly sarcastic for all I knew. Still, I muttered, “You’re welcome,” almost involuntarily, as the corpambulist shuffled off to join a horde of risen forms, now shambling in unison through the gloom.

	“Have a nice evening stroll,” I added.

	The woman, Sully, let go of my arm and stared at me. I turned, and abruptly realized something I’d been too tense no notice before – that she was, without a doubt, the loveliest dead person who ever saved my life. To her surprised regard, I could only shrug and repeat what my own instructors used to teach, here at the academy, as good advice for any occasion.

	“Well after all,” I told the beautiful zombie. “It never hurts a body to be polite.”

	 

	Sully and Moulder led me to a mausoleum at the far end of the cemetery, where tombs apparently pre-dated the present era of decline in both population and wealth. Lavish marble masonry faced the vaults and sepulchers, adorned with kneeling statuary figures in prayerful poses. On Earth, such postures usually illustrated earnest supplication for an afterlife. But I tried to shuck aside any preconceptions. Clearly, to the denizens of 1265 Oxytoxin 41-C, “death” was just another phase in a rather complex cycle.

	The crypt possessed an arching roof, like an ancient Greek tholos, under which we sheltered from some intermittent drizzling rain. Beyond a bank of low trees, I could make out lighted skyscrapers, less than a kilometer away. I might have been tempted to call them beacons of refuge, but right now I was in no hurry to test the nighttime reactions of trigger-happy guards, protecting the “Standard” populace… Standards who were sure to be utterly paranoid, if they had any sense at all.

	In the opposite direction, away from the city lights, a gap in the clouds let moonlight spill across a hilly glade, where milled throngs of limping, staggering forms. A distant lowing floated from that place – a creepy, moaning din that sent chills coursing down what remained of my aptly-named nervous system.

	I tried ignoring the zombie sounds, as my rescuers, Sully and Moulder, asked questions and I did my best to answer. Still, my thoughts were elsewhere. What I really wanted, desperately, to restore contact with Clever Gamble! Whatever my plight, the well being of my ship and crewmates came first.

	Fortunately, the cool weather was reason enough to press my collar against my throat the entire time that I told Moulder and Sully about my predicament – the kidnapping of my comrades from the heart of the Lik’em urb, and my subsequent encounter with Lorg and the gang of Besh. Perhaps my shirt was transmitting but not receiving. Anyway, it seemed worth a try.

	“You were lucky to get away from Besh in one piece,” Sully commented. “Either his bunch currently has a full larder, or you did something to put him off his feed.”

	“Mmm,” I commented, remembering those last moments under the urb. My singing has affected people that way, on occasion. But I never before owed my survival to that fact.

	“Anyway,” Moulder added as he groomed Sully, much as I’d seen apes do in a zoo, picking through her glossy hair, seeking what I dared not dwell upon. “Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about your friends anymore, if I was you.”

	“You wouldn’t?”

	“Naw. You’ll probably be reunited soon.”

	“Really?”

	“Sure, providing the Lik’ems left enough of them to animate, and didn’t put the remains out in the sun. It’s not nice, but Besh has been known to do that. Otherwise, they’ll be along this way soon.”

	I winced at the image. Demmie zombies. It made me shiver.

	“I’m pretty sure Besh never got his hands on my colleagues.” And I explained the reaction of Lorg to my questions.

	“He said what?” Sully sneered. “That Zooms ambushed your group? Right in the middle of the urb? Oh, that’s rich!”

	“Why’s that? Maybe it was some other, er, tribe of corpambulists. I think he used the term… Renks?”

	The two of them looked at each other and I knew I’d said something important. But they didn’t comment.

	“Look, if I could only ask your leaders—”

	“That’s just the point! Zooms have very little of anything you’d call leadership. Sometimes a group’ll get an idea into their failing brains, and go shambling off in some direction to do one thing or other. Settle old scores they vaguely recall from when they were alive, for instance, or surround a house and bang on it to scare everybody inside half to death. And then there are brain-smorgs… those are hard to resist.

	“But the very idea of doing something so… organized… as an ambush in Lik’em country…?” She shook her head, dismissing the idea as absurd.

	“Well, what about you?” I asked, taking a chance. “You and Moulder are… well, recent is the word you used. You still have plenty of um…”

	I almost said life in you, but decided to use other phrasing.

	“…You seem just as bright and astute as anyone not saddled with your… uh, impairment.”

	“Why, what a sweet thing to say!” She smiled and turned to her friend. “Wasn’t that sweet, Moulder?”

	Moulder grunted and rolled his one eye in its socket. “Yeah, real sweet.”

	“But you really don’t understand,” Sully continued. “Recents like us have to stay out of the way, or the older corpsies will tear us apart. We smell too fresh, you see. They assign us tasks that take finesse, like dealing with strangers and such. But when it comes to mass action, Zooms tend to follow those even further along than they are.”

	“Farther along?”

	“You know,” she said, and pretended to hold her nose, without actually touching it.

	“Rule by the ripest,” Moulder summarized.

	“Oh, I see.”

	“Ripe makes might,” Sully corrected. “Only the decayed may decree.”

	Moulder pondered. “Which means the really rank hath privileges.”

	“Uh huh. And victory goes to the spoiled.”

	“Then corruption empowers?” I interjected, on impulse.

	They paused, then Sully replied with a grin. “Necrolutely.”

	“Rot on!” Moulder enthused. “Power to the putrid!” And for a second I feared he was about to offer me a high slap-handshake. But he settled for raising a clenched fist.

	I relaxed, having already, that evening, learned a new meaning to the expression – “gimme five.”

	We sat in silence for a time, listening as the zombie “singing” on that far hillside coalesced, taking on a complex rhythm and eerie tonality I had never heard in all my travels.

	I let go of the throat mike at last. It seemed futile, and anyway, my neck was getting raw. There had never been the slightest sign that anybody in orbit heard me. Something was terribly wrong, and I was going to need help ever to find out what happened to my crewmates in the slurry party, let alone the Clever Gamble herself.

	I could feel my alertness start to fade away. It had, after all, been a damn rough day. (Or two? Or three?) The music of the dead had a somnolent effect, drawing me downward toward unconscious realms, whether I liked it or not. I had no will any longer to resist as a deep languor spread across my limbs.

	“I have it!” Sully announced abruptly. By now she had traded places and was grooming Moulder, a process I chose not to watch too closely. Still I managed to turn and regard her eyes, which seemed to shine at me with genuine pleasure.

	“Have what?” Moulder asked, clearly concerned and trying to squirm around to see what she had found in his scalp.

	“I mean I’ve got an idea. I know where we can take our guest in the morning, if the weather’s nice. We’ll guide him to town and introduce him to Professor Ping!”

	Moulder sat up suddenly. Too suddenly, leaving a patch of hairy scalp in Sully’s hand, which she quickly hid from view.

	“Of course!” he cried. “Ping is the thing. You’ll see, stranger. He’ll get you straightened out in no time.”

	“And if he doesn’t, perish the thought,” Moulder added with a leer. “Or if the guards or viggies or Nomorts get you first… well, no harm in trying. You’ll just wind up right back here in Necropolis, and we can show you how to fit right into the rot race.”

	I suppose I thanked them. I guess I must have made all the right, polite sounds. But I was so exhausted, I had no strength to ask any further questions.

	Sometimes students, in your travels, there will come occasions when you simply have to hope for the best and put your fate in the hands of strangers.

	I had never been in stranger hands than I was that night. Still the rule held. Anyway, what choice had I, except to I trust my instinctive feeling that these two would protect me until dawn? I drifted off, lying upwind of my two deceased friends under a marble mausoleum canopy.

	As minutes elongated, the crooning from the hillside zombie-gathering seemed to come together with compelling urgency and a kind of unexpectedly weird beauty, blending into the equally unalive, yet animate, singing of the wind.

	I recall at the time thinking vaguely about a certain radio station – one still using binaural, no-pix format – that I used to listen to as a boy. The net-jockies on that channel always bragged that they played only contemporary tunes, never classical, or oldies, or cro-rock, or warp zither… Just the latest stuff.

	“No music by dead guys.” That was their motto.

	But here I was, listening to a veritable song of the perished. A melody with spirit, with soul. And it was the very latest thing.

	The rhythms were unique.

	The harmonies, splendid.

	Decomposers were sublime.

	



	


5.

	Picture a lonely human, sleeping fitfully atop a cold marble slab in an alien cemetery, his dreams threaded by a night-long threnody of the undead – a crooning zombie serenade.

	How restful would you find that, after a long hard day getting pummeled by bourgeois werewolves, seeing your comrades snatched away by cloaked figures in the night, and then losing even the distant comfort of contact with your starship, orbiting far overhead?

	Would your slumber be fitful? Disturbed… on this night of the living dead?

	Not mine. For the rest of that long first night on Oxytocin 41, I slept like… well… the dead… somehow knowing that my new friends – Moulder and Sully – would guard me until dawn. Protecting the most precious thing that I had left. Something the two of them no longer possessed.

	Life.

	 

	The next morning’s weather was “perfect” for my kindly hosts. Dank, chilly and overcast, but not too humid. An ideal sort of day for “recents” – the newly risen dead – to stroll into town.

	We had to wait, of course, for the great Zombie Conclave to break up, after that strangely stirring nightlong dirge. The (literally) haunting harmonies at last began to fade, along with the brittle constellations, when a pale morning glow spread in the east. Gradually, through a predawn mist, shambling figures could be seen descending through the graveyard, returning to tombs and crypts and cenotaphs, then pulling shut their hinged lids, leaving behind a trampled slope scattered with various organs, limbs and other fallen parts, twitching, then dissolving into sludge and vapor.

	A few of the oldest walking cadavers – nearly fleshless and evidently confused – wandered past the tombstones and monuments, moaning softly as they meandered toward the dim city skyline, heedless of a mine field that lay in the way, just short of the town wall. A staccato of muffled explosions made me wince. But Moulder, the male Zoom who had befriended me last night, grunted with satisfaction each time a detonation resonated through the rows of tombs.

	“That’s how I plan to move on, when the time is ripe,” he commented. “With a bang. None of that soul-o whimpering for me!”

	A final coffin lid slammed shut, even as the mist condensed into swirls and then clouds that drifted upward, revealing the resplendent skyscraper towers of a city that had been named – until yesterday – Cal’mari. In this light, the metropolis looked pretty typical for a Stage Eighteen world… only with some unique features. For example, a maze of netting – like spiderwebs – making it next to impossible for any creature (alive or undead) to fly between most buildings. One of many defensive measures erected by the planet’s living population, I supposed. Perhaps paranoid… but understandable, given what I had learned so far.

	The city proper was a realm for the planet’s most numerous subspecies, known as “Standards” – sufficiently humanoid that an Earthling like me could walk among them. At least that was what I hoped to do… with help from the substantial makeup kit that my other new friend, Sully, carried with her at all times.

	“We’ll have to change your skin tone and put some box-corners on your ears,” she commented while applying putties and sprays “Oh! And let’s give you a nice goatee beard to cover up that awful chin.”

	I stopped myself from blurting: “What’s wrong with my chin?” Even with nano translators tuned to the local language, I had to assume there would be, well, exaggerations. So I quashed any impulse to take offense.

	Besides, she had a gentle touch… and was by far the most attractive corpse I had ever met.

	Sully even made a few alterations to my Alliance uniform, sewing some of the rips and tears from my battle with local lycanthropes, the night before, then adding a few clever touches to make my clothes resemble normal street attire. Moulder, pacing nearby, grumbled that she was putting in far too much effort.

	“It’s not as if he’ll really blend in. Have you forgotten we’ll be with him?”

	Moulder had just finished puttying his own face, but only in a very dark room would anybody fail to note a missing chunk of skull, perhaps the very injury that brought him to this place. To his second phase of “life.”

	“Oh, hush,” Sully responded. “Don’t you want the flavor of a good deed to carry with you, as memory and mind fade away?”

	Moulder muttered some more. But of course, this merely confirmed something that I’ve long observed during my voyages aboard the Clever Gamble. For all of its apparent malignity, the universe also overflows with kindness and skill.

	Anyway, I just have to believe it. A character flaw, I suppose. They only pick optimists to serve as human advisors aboard demmie-crewed ships.

	Anyone else would probably go insane.

	 

	Our day began with a hurried search of the big park where my crewmates and I had slurried down to this planet, only a day before. I held out little hope of finding the Nozzle intact. After all, I couldn’t see the Hose. A careful scan of the sky showed no blue, shimmering line leading upward to the heavens. Still, I had to check. If our ship had been destroyed, the Nozzle-reconstructor should still be there… along with a tangled coil of fallen tubing that would trail ever westward, falling from space to snarl trees, power cables, and clotheslines across half a continent.

	The nozzle was gone. No sign of it in the park. And, in a sense, that was encouraging! So, the Gamble hadn’t been destroyed in a flash. There must have been time to at least begin hauling in the slurry hose.

	A small comfort. Very small.

	Our search brought forth one more clue… a tattered tunic of lime green, very large, with WEMS spelled across the chest. I turned it over carefully, checking for clues to what might have become of the security crewman, but there were none that I could see.

	Then I tried using the garment’s built-in transmitter to contact Commander Talon, on the Clever Gamble.

	No luck. My ear nanos conveyed only space static.

	Something terrible must have happened to the ship. Because my crewmates would never leave comrades stranded below for so long. Say what you will about demmies; but most of them are loyal to a fault.

	I’ve got to find out what’s going on!

	No choice then, but to head into the town proper, accompanied by Moulder and Sully. In order to seek aid from one of the local dignitaries.

	The apparently renowned “Professor Ping.”

	 

	I had to revise my earlier notion about social arrangements in the city that only yesterday (without the inhabitants’ permission or knowledge) was renamed “Squid.” So far, I had encountered four sub-species of humanoids on this world, comingling in a complex life cycle, with some of them treating others as prey. A place where – as I’ve said – paranoia seemed quite justified.

	Nevertheless, the various types weren’t at war. Not exactly.

	True, the city showed signs, everywhere, of profound efforts at self defense. Like those huge, ominous nets, spanning open spaces. High concrete walls, topped with razor wire, ran along the riverbank, dividing downtown from the park/cemetery area, turning the broad stream into a moat. Watchtowers overlooked several gated bridges.

	Yet, despite the backdrop of predation and mutual mayhem, it was remarkably easy to enter the city proper. No one stopped us, or even scrutinized passersby, as we ambled across one of the spans into the main commercial zone. At the city end, formidable barriers had swung aside on hinges, apparently unneeded by daylight. Motor traffic rushed past us in both directions.

	I wondered – could the local interspecies asperity be limited only to night? Was it simply a matter of bad luck (and demmie impatience) that Captain Ohm had us slurry down to this metropolis so late in the day?

	Standards swarmed the streets and canals of Squid City, busy at trades and industry. Making, buying and selling things. Bickering, talking, raising their young. Doing all the normal things of civilization. Yet, amid the throng I also glimpsed a few of the predatory types – always given plenty of room by the Standards, who stepped aside out of reflex. As if the protection of daylight could only be trusted so far.

	A lordly Nomort strode past one side street, smiling nonchalantly – and frighteningly – with sharp, demmie-like teeth, his aristocratic black cloak drawn up into a hood, for protection from the sun. Later, we turned a corner and almost ran into a pair of hirsute Lik’ems, with trails of drool dangling from their lower tusks. I cringed for an instant, fearing that the larger one might be Besh, the wolfish leader of a band that had imprisoned and beaten me in the urb.

	But no, unlike Besh, these two were well-groomed. In fact, their combed and coifed facial fur was perfect. As we passed, I overheard a snatch of raspy speech. It was only a moment, but they seemed to be in heated discussion of some kind of sporting event. Almost like a couple of regular guys on a street, back home.

	 

	Apparently, on Oxytocin, death wasn’t like the sudden, on-off transition back on Earth, or that I had seen on so countless other worlds – an either-or thing. Till-now, I simply assumed it was a law of nature. Only here, “life” had stages, complex, unpredictable, filled with change and nuance.

	Moreover, evidently some kinds of afterlife rated higher than others. While the rare Nomorts moved through town like aloof nobility, and Lik’ems had the apparent tastes and temperaments of middle class monsters, clearly the poor Zooms got no more respect than that accorded to ghoulish proletarians. Though my two lifeless friends had made great efforts to fit in – with all that putty and lacquer – they got only curt and disdainful looks from citizens in prim, high-collared business suits hurrying by on their way to work. Standing at a curb, waiting for the light to change, Moulder seemed especially unpopular. Normal folk edged away, pinching their noses.

	I soon learned more about this prejudice, when Sully asked if I was hungry.

	“Starving!” I replied. “I suppose when we get to Professor Ping’s…”

	She shook her head – carefully of course.

	“The Prof is absentminded. He may not have stocked up for himself, let alone a guest. We should bring something.”

	She gestured to an establishment on a commercial street… a grocery store apparently, with commodities stacked on shelves – bottles, boxes and cans, mostly.

	“I prefer to shop at Wail Mart,” Moulder commented. “Half of their employees—”

	“That’s at the other end of town,” Sully interrupted. “And we should hurry along.”

	Now I caught scents that churned my stomach with hunger pangs. Normal landing party procedure calls for detailed tests before consuming local food on an alien world. But right then, possible allergic reactions seemed the last of my worries.

	“I’m afraid I haven’t any money.”

	“That’s okay,” Sully assured. “I had savings when I died, and no heirs but a brother, who insisted I take it with me. Fat lot of good it’ll do me soon. So use this.” She held out a purse. I heard clattering nonmetallic coins. “Anyway, you must do the buying for us.”

	“Why’s that?”

	She pointed. A man wearing a stained apron stood in the doorway, glowering at our little group. To his right, set prominently in the window, stood a sign which nanos in my eyes set to work translating, overlaying the alien typescript with demmie letters, that seemed to hang ghostly in space, before me—

	 

	NO SHOES? NO SHIRT? NO PULSE?

	NO SERVICE!

	 

	LYCANS SERVED UNTIL NOON ONLY.

	(NO EATING, DRINKING, OR HOWLING ON PREMISES.)

	 

	NOMORTS STRICTLY CASH.

	 

	Underneath, a second, smaller sign bore a caricature of a zombie with one eyeball hanging out of a socket and both disjointed arms outstretched before it. Jagged slash marks across the figure translated as FORBIDDEN, while a slogan advertised—

	 

	THIS ESTABLISHMENT PROTECTED AND SANITIZED BY ACE CREMATION SERVICE.

	 

	Sully must have sensed my outrage. She put a hand on my sleeve, speaking in a low voice.

	“Don’t make a fuss.”

	“But it’s…”

	I kind of strangled in my search for the right words. Not “racist” or “sexist,” certainly… or even “speciesist.”

	Life-Chauvinism, was all that came to mind. An irrational and bigoted preference for the animate over the rotting-deceased. How unevolved.

	“Never mind,” she urged, slipping me a tattered sheet of paper. “Just get the things on this list, will you? We’ll wait around the corner, in that alley over there.” She gave me a pretty smile (that must have been lethal, when she was alive) and Moulder stuck up his remaining thumb in a friendly gesture, as they both turned to go.

	The proprietor sent me a sour look as I entered the store with list in hand. I felt certain there must be a word in their language for my kind – the sort who fraternizes with pariahs – and I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. In both Earth and Demmie history, there were plenty of shameful periods when fear conjured odious, illogical prejudices. Level Eighteen worlds often had plenty.

	In the overall context of time, it could be viewed as just another, natural phase along this planet’s hard road to maturation. Indeed, the “Standards” had some genuine reason for their fearful prejudices.

	Natural or not, I hated it.

	 

	I mentioned that the clothing fashion among Standards ran toward bulky, pseudo-Victorian attire, with high necklines for both men and women. The store offered an assortment of what at I took for pet collars – studded with sharp spikes – till I saw a sign: “FOR A RESTFUL NIGHT’S SLEEP”. It made me wonder what they used as pillows here.

	The shopping list was fairly easy to follow. Eye nanos scanned my field of view as I looked around the store, highlighting matches with the letters on Sully’s paper. For example, I quickly found SlimFaust – the liquid soul food. Also into the basket went vials of cosmetics and preservatives, like those she used that morning.

	For myself, I chose the blandest of food products. A loaf of plain brown bread and some yellow fruits, like bananas, that smelled pretty good. My hand hovered near a box of breakfast cereal. The illustration looked cheery enough at first, featuring ravenous kids surrounding a giant bowl full of what looked like… grinning Viking heads.

	Canutes n’ Berries

	It’s grendelicious!

	Eat it slow or beowulf it down!

	I vowed to have a talk with whoever programmed my nano-translators. If I ever made it home.

	On impulse, I threw in a cheap brown jacket and one of the doggie collars. I’d surely be able to repay Sully. If not when we reached Professor Ping, then upon being reunited with the Clever Gamble. Perhaps Commander-Healer Paolim could even do something about the condition Sully and her friend were in – though I could hardly imagine how.

	A clump of many-colored plastic coins fell on the counter from her handbag, when it came time to pay. While picking through the grimy pile, the clerk looked at me with disgust, as if to say “Are you sure you have a pulse?” I’m all but certain he short-changed me. But how could I protest? I didn’t know the local coinage and he’d have me dead to rights.

	Taking up the bag of purchases, I left the store and turned right, seeking the alley where Sully and Moulder said they’d await me. I reached the corner, holding out her list. “I hope this is everything you wanted—”

	Staring, I realized that my two dear-departed friends were gone.

	In their place stood a lanky man wearing what looked a lot like a trenchcoat and battered fedora. Poking around, he used the toe of one shoe to nudge something small and smoldering… perhaps a bit that had fallen off of Moulder.

	It didn’t take demmie instincts to know a cop when I saw one.

	Shall I just step forward and introduce myself? Work my way up the ladder of officialdom? Take me to your leader?

	As the fellow bent over to examine the site closer, his coat parted, revealing a vicious-looking gun strapped to one thigh – almost certainly not set to stun. Holstered alongside were several wooden stakes. And a hammer.

	Maybe the authorities aren’t my best option, right now, I pondered, and started to back away…

	…only to collide with a wall that hadn’t been there a second ago. I turned swiftly, to find myself looking up at a formidable figure dressed in police blue. Shiny buttons spanned a chest that seemed almost as broad as the alley. But that was not the biggest surprise.

	The face grinning down at me was suddenly familiar.

	“Uh… Crewman… Wems?”

	The demmie security man kept smiling, but something struck me as wrong. Not the layer of makeup that gave his face (like mine) an imitation local-greenish tone. No, it was the teeth. Several were crudely capped, I realized suddenly, in order to make them look less pointy.

	“Hello Professor,” Wems said in a low and friendly tone.

	That is, it seemed friendly… till he whipped forth a truncheon, the size of a tree branch, and used it to rap me sharply on the head, ending that brief morning and bringing back the night.

	



	


6.

	After it has happened to you enough times – (and if you hang around demmies, it will) – you finally get kind of used to waking up in strange, dank places with a splitting headache, lacking a clue to where and how you got there. (There was that time when Captain Ohm insisted that we go bar-hopping on Erythromycin-Six… and we came to in the harem of a Slug Queen on Escargotia, more than ninety parsecs away. But that’s another story.) Seriously, when you get hit on the head as often as I have been, across this galaxy, it has strange, long term effects… as I’m sure you listeners have noticed.

	On this occasion, at least, I regained consciousness on a soft surface. Not a bed, exactly, but a cushioned pallet or sofa, in a dim room that was illuminated only by single, fancy candelabra on a nearby table. Dust motes and flickering light made my eyes itch, so I quickly looked away from the flames, rubbing my nose. But the rest of the chamber wasn’t any more comforting. Cobwebs spanned the corners and furnishings. Gloomy figures, attired in lavish native costumes, stared down at me from large portraits, with expressions that seemed to say nothing good will come of this.

	No kidding.

	I sat up, gingerly bracing for the inevitable stabs of pain. At least Wems had been trained well, there was that small mercy. His application of force had taken away consciousness without crushing my skull. Even the hematoma, throbbing under my fingertips, didn’t seem too blood-sodden or swollen. A fine, professional job. Only…

	…only why?

	Why did Wems disguise himself as a local constable and then attack me?

	Wincing as I stood up, I inspected my own body and then my surroundings. Both seemed similarly shoddy, creaky and derelict, having seen better days. The furniture and decorations looked as if they must have once been plush and upscale, though numerous gashes and gouges now defaced the wood paneling and several paintings – perhaps traces of some long-ago battle that once careened through these chambers. Dark, unpleasant-looking stains blemished several patches of wall and floor.

	I wasn’t especially surprised, upon trying the door, to find that the knob would not turn. It was locked from the other side. Moreover, the portal was too heavy and stout to force, even with human muscles.

	On the table, next to the candelabra, I did find a surprise. The shopping bag that I had been carrying when Wems knocked me out. Nearby were my purchases… the loaf of bread, the bundle of fruits. Then I noticed symbols, written in the thick dust. Next to the bread, some finger had traced a demmie-script glyph for safe. But the fruit that had smelled so fine came accompanied by a mark that stood for hallucinogen. (A much-too common and familiar emblem; demmies had never been shy about experimentation. Especially before human beings arrived, giving them an attractive alternative – the power to meddle on an interstellar scale.)

	Nearby lay a tall and elegant (though chipped) carafe of water, plus an empty packet from one of our Alliance food-testing kits. So, Wems had cared enough to give me a choice. To not trust him and starve. To trust and eat something blandly nourishing. Or to seek escape down paths of illusion.

	I picked up one of the yellow, banana-like orbs. It sure smelled good. And escape did have its attractions.

	But frankly, I wasn’t tempted. Illusion is overrated. Anyway, this adventure was already stretching credulity. Bread and water would help anchor me. I’ve had better meals. And much worse.

	Thank you, Wems. I’ll be sure to mention this at your court martial.

	Energy restored, I began turning my thoughts to escape, starting with a thorough thumping of the walls. After all, this was just the sort of place to have hidden panels leading to secret passageways, right?

	No luck with that. Exploring the room, I found that under peeling wallpaper lay plaster walls of stone-like hardiness. Even the primitive water closet was so-enclosed, ceiling to floor. Clearly, this place was built to hold prisoners… though I felt encouraged by letters that someone had scrawled, next to a jagged arrow aimed at the toilet.

	 

	YNGVI IS LOOSE!

	 

	At least, that’s how my pesty eye nanos translated the ragged scribble. I suspected their interpretation was… well… optimistic.

	At last, pushing aside a set of heavy curtains, I discovered a set of double doors with cracked glass panes. Unlike the other portal, this one was unlocked! In fact, it gaped open to a wide, stone balcony. And beyond that, a nighttime cityscape.

	Stepping outside I found the lights of Squid spread out before me, a forest of glittering towers, their twinkles gradually merging into a scattering of stars and nebulae above. Taking a deep breath and standing quite still, I gazed skyward for a time. Although the constellations were alien, I still felt homesick just looking at them. All I could do was cast my hopes and thoughts toward my ship and crewmates, who might be struggling with danger even now. The other thought… that it might already be too late… was unbearable. That the Clever Gamble and her stalwart company might already be destroyed, stranding me forever on this lonely and desperately strange world.

	My balcony-perch jutted near the top of a tall masonry building – at least twenty stories high – built in a rather gothic style. Peering left and right, I saw no easy route to get away. No nearby verandahs lay within reach through some cinematic leap… though I did spot a collection of garish gargoyles, spaced around the cornice-ledge, that seemed to leer and taunt, as if daring me to use their crumbling shapes for hand and foot holds.

	I didn’t feel that desperate. Not quite. Not yet.

	Some of the closest buildings loomed even taller than this one. Generally, the higher floors were dark and perhaps long abandoned; but many of the windows lower down shone with light. Dim figures could at times be glimpsed, passing back and forth beyond closed curtains. Despite the warm evening, not a single window or door was open.

	Except… for… this one, I realized.

	Peering about, I found that I could trace patterns of netting that I had seen earlier, spanning the open space between many structures… an array of obstacles that had seemed formidable by day, and all-too evanescent by the wan glitter of starlight. Moreover, the defensive shroud looked rather sparse near me.

	In fact, I seemed to be situated well above all but a few of the webs.

	Checking the balustrade and nearby wall, I finally found one attachment point, just overhead, near the right-end of the balcony. From a gobbet of sticky substance, a slender filament plunged arrow-straight into the darkness, parallel to the ground. If the cord was meant to support netting, those mesh strands had long vanished.

	In fact, I began to suspect that was never its purpose. Tentatively and more than a little nervously, I reached out and touched the threadlike cable.

	It hummed. A vibration that at once reminded me of the music from the cemetery serenade, a night (or two?) before, in the crypt-suburb of the zombie clan. Similar to that music, and yet somehow more frightening.

	Something about it made my heart race faster.

	I let go and started backing away, eyes anxiously darting across the night. Maybe I should close, lock, and barricade the balcony doors. After all, by day I would have many options. I could even drop messages to the street below. Attract attention to my high-elevation prison. Whatever faults the authorities might have, at least they were Standard humanoids…

	I stopped, frozen in my tracks by…

	…by a slight variation in the blackness out there. In the same direction as that narrow strand. Staring hard only made it go away, so I averted my gaze slightly, favoring the more light-sensitive retinal rods – an old astronomer’s trick.

	It returned. An inky fluttering, like a raven flapping against a sable curtain or the dark wall of an unlit cave. The tenebrous shape grew larger, closer with a suddenness that left me stunned, unable to react…

	…until – quite suddenly – it arrived, impending over the balcony’s stone railing with a final leap.

	Landing in a graceful crouch, the manlike figure, dressed all in black, stood up slowly now, lowering both arms to gather-in the winglike folds of a large cape, before rising, straightening.

	I managed to retreat a step, another. Put my hand upon the edge of the door. Preparing to slam it shut…

	…when something transfixed me, preventing further motion as the dark figure finally turned to face me. The emotion of surprise.

	“L-lieutenant? Lieutenant Morell?”

	The face was certainly that of our security officer, the intellectually curious one who had pestered me all the way from Nebula Base Twelve – then accompanied the captain and me, along with the rest of the landing party, when we slurried to the planet’s surface. Now dressed in local costume – nicely cut for her generous figure – she appeared to recognize me and started to smile with those charmingly dainty-pointy demmie teeth…

	…only no longer quite so charming. Two of them, canines at the corners of her mouth, now seemed larger and more intimidating. In what little light reached them from the candelabra inside, from the city, and from the stars, they gleamed.

	Also gleaming, almost with a light of its own, the twin-lobed décolletage of her black, low-cut attire, enhanced by a tight, push-up effect. Apparently, becoming a Nomort did not alter one aspect of demmie nature. If you got it, flaunt it.

	“Hello Dr. Montessori.” Her voice was familiar, even friendly, though now with a mellifluous tone, far more confident. In fact, one that I could only interpret as somehow smugly superior. Like a student who had become teacher. A long-respectful apprentice, now become a master.

	“Are you surprised to see me?”

	We humans who work close to demmies like to encourage some of their myths about the Ancient Ones, especially the widespread notion that Earthlings do not lie. Of course it isn’t true. Some of our less honest ancestors used to do it monthly, even weekly, I hear.

	“Surprised, Lieutenant? Not for an instant. In fact, I was expecting you. I see the transformation was effective. How do you like it?”

	“I…” She blinked and seemed briefly nonplused. “It takes some getting used to. But how did you…”

	Morell’s expression narrowed, taking on a look of fierce calculation – in my view a less-savory substitution for the fetchingly innocent intelligence of the young demmie officer I knew before. A feral light seemed to glow in her eyes.

	“Perhaps it is time for you to find out for yourself, Professor,” she murmured smoothly, taking a step forward. And I realized that the “glow” in her eyes had become something more than metaphorical.

	“That is, if you are one of the lucky ones.”

	“L-lucky ones?” I could no longer put up a pretense of confidence. The shine had taken on a hypnotic quality, twin glints of painful sharpness that stabbed from her eyes to mine, slowing time to such a degree that my muscles felt kilometers away. Frantically ordering them to move, to slam the door between us, felt like sending messages through molasses. Her languid, poised approach would reach me long before they obeyed.

	“About one in a hundred. That’s the ratio among the local humanoids, professor. The fraction of victims who then rise up all the way to become Nomorts, instead of entering some lesser afterlife. Of course we don’t yet know the ratio among demmies… or humans… But I hope you do make it. I always liked you, Dr. Montessori.”

	It did little good struggling to avoid her captivating gaze. The sharp, hypnotic glare hurt. Worse… it itched, tickling and scraping my sinuses. And yet, at the same time, something compelling and attractive about it, felt… terribly familiar. Though I could not close them, my own eyes squinted.

	“The Captain…” I managed to blurt. “The others…”

	“Everybody has a destiny, as you’ll soon discover doctor,” her voice was smoother now, almost soothing. “It’s time to feed your legendary curiosity… while you feed me…”

	Leaning forward and spreading her cape again, she opened her mouth. Those pointy canines shone. I could not move or speak.

	But I did remember, all of a sudden, what was familiar about the sensation. That tickling itch. And with realization, I abruptly stopped trying to look away from her eyes. Instead, I focused all of my attention upon them, letting the force of those rays enter completely.

	I gasped inward, sharply, squinted even more at the tingling glare…

	…and released an explosive sneeze.

	 

	There have been many attempts to divide the natural Terran species of Homo sapiens into subgroups. Into races. Blood types. Two (or more) sexes. All sorts of oversimplifications and outright bigotries abounded, during our crude and simpleminded climb toward civilization. Especially during stages fourteen to twenty.

	And yet, one stark division was seldom mentioned, though it pervaded all times and cultures.

	There had always been those who – when they felt a sneeze impending – would look for a sharp light, to help trigger it.

	And then there were all the others, the rest of humanity, who thought that the first group were liars.

	It wasn’t till we finally arrived at level twenty, that some grasped the reason for it all.

	 

	The vampire recoiled with a backward leap, her look of shocked surprise mixed with disgust.

	Well, after all, her mouth had been open, taking the full brunt. Expressing some vestige of her former, mortal fastidiousness, Lieutenant Morell’s expression was one of offended revulsion, even though she had been preparing to suck out my life’s blood.

	That countenance shifted rapidly as I blinked hard, shaking off her predatory trance. The demmie Nomort coughed, gagged, then spat… and finally snarled.

	“Very… clever, Professor. But that only bought you a few seconds to—”

	Gala stopped. A growing look of puzzlement spread across her aristocratic Nomort features, even as I felt sensation returning to my limbs.

	She took a step toward me, hands reaching out…

	A startled expression suddenly took over, as she stopped again. Then, the former demmie officer screamed.

	She did more than scream. Gala clawed at her throat, at her shoulders and chest. Thrashing and shrieking, she plunged about the balcony, striking a wall, caroming off my shoulder, shattering one of the glass doors, then colliding with the nearby stone railing. Teetering dangerously, she clutched at a leering gargoyle, that first took her weight… then betrayed it, crumbling to dust and toppling with her over the precipice.

	Too late, my reflexes kicked in. I managed to shoot an arm out, grabbing to save her, managing to grip the cloak – which tore away from her as she let out a final screech, plummeting into empty space.

	Still sluggish, I couldn’t reach the edge in time to follow Gala’s plunge, though her wail reverberated through the urban canyonscape. By the time I could look, she had vanished into the gloom below – whether caught by some net, splatted on pavement, or else grabbing some last-moment escape, I had no way to tell.

	Damn, I really wanted to ask her about the others… about Guts and Nuts and Captain Ohm.

	About a strange life cycle that includes the parasitic undead.

	Or if she knew anything about the fate of Clever Gamble… or what any of this has to do with Crewman Wems.

	Now? I would have to start investigating for myself. Only this time, I was determined not to be sidetracked by anything!

	There only seemed to be one way out of here, a desperate and dangerous path, retracing the Nomort’s route in getting here. Cautiously, I reached out and tested the slender cable that the former Lieutenant Morell had used as a highway through the sky to reach my balcony.

	Plucking it just once released a sudden throbbing pulse. A palpable wave of sound in the form of a clear harmonic chord!

	I understood, at last, why it had seemed to be musically vibrating earlier!

	Acoustically-oriented active fiber. It absorbs energy if you ride it along a downward slant, turning most of your falling energy into stored sound waves. Cached energy that you can later recover, sending you back uphill the way you came.

	No wonder the Standard population feared flying predators. In a way, this sonic dive-in was more impressive than any mythology of vampires transforming into bats. Though… now that I thought about it, there could be easy technological countermeasures, if only the Standards knew about them.

	Hurrying into the shabby room, I grabbed the candelabra and brought it outside, then stripped to the waist, removing my Alliance uniform tunic. Some of the woven-in circuits were torn and ruined, but many individual thread assemblies were intact. I removed one of the communications strips and chewed on the end to create a frayed contact-antenna that I then applied to the cable. With a little tinkering, I was able to create a probe that measured and tapped the stored sound… and I rocked back from a veritable cacophony! A powerful and complex mélange of waveforms swarmed and enveloped me till I felt wrapped in sound, like some kind of pod person. It took real effort to rip away.

	Back inside, I worked on the Squidish leather jacket and protective “dog collar” I had bought earlier, creating a harness of sorts. One that could let me ride along the cable, if only I found the trigger codes. My guess was that it would take some combination of tone and rhythm to activate a traveling wave, something with the right phase and group velocity combinations to propel me up-and-out, along the slight incline… toward wherever Gala came from…

	I avoided thinking about that while making final preparations. The important thing was that I was being dynamic again. Assertive. Whoever or whatever I found at the other side, they might be taken by surprise. And if they were Nomorts? Well, maybe, with any luck, I might have another special sneeze or two inside me.

	Soon the contraption was finished. I fastened it to the cable, slid my arms inside and made sure several of the leather garment’s buttons were secure. Ready to go.

	Indeed. I whispered that very word, urgently. “Go!”

	But the tether only vibrated a little.

	Well that wasn’t much of a trigger. Probably needed more tonality.

	Making sure of the electro-sonic connection and pressing my throat mike close, I tried to hum an even note.

	The cable shuddered in response. I hummed louder… then much louder, but that made no difference… So, volume wasn’t the key…

	…nor was simply changing pitch. I had to stimulate self-amplifying waveforms. That would take complexity.

	So I started to sing.

	“When I was a lad and went to Yale, I knew right then that I would never fail…”

	Something by the human musician most popular among alien cultures across the Federated Alliance of Worlds – Allan Sherman. Heck, it was the first thing that came to mind.

	This didn’t work when you tried it with the Lik’ems, Lorg and Besh, I pondered glumly. What makes you think…

	But as I sang, the strand started throbbing, then oscillating with chaotic ripples. Hm. I must be on the right track.

	I commenced a sample-medley, starting with opera – the cable seemed unimpressed – then working my way to bawdy ballads, to jazz riffs, to Orc-n-Roll, all of them eliciting various shakes and chaotic shudders that I took as rejection. Even displeasure. Once, the cable jerked so violently that I found myself suddenly cast out, ten meters or so beyond the balcony, grimacing with a sharp pain in one shin from striking the stone railing along the way. Looking back, I saw the gargoyles grinning at me. Beyond them, through the open doors, one of those old, painted figures seemed to chide:

	See? I told you so.

	But I was learning. Evidently, the cord wanted something gentler, more melodic… maybe even nostalgic.

	A little classic Streisand? I cleared my throat and tried belting some Babs.

	That seemed almost to do the trick. Memories triggered a clear response! A throbbing pulse that carried me forward at least a dozen meters before dying out. But for Pete’s sake, the cable seemed still unsatisfied.

	Hanging there in midair, vocalizing olde standards to charm a persnickety sonic serpent while my feet dangled above the squalid streets of Squid, I felt foolish as never before… (and you get plenty of opportunities when you work with demmies.) Was it a last vestige of dignity that made me taper off and go silent, at last?

	Foolish, yes. And yet, my situation also felt somewhat poignant and… well… hilarious. I had to chuckle at the absurdity of this predicament. In fact, it reminded me of the sort of thing you might see in some old-time comedic movie, from the days of flat-screen classics. Laurel and Hardy? The Stooges? No, a bit drier than that. Maybe something out of Hiroshi and Chang. Or Hope and Crosby.

	I could tell my subconscious was busy. Dashing about, connecting dots, more or less. At times like this, I knew better than to interfere.

	Unleash. Let it flow.

	Bob Hope, Bing Crosby… and Dorothy Lamour. They did all those “Road” Pictures together. The Road to Hong Kong, The Road to Morocco… and what was that unfinished film they hid away? It never got released till a hundred years had passed.

	A weird thing. Ahead of its time. Oh yeah.

	The Road To Transylvania.

	No wonder it came to mind. All about darkly funny – but risqué – adventures with Count Dracula and Wolfman and Duchess Succubus…

	I had to laugh, recalling that old treat. And yet, at the same time, I flashed on the more terrifying image of Lieutenant rll, “vamping” me with her cleavage while preparing to drain me with those garish, deadly teeth.

	Suddenly, I remembered. The theme song from that movie, a variation on their regular ballad – Thanks for the Memories. The variant on that old stand-by was one of the reasons that Road To Transylvania got banned, left unfinished, and hidden away, never to be seen till humanity reached another stage.

	I cleared my throat… then started humming—

	—and the sonic cord responded! First rippling nearby and then vibrating along its length, reacting to this particular melody by resonating evermore in sync, in rhythm, gradually unleashing its pent-up energy. It took some concentration not to let all this shake my singing off-beat. But I managed to keep up the tempo.

	“Taaaa ta-dee ta-dee dum…”

	Wave-fringes criss-crossed, interfering and reinforcing… until a stable bulge formed, right behind me…

	…a bulge that began pushing me forward, almost as if it were alive, like some compliant sea creature.

	Gradually, but smoothly and without a hiccup, I began a long, steady glide into the night.

	All right!

	Only the pace stayed much too slow, no matter how loudly or forcefully I hummed or la-de-dah’d the old melody. Evidently, the greedy cable wanted more.

	So I added words, the ones that Crosby and Hope sang to the lovely and well-favored Lamour, on the parapet of that gloomy, Carpathian castle. A crooning lament of fond – if kinky – recollection.

	 

	“Fangs… for the mammaries…”

	 

	I cannot say for sure that I remembered them all correctly. The lyrics. It was, after all, an off-color and low-brow little ditty about three bosom buddies, trying to transcend dental jeopardies. But if I faked some stanzas, the finicky cable didn’t seem to mind. Thrumming like a happy banjo string, it responded by launching me ever-faster across a dark cityscape, accelerating over the rooftops of a frightened populace who must have heard my poor ululation and doubtless thought me yet another terrifying predator. Another singing monster who they hoped would pass them by.

	Sleep tight, I thought, while crooning and zooming under the stars, toward where I knew not. It’s only me, an Ancient One, but as mortal as you are.

	And yet, I knew better. For history teaches a lesson, known by every other species on Old Earth, and then beyond.

	Beware angering humans. Even those who are patient and grown up.

	Especially that kind.

	My destination loomed ahead. Something dark that squatted, big and formidable on the horizon, in front of a bright nebula. It would almost certainly be someplace desperately dangerous, and perhaps this just proved what a sucker I was, heading straight toward it.

	Only, for a moment, whatever lay in the foreground did not seem to matter much to me. Instead, while belting out a starlight serenade, I felt my attention plunge ahead, far beyond, to that milky, galactic vista, a vast nursing-ground of stars that – I knew – sang melodies far more imposing, yet more subtle and sustaining, than could ever be grasped by the unweaned planet-bound.

	



	


7.

	Again and again, during my years of service, I have reflected upon the high likelihood that I must be insane.

	Perhaps it is a job requirement – or the result of repeated head injuries. For, among the inhabitants of Earth and all her colonies, only completely out-there optimists are qualified to be assigned as Human Advisors, dispatched to live in full-time contact with our beloved allies, rubbing elbows and other close-packed parts amid the mostly-demmie crew of some mighty Alliance starship.

	They take this trait very seriously at the Academy, testing for it rigorously, by hooking candidates up to a Voltaire meter. In order to be accepted for advisor-training, you must view reality through rose-colored, panglossy VR specs. Taste life’s candide-coating. Perceive this as the best of all possible universes.

	Still, on this occasion, it was hard even for me to look at the bright side. What cause had I for optimism? Zooming just above alien rooftops that positively glittered with pikes, broken glass and countless other implements of paranoia, suspended in mid-air by a mere slender cable that thrummed and jerked and vibrated unnervingly as I slid along – while singing at the top of my lungs – plunging through the night toward a great, dark pyramid, where awaited (almost certainly) many, varied monsters who shared one common trait…

	…a ravenous taste for blood.

	Any sensible person might lapse into silence at such a moment, perhaps curling into a quivering ball. But I could not. For it was the singing itself that made the cable dance and hum, thrusting me across the night – returning to me some of the energy that Gala Morell had added in her swift descent, swooping down to pay me a visit. A sonic-amplifying wire of impressive technological sophistication, it responded to just the right melody, exactly the way a laser does, when an excited medium is provoked by specific frequencies and patterns of light.

	And if the ditty that I had to bellow was coarse and immature? One fit for boobs? Well, I’ve been corseted in tight situations before. There was nothing new about having to use a brazen gambit, in order to bust out of a breathless predicament. Anyway, I work with demmies.

	No, that wasn’t what forced me to re-evaluate my sanity. Nor was I much daunted by two days of loneliness, or several near-death pummelings by a planet of the danged. Look, our service isn’t called SNAFU for nothing.

	There are always times like this, when you ship out on one of the Alliance Star Cruisers assigned to the great unknown. Like when the drives are out and you’re plummeting toward some deadly black hole, and singularity tides have stretched your vocal chords so much that you sound like a thirteen-year old chanting yotzer on helium, or a castrati screeching Mozart on speed. Or when you’re swerving through teeth-rattling evasive maneuvers, with plasmonic disruptor explosions bursting on all sides, struggling to escape some nefarious Spertin ambush. At such moments, it is important to stay positive and composed around demmies, maintaining their favored image of us humans as stout fellows, wise and steady, if stereotypically priggish and stiff.

	Even in the middle of a crisis, Demmies do love their stereotypes.

	Only now, were Captain Ohm and the crew of Clever Gamble even still alive? Or had they fallen prey to the many kinds of ghoulish monsters that roamed this strange world? In order to find out, I must plunge through eerie darkness, skimming just above the rooftops of a metropolis that had every good reason to cower in fear – racing toward certain danger, while bellowing vulgar lyrics that were written (long ago) specifically to undermine solemnity. As if the force propelling me forward were distilled anti-gravitas.

	As I grew hoarse, inventing new lyrics to the theme song from The Road to Transylvania, it occurred to me that – if truth be told – I was rather tired of playing The Role. That of a mature and dignified human. Straight man to all the demmie punch lines.

	An “ancient one.”

	In all of our ancestral legends about space travel, didn’t old-time authors envision humanity as the brash young upstarts? Intrepidly setting forth into the unknown, facing dire threats and deadly foes, making countless mistakes, but always persevering, brilliantly, against the odds? Moreover, in myth, weren’t we often assisted by some wise elder race? Admirable, patient beings, unresentful of our success and irreverent gumption. In those early romances, movies and threevees, from Roddenberry space operas to Tolkien fantasies, there were always kindly older brothers, unjealous and dependable; perhaps a bit stuffy and exasperated, but always sagacious, forbearing and kind.

	What those ancient authors never pictured was a horrible possibility… that we might have to fill that role! That Homo sapiens should lumber along, responsibly, while someone else seized the destiny we thought ours. The privilege of Peter Pan – to stay forever young.

	Oh, it isn’t hard to comprehend the driving motive of our foes, the Spertins – why they do terrible, misguided things. You have only to steep yourself in those ancient tales, our oldest dreams, and imagine a universe without Demmies.

	But then, of course, it could have been worse.

	This may not be the best of all possible worlds. But Pangloss never met Murphy. And things could have been very much worse, indeed.

	 

	The pyramid loomed ahead, separated by a broad river from the main part of an alien metropolis that had once been named Cal’mari. Behind me, city towers and apartment blocks glittered farewell, their protective frosting of spikes and nets and broken glass shimmering under a small, pale moon as the humming cable propelled me beyond a quayside wall and across open water. I doubted that any of the living denizens – the “Standard” humanoids shuddering inside their homes behind bolted doors – would miss my bellowing chorus of Fangs for the Mammaries. No one would demand an encore.

	Now, beyond the clutter of buildings, I could tell that mine was not the only sky-thread converging in this direction. From many angles, dozens of ropey strands began to intersect toward the titanic structure up ahead, bigger than the mighty monuments of Giza. Moreover, for the first time, I could make out signs of life ahead.

	Well. “Life” is a loaded word, here on Oxytoxin 41, I thought.

	Activity might be better.

	Indeed, so far on this planet, dead people had been the most active ones I’d seen.

	Adjusting to the darkness – and making liberal use of the adaptive optics in my left eye – I soon realized that I was not the only traveler using spiderlike sonic cables to zoom along, a few dozen meters above the rolling river. Dark figures could be seen cruising in one direction or the other, ebony capes flapping in their wake. And soon, I caught snatches of song – melodies that each night-voyager crooned in order to control a particular, vibrating string. Using music to coax pent-up sound waves, hurtling them onward, like ants riding an obliging snake.

	Across the shadowy separation, as various night-travelers flitted past, I picked up a few, brief snatches of lyric.

	“…if I only had a pulse…”

	“…red, red veins, I’ll suck from you…”

	“…I feel batty… oh so batty…”

	Of course I had learned the hard way, ever since arriving on this world, that my translator nanos weren’t to be trusted. Some demmie programmer badly needed to be hunted down and… well, at minimum have his library of show tunes confiscated.

	“…storm crows that hide the sun with their wings, these are a few of my favorite things!”

	“…I am the very model of a modern major corpuscle…”

	And for one that really bites—

	“Pardon me boys, is this the Transylvanian Chew-Chew?”

	Ooog.

	Still, at one level, I really had to hand it to these monsters, who were crisscrossing the star-flecked evening, propelled along wire by palpable verse. It’s rare to find a community of individuals so enthusiastic to sink their teeth into their work. On the other hand, it was distracting – and frightening – to realize how many undead predators were cruising nearby, each of them on a private, predatory mission. Part of a veritable economy – or ecology – of eager parasitism.

	I found my own will to sing was faltering. Soon, no amount of mental urging could bring it back. Fortunately, by that time the cable that I was riding seemed to have built its own momentum. A bulging standing-wave pushed me forward without any more apparent need for coaxing from my raw, over-used voice. Almost as if the thing could sense our destination drawing near, and a chance to get rid of my sub-standard croaking.

	Whatever. Everyone’s a critic. I lapsed into silence gratefully. Thanks Bing. Thanks Bob and Dorothy.

	Ahead, what had seemed a foreboding pyramid now revealed itself as a huge, slant-sided building that gleamed darkly, covered by a myriad panes of smoky glass, some of them dimly lit from within, revealing glimpses of an occasional, passing silhouette. Lower down, I spied several wide portals where the network of sky-wires seemed to converge. Indeed, there were cables of various sizes. Some of the thickest, coursing down by the riverside, conveyed bulbous passenger cars – evidently part of a complex public transportation system.

	The far riverbank approached, and now I could glimpse a more brightly-lit zone, just beyond the great pyramid. Streets that glittered with illuminated displays and gaudy, flashing banners. Closer, right up next to my destination, there seemed to be some kind of commotion going on. A raucous crowd of noisy figures had gathered near one of the ground-level entrances, amid a tumult of shouts and low, rhythmic chanting. At first I suspected a riot… then realized that many of the figures carried signs and placards. A demonstration, then. As yet, I could not tell what the picketers were shouting.

	Anyway, with one of those wide reception portals looming closer, I had other things on my mind. Preparing for arrival, I nervously gathered the collar of the black cloak that I had snatched away from Lieutenant Gala Morell – the one-time demmie security officer, turned seductive vampire, who had tried to drain me just a little while ago, only to be foiled by one of the oldest human tricks in the book. By itself, the cloak would not make a very good disguise. Especially if this giant pyramid turned out to be a stronghold of the Nomort caste. The topmost variety of undead creature on this unnatural world.

	Keep your mouth closed and your head down, I told myself, wishing, for once, that my teeth were pointy, like a demmie’s. I hope the local vampires can’t smell a person’s condition. On this world, it can be a real handicap to be alive.

	Now I saw shapes moving within the wide portal, as arriving figures leaped off of sky ropes while those departing latched themselves aboard and set forth into the night, bursting into song. Meanwhile, cable-cars and funiculars disgorged passengers, who passed, like shadows in front of a more brightly lit chamber, some distance beyond. Rhythmic, jangling sounds flowed out of the building, pulsing not only my eardrums but my very skin, setting it vibrating to a driving beat.

	Get ready…

	There were glaring pinpoints of light ahead, penetrating the reception chamber’s overall darkness. It made for a confusing visual maze, as I studied the visitors arriving just ahead of me, trying to copy their motions, as they prepared for touch-down. Hurriedly, I loosened the makeshift harness that held me upon the sonic cable. Would breaking the link to my battered Alliance uniform halt me in mid-air, leaving me dangling?

	But the wire, as if anxious to get rid of me, gave a final hard pulse and tossed me forward. I landed hard and stumbled—

	—into the arms of an immensely large figure, who loomed suddenly out of the shadows, whirled me around and set me on my unsteady feet.

	“Welcome to the Golden Palace,” slurped a voice that seemed impossibly deep, even for a creature the size of six grown men.

	“Make yourself at home. Have fun. Obey the rules. Please keep moving.”

	Still swaying a bit, I found the courage to speak.

	“But… Where…”

	“Please keep moving.” The massive humanoid repeated, with more emphasis. Getting used to the sharply angled spotlights, I saw that he more than resembled a fabled ogre or troll, gnarly claws and all. Only an ogre wearing livery – a costume of rich red velour, with yellow piping. The giant pointed with a giant, meaty paw down an avenue defined by velvet ropes, toward a wide tunnel entrance underneath a glowing symbol – a gilded, fairy-tale castle with at least a dozen sparkling towers. From the wave of pulses slamming into my ears, that was apparently where the rhythmic, jangling sound was coming from.

	“Please keep—”

	“Moving. I get it,” I said, hurrying backward till I was stopped by the rope, then sliding along it toward the light. Anyway, more dark figures were arriving all the time, leaping off of sonic wires or stepping out of cable cars. The last thing I wanted was to call attention to myself. So I swiveled with what I hoped was a confident, Dracula-like flourish of my cape and headed for a ramp – leading into the “Golden Palace.”
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	The sloping tunnel was carpeted and rather ornate, lined with colorful statuary and display cases containing a mélange of artifacts that no-doubt held cultural significance to the locals. Some items looked like ancient archaeological relics, while others resembled emblems or trophies As for the waxy, humanoid effigies, no doubt they were historical characters, from early, violent phases of civilization on this planet – a suspicion that seemed confirmed as I headed briskly up the long ramp. Many of them bore ancient-looking weapons, portrayed in a variety of valiant poses.

	While other new arrivals hurried past me – heading up the ramp toward the Golden Palace – I slowed down, increasingly fascinated by the exhibits, wishing I had a full-scan quadcorder and could share all of this with experts aboard the Gamble. Evidently, these displays were laid out as a journey forward in time; as I moved ahead, the heroic figures carried increasingly sophisticated utensils, generally for dealing out death. Crude swords and spears gradually gave way to firearms, as technology advanced toward ever-more powerful means of destruction.

	Then, abruptly, the series of martial figures gave way to a completely different class of heroes, bearing implements of another sort – tools that seemed designed for either making noise or for pounding the heck out of innocent-looking balls.

	Musicians and athletes. I’m witnessing a classic shift in the heroic image, from warriors to entertainers. Typical for a civilization passing through adolescent stages sixteen and seventeen. A common sign of racial puberty.

	Sure enough, in addition to music-makers and sportsmen, I passed other figures who seemed to have no other purpose than posing in as little clothing as possible. Cinema stars, fashion models, sex-symbols. Or the equivalent, here on Oxytocin 41, during their transition age.

	All very illuminating. Only, something bothered me. And all at once, I realized what it was.

	There are only Standard-looking humanoids! I’ve seen no undead creatures or mutant varieties on display – no werewolves or trolls or zombies. Were they purposely excluded?

	Or could it be that they did not exist, during these earlier eras?

	That suggests… there might have occurred some kind of sudden change—

	 

	My suspicion seemed to be confirmed, just as the technology on display tipped toward Level Eighteen. The crisis level, that so many promising species never survive. Suddenly, I confronted a figure dressed in what seemed to be a competition track suit, carrying some kind of baton. The mannequin stood frozen – though apparently mid-stride – in a pose of frenetic speed. Instantly you could tell that this specimen was far hairier than any of the earlier heroes. And from his hirsute jaw, there sprouted an impressive array of tusks.

	Lycan-Thorpe the nanos in my left eye translated a caption, below. Champion of the 5732 Games. Hero of the Movement for NonStandard Rights.

	The expression on that furry face was anything but bestial. In fact, the visage seemed to look serenely beyond his moment of personal triumph, at some inspiring vista. Perhaps a panorama of tolerance and justice, rather than paranoia. Alas, as I now knew, any optimistic vision for this world was doomed to disillusionment. I wonder if Thorpe lived to see it all come apart.

	Still, this was important information. Apparently, once upon a time, the population of “normal” people must have not only been much more numerous, but also dominant. Things certainly had changed on Oxytocin. But when? And how?

	While cloaked figures swept by, behind me, on the ramp, I moved more slowly past displays that now showed a period of adjustment. A mix of humanoid types, ranging from Standard to monstrous, were portrayed interacting in complex ways, ranging from diffidence to confrontation to solidarity. There were even some dramatic poses that conveyed a sense of, well, kinky accommodation. For example, in one waxy scene, a scantily clad starlet was biting the neck of a handsome vampire, who seemed both surprised and delighted. Perhaps a scene from some holovideo that had affectionate renown on this world.

	Back in better days, I thought.

	“The past doesn’t interest many people.” A voice seemed to agree, interrupting my thoughts. “Few stop to look at the exhibits, anymore.”

	I made myself turn around slowly, faking an air of blithe confidence that I certainly lacked, inside. Facing me, a slender scarecrow of a man – gaunt-looking with a bald pate that was flecked with age-spots – conveyed far more assurance than I felt.

	“A pity,” I answered, in a manner that kept my mouth mostly closed, not revealing my Standard-looking teeth. “Because the presentation is quite fascinating.”

	The bald man seemed pleased by my interest. “Glad you like it. I am Dr. Katske. They let me act as a sort of part-time curator.” His hands shook each other in the Chinese manner as he bowed. I imitated the gesture.

	“Alvin Montessori. But if no one cares, why maintain the display?” I glanced at the visitors hurrying past us in both directions. None of them seemed at all interested in the artifacts lining the passageway.

	“Management keeps all of this here in order to lend the place a little class. Like a lower-billing show that still has nostalgia appeal. For those few traditionalists who recall the importance of history.”

	“Hm,” I ventured. “Those who ignore the mistakes of the past—”

	“—are doomed to watch them in syndication or remakes,” he finished. Apparently the aphorism was a bit different here. But close enough. We turned together to finish ascending the long ramp, toward the low-insistent, jangling sound. While my guide pointed to this or that figure of Level Eighteen prominence, I grunted and nodded, trying to give an impression that it was all very familiar. As if I were, at most, visiting from another city on the same planet. But in fact, what I really wanted was one thing in particular.

	This fellow may be what passes for a scholar in this ruined culture. If I can come up with some excuse to gain access to a library, an archive, perhaps a computer network, even if it is just a vestige of the plant’s glory days, it might teach me enough to help search for the Captain… or make contact with the Clever Gamble…

	While I was pondering ways to put my request, we came upon a final row of exhibits – and I saw that they were empty.

	REMOVED FOR MAINTENANCE AND SERVICE, said a placard in one of the glass cases. THANKS FOR YOUR PATIENCE.

	“Been that way for ages,” my companion clucked, without breaking stride, keeping our momentum up the final portion of the ramp. “In fact, you can’t blame our latter day lords for glossing over the Big Transition. Those on top seldom want to be reminded how they got there.”

	It sounded like a perfect opening for my request. Only, before I could speak, Katske stretched one of his skeletal-thin arms.

	“And here you are, at the Great Atrium, where I must leave you. May the bones roll in your favor.”

	We had, indeed, arrived in an impressive expanse, even by Alliance standards, a vast opening many stories high, with sloping walls that reiterated the pyramidal motif of the massive building, itself. Here, the low jangling seemed to come from many directions at once, while throngs hurried through a number of broad portals, each of them marked with flashing signage.

	“If I could just bother you for one more—” I began, turning to implore a favor of the curator. But my jaw snapped shut when I saw that it was too late. He was already gone, vanished amid the host of people hurrying about.

	For that matter, to my surprise, I saw that not all of those nearby were members of the “Nomort” caste. I had figured this to be a stronghold of the bloodsucking undead, since the transformed Gala Morell came from here, on her mission to dine upon me. Likewise I had seen many other undead creatures emerge from the pyramid, crossing the night propelled by song. Only, now that I was in the citadel’s heart, I saw that it drew a far more eclectic assembly. For example, a dozen shaggy members of the lycan order stomped past as I watched – a cluster of muscular and be-fanged bipeds leaving puffs of drifting fur in their wake. Several of them wore pullover shirts, emblazoned with local lettering that my eye-nanos translated:

	 

	Wolf-ware!

	Party Animal

	My Kid Ate Your Honor Student

	…and…

	Looking for Loose Ghouls

	 

	Another Lycan, this one blatantly female, seemed on the verge of bursting out of a gothic-black, pushup style garment that proclaimed the word Booters… perhaps because of her hip-high leather footwear. Or maybe the whip she carried at her narrow waist, caressing the ebony-handle with the silky fur of the back of one pawhand. The male lycans, in contrast, pounded along, heavily laden with whole-butchered animal carcasses and kegs of skunky beer.

	“Damn corpie strike,” one of them muttered as I stepped out of the way, trying to keep from trembling. “I didn’t pay forty cormans a night to carry my own furshlugginer luggage.”

	And there were others crisscrossing the great atrium. For example, a covey of short-limbed figures stomped by, laden in chainmail and bearing double-sided axes. These refused to give ground to a pair of willowy types, with flaxen hair and albino features – pointy-of-ear and smug of expression. I hadn’t seen variety like this since my last visit to an Alliance headquarters planet.

	Most surprising were all the Standards – normal humanoids of both sexes, sometimes accompanied by children – who crossed the busy expanse pulling wheeled suitcases, while gawking at lavish neon displays.

	Is this a… truce zone?

	Casino Evil flashed one large banner above a broad entrance, accompanied by a glittering animation – a neon monkey covered both eyes, then peeked out from behind one hand, repeating the sly motion, over and over again. Underneath his swishing tail, a rotating marquee touted several entertainments.

	The headline act – Pomp & Cirque Du Stance! – apparently featured scantily clad acrobats, holding each other in rigid poses. Reviewer comments deemed this “The Greatest Show Unearthed.”

	Below the headliner, in smaller letters, another flashing sign blared:

	 

	Also Appearing! Erica Tile performs her arousing Rigor-More Tease!

	And, in still-smaller type at the bottom…

	Returning from their Millennium Tour…

	Penn & Teller.

	 

	I let out a sigh of realization.

	Of course. Casinos. Gambling.

	No wonder Standards were made to feel welcome here, safe from the more overt kinds of blood-sucking that they faced back in the city. This giant emporium of excess featured a more subtle style of predation, one that had been outlawed on most civilized worlds. But it seemed quite fitting, here on Oxytocin 41.

	Well, well. If this really was a truce zone – or neutral ground – then I needn’t walk in complete terror of being discovered with warm blood and a beating heart. My pulse slowed just a little.

	I turned around. Apparently this giant pyramid – the Golden Palace – housed a variety of specialty establishments, each with its own over-decorated entranceway, and labels translated by my cruelly punning eye-nanos. Aside from Casino Evil, they ranged from the Bellalugosio with lavish, crimson fountains, to the retro-looking StratosFear. From Geronimo’s, featuring a gilded parachute motif, to The Best Fester Inn, all the way to the budget-priced Motel Styx, which – despite a cadaverous-looking doorman – tried to brighten its drab portal with a cheery light over the door.

	Wondering which way to go, I kept turning till at last I spotted one gateway that bore a simple logo – a shimmering, jeweled coronet – a glowing, tiara – fit to be worn by royalty. And suddenly, I recalled the words spoken by our erstwhile guide, Earl Dragonlord, the first denizen of this world that our landing party came upon, a few days ago, just after we slurried down to this strange planet.

	“Come along, cousins,” he had said to Captain Ohm and my other Demmie comrades, no-doubt thinking that their pointy teeth made them fellow Nomorts. “Sunshine is bad enough, but we definitely should not be out by moonlight! I’ll get you appropriate clothes. Then we can go to the Crown.”

	It was about the last thing I remembered, before getting jumped and separated from the others on that awful evening, when everything went suddenly wrong.

	And, well, this looked like a “Crown” to me.

	As I headed toward that broad entryway, I gradually realized that the throng of Standard tourists was thinning and the proportion of cape-clad individuals went up. Some establishments apparently specialized in catering to the predatory castes. So much for any opportunity to relax.

	But this was where I needed to go. I straightened my posture and gathered my borrowed cloak, keeping my mouth closed in a feral scowl and hoping for a look of confidence and panache as I passed between a pair of greeters dressed in black livery with yellow trim. Bowing courteously, one of them pushed aside a paneled door for me and I had to lean forward against a fresh wave of that low, jangling sound that had been with me ever since I crossed the river.

	Ahead of me stretched row upon row of ornate, garish machines, flashing and chiming while clients dropped coins and tokens into slots, or eagerly scooped up rewards that tumbled noisily into trays. Gambling devices, I realized, recognizing the basic idea from museum exhibits, back home. One-armed bandits. Robotic shears for sheep. During Earth’s wild and wooly Twenty-First Century, tremendous ingenuity and energy had gone into creating gadgets that could read a person’s iris dilation, flush tones, heartbeat, electrical tension and even neuronal reactions, finely tuning the rate of winning-rewards – along with sound and light – in order to condition users, keeping them transfixed, hopeful, reluctant to leave, even while their wallets lightened.

	 

	Only now, imagine it happening on a planet where predation is the rule of daily life? Something felt deeply compelling about the rhythms, drawing me toward the labyrinth of glittering lights – a seductive pull that felt eerily related to the hypnotic glitter that the undead-demmie, Gala Morell, had aimed at me, a while ago. Only here I was immersed, submerged in a spell cast by relentless, remorseless machinery.

	A little numbly, I recalled how things went during the similar phase back in my own species history, a few centuries ago. When laws and regulation and moral appeals proved useless, it took a wave of medical interventions – mass inoculations – to overcome this commercial variant of mind-suasion. As the throbbing sensory enticement pulled at me, I couldn’t help wondering if those booster shots I had taken at the Academy were still any good.

	Nearby, a fellow with slicked hair and a widow’s peak dropped coin after coin, as if hypnotized, into a machine that rewarded him with bloops and beeps and whirling flashes… and an occasional trickle of change.

	Who’d have figured. Vampires and the undead… just as vulnerable to this sort of thing as the living. I guess some character flaws transcend even life and death.

	Tearing my gaze away, I turned around, trying to focus my thoughts.

	Aha, that looks like a hotel front desk or information booth. Maybe I can simply ask where to find Earl Dragonlord.

	It sounded risky. I had no way of knowing whether that fellow had been part of the ambush, guiding me and my comrades into a trap. And yet, I was feeling as impatient as a demmie who had missed lunch. Sometimes the direct approach is exactly what’s called for.

	On my way to the hotel reception center I strolled past a Cineplex theater, showing pre-pared entertainments in crude 3D format. A poster for the main feature showed slathering mobs of normal-looking Standards, armed with torches, pursuing a dwindling band of terrified vampires. “Night of the Living” was the title… apparently winner of a Golden Golem Award.

	At the main desk I stood in line, behind a dusty and travel-weary hunchback who leaned against a wheeled coffin that bore decals and stickers from faraway cities. “Just a little longer!” he whispered through a crack in the sarcophagus. One member of the hotel staff smiled ingratiatingly at a rather vexed customer. “Sorry about your luggage. As you observe, our regular crew of corpambulist servants has gone on strike. We must be patient with the replacements.”

	As the line crept forward, I read announcements, noting that the pre-dawn Die-Chi class had been canceled and tonight’s buffet would feature Brain Drain Special and that “no vine will be served”…

	…when, abruptly, I felt a hand on my shoulder and sharp pressure between two of my ribs.

	“Don’t make a move,” growled a gravelly voice, close behind my left ear. “I have a stake-shooter that’s aimed straight at your heart.”

	“I’m… I’m not moving,” I managed to murmur, with a suddenly dry mouth.

	“Good. Now turn left, slowly. Start walking toward that exit. Keep it natural.”

	I did as I was told, making sure that none of my movements were jerky or sudden. Though I did wonder. On this world, if you shot a normal-alive person in the heart and killed him, would the same stake-propelling method work later, when he was undead?

	I must be really tired, I realized, for my thoughts to wander so. I had been battered, knocked unconscious (three times), harried, threatened… and now worse might be in the offing.

	Yet, as my captor propelled me forward with pointy jabs, I couldn’t help suddenly noticing a pair of hotel workers in drab bellboy uniforms, pushing an overloaded luggage cart nearby. They appeared clumsy and inexperienced. They also seemed to be glancing my way. In fact, one of them even jerked her head a little, as if to draw my eye.

	Sully?

	I barely recognized the recently-deceased young zombie who had befriended and protected me in the Cal’mari graveyard, the evening of that haunting cemetery serenade. Now she wore coats of heavy makeup that seemed aimed at making her look more hideously post-mortem, rather than less. Nearby, helping with the cart, was a male figure who – missing one eye and part of his cranium – seemed quite scabrous and at home in the role as a strike-breaking undead luggage handler.

	Moulder?

	Sully seemed about to say something. She mouthed a couple of words…

	…but the man or creature behind me gave a hard push and I stumbled forward, into the portal he indicated, an exit that would take me out of an emporium of blood-sucking monsters, toward some place that would, presumably, be far worse.
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	“Keep moving,” said the guy jabbing a stake into my back.

	It didn’t feel all that sharp – just a pointed stick. But I knew that the other end fit snugly into some kind of arbalest or shooting device, capable of propelling the shaft with considerable force. Anyway, a weapon that could terminate a blood-sucking vampire was surely powerful enough to inconvenience a poor Earthman, stranded on a strange – make that bizarre – alien world.

	Nor did I feel much protected by the crowd surrounding us, in a huge and garishly-lit casino.

	“Don’t try to draw attention,” growled my captor, prodding me through a bustle of tourists and gamblers, thronging the lobby of the Golden Palace – willing victims in a commercial version of the predatory “lifestyle” that pervaded this planet.

	Still, even as the fellow shoved me forward, I gave the crowd another quick scan for a pair of figures – two “recent” zombies who had been my only friends, so far, here on Oxytocin 41c. But if I really had glimpsed Sully and Moulder dressed as hotel bellboys, there was no sight of them now. Instead, I nearly got trampled by a cluster of lycanthrope families, on holiday, gnashing their tusks and baying at scantily-dressed succubi. Beyond them, a row of dapper dracula-types stood transfixed before flashing slot machines, pulling coin after glittering coin out of their silken capes to keep feeding those fanged, mechanical maws.

	I guess everybody has a weakness, I pondered, feeling a bit detached. There’s only so much a nervous system can take before going numb. Mine had been pummeled by every variety of undead creature imaginable, and now this poke in the spine sent me stumbling toward a curtain that partly concealed a narrow side door, no wider than a broom closet, where things were sure to get no better.

	“Open it and get inside,” commanded the trench-coated figure propelling me along. Indeed, it turned out to be lined with mops and buckets and cleaning supplies. As soon as the first door closed behind us, my captor came around, still leveling the weapon at me, to pull three times on one of the wall hooks. A secret panel slid aside, revealing a new hallway.

	“Where’s a cop when you need one?” I murmured, quite tired of being pushed around, ever since I slurried down to this benighted world.

	“Funny you should mention that. I am the police. And you are under arrest.”

	 

	My new predicament came accompanied by one blessing. As soon as the second door closed behind us, most of the casino cacophony subsided. Especially that continuous, hypnotic jangling sound of one-arm bandits, robbing the population without prejudice over such minor matters as race, creed or pulse. The sudden easing on my abused eardrums provoked an overpowering yawn.

	“We are so sorry to bore you, Alvin Montessori,” crooned a voice from my left.

	Turning, I saw that we were now in a long statuary vestibule, lined with effigies in a variety of poses. And, across the hallway, standing next to one larger-than-life figure, was a gaunt, almost fleshless man, aiming a strange weapon at my midriff.

	“Dr. Katske,” I acknowledged with a nod. “Forgive me… for not being surprised. I figured we might meet again.”

	“Never mind that,” the old man said. “This is a semi-public gallery. Someone may come through at any moment. Quickly, pull this finger.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	He gestured at the sculpture next to him – evidently an early-type vampire with a visionary look in his eyes, pointing at a dim tomorrow. “The finger,” Katske urged, brandishing his gun. “Pull it now!”

	“Pull it yourself!” I growled back at him, then snapped at the fellow behind me. “And the next time you poke me with that thing, I will take it from you and cram it where you’ll need a sonogram to find it!”

	Both of them seemed surprised and nonplussed for a moment. Then Katske shrugged. Reaching up to tug the mannequin’s digit. I cringed a little, breathing shallowly. But there was only a soft, blatting hiss… and another wall panel slid open, revealing another hidden chamber. Surprise, surprise.

	“Move,” urged the purported cop. But I noticed, this time, there was no shove as we hurried through and the panel slid closed…

	…and I found myself in a secret laboratory of some sort, lined with all the requisite items, from clean-air hoods to heater flames and glassware that frothed with bubbling mixtures.

	“Well, he’s a cool one, I’ll give him that,” commented the man in the trenchcoat, who came around to fully face me at last, plopping onto a stool and dropping his fedora onto a nearby table. The face was very humanoid, like most of the “Standard” denizens of this world – those who weren’t undead in one manner or another. After several days in the city of Squid, I knew what signs to look for – like tusks, or pointy canines, or the aroma of gradual decomposition. This fellow had a scent of living sweat and tension.

	“Did you say you’re a policeman?” I asked.

	“Inspector Coalshack, of the Cal’mari Cops,” he said, with a shallow nod.

	“Coal shack?” I gave the side of my head a rap, to inform the pesky nanomite translators that I was onto their game. As if that would do any good. “I thought there wasn’t much civil authority left, around these parts.”

	“There isn’t. We are a commercial enterprise,” he acknowledged with a nod. “Police work has been left to the free market, ever since most governments collapsed, a century ago.”

	“Wait a minute,” I snapped my fingers. “I saw you, yesterday… or was it the day before… nosing around an alley near the city gate. Just before crewman Wems appeared and gave me a whack—” I reached up and felt one of the many bumps on the back of my head.

	“Recruit Wems was supposed to take you to a holding cell for questioning. But apparently he had something else in mind. I’d like to know where he took you. And why.”

	“You aren’t the only one. I don’t suppose Wems is available, to provide answers?”

	“He has gone missing.”

	“Hm, yes. Wems apparently has a knack for doing that. Well, okay then, officer. I mean inspector. You say that I am under arrest. What’s the accusation?”

	Despite affecting a casual slouch, the fellow had been keeping his stake-thrower leveled at my chest. Now he jutted it forward a bit.

	“Alien invasion.”

	Ah. I blinked. That accusation.

	Keeping a blank expression, I pondered my options. On the basis of technological achievement alone, Oxytocin was over sixteen on the Turgenev scale, so I could admit the truth without violating their innocence, under the Consent Imperative. On the other hand, innumerable botches and disasters have ensued, whenever fools rush in to say “Take me to your leader.” And this society seemed fragile enough, without taking another shock.

	Hence, I felt some reluctance. An impulse to evade.

	“Alien…invasion?”

	“That’s right.”

	“And… that’s an official crime?”

	“Oh, yes,” Dr. Katske answered, while keeping his little gun aimed at my midriff. “I can show it to you in the law books.”

	“Fascinating. Do aliens invade often?”

	“As far as I know, this is the first time. At least where there’s proof.”

	“But if it never happened before, how could there be a law?”

	“Ah, good question!” Grinning, the little man clearly enjoyed any opportunity to show off erudition. “It was the infamous Paranoid Congress of 30952 that passed eight thousand, three hundred and twelve just-in-case ordinances, banning everything from time travel to summoning demons from the planet’s core. From turning yourself invisible to spontaneous combustion. From national totem-burning to making mountains out of molehills.”

	How much of this absurdity was being mistranslated by my badly programmed ear-nanos? A lot, I figured, adding that I really must speed up learning this local dialect, the old-fashioned way, in order not to depend on them.

	“Of course,” Katske added, “the very next year, the people rose up en masse, throttled the congress members and voted to declare legislation an act of extreme moral turpitude. But those laws were never repealed. They remain on the books.”

	“Including the one against aliens landing without permission,” interjected Inspector Coalshack.

	“And you think I have committed this crime, because—”

	“Because I told them.”

	A figure stepped through the far doorway. And I let out a low sigh.

	“Aw. Nuts.”

	Despite wearing native clothing – a long, magisterial gown, complete with glittering spikes on a high collar – she was instantly recognizable. Those pointy little demmie teeth weren’t vampirized, the way Lieutenant Morell’s had been. Still, they glittered, as the Clever Gamble’s Chief Engineer grinned at me, without any trace of friendliness.

	“That’s Commander-Artificer Nomlin to you, Advisor Montessori. I have always found my peoples’ penchant for nicknames so immature, don’t you agree? And with the Captain not around—”

	“Where is he?” I demanded, taking several steps toward her, my hands suddenly clenched, ignoring the two men, who jabbed me with their weapons. “Where is Ohm! And Guts and the others? Do you know what happened to the ship?”

	Her smirk faded into a look of passing concern. “The Gamble? I haven’t a clue. In fact, I’ve heard nothing since that night in the sub-urb, when we were attacked and I got separated from the others. I remember getting knocked under some bushes, then wandering around in a daze, till morning, when I finally stumbled into town and asked a friendly policeman for help.” She nodded to Coalshack. “I can only assume that the Gamble had to leave suddenly. Or she was destroyed.”

	“Your uniform, does it still transmit and receive?” Mine had been shredded, after violent attacks by everything from werewolves to zombies. I had hoped that explained the silence.

	“Beats me.” Nuts shrugged. “I traded my tunic for these clothes. They’re pretty, don’t you think? I mean, for prison duds.”

	“Prison. But…” I stammered. “You mean you’re—”

	“Also under arrest? Of course! I’m an alien invader too, just like you. Only they’ve promised to be lenient. Haven’t you, boys?” She smiled as Katske and Coalshack nodded. “If I help them solve a little problem.”

	“What problem?”

	“The problem, you dense Earthling. The crazy condition of this poor planet! The sickness that brought their civilization to the brink of collapse and filled their world with monsters.”

	I turned back to the old man. “It’s a sickness?”

	Dr. Katske nodded.

	“The affliction is called Leininger’s Disease, after its discoverer, who diagnosed the first wave of walking dead. Amid the ensuing panic, and because it bore many hallmarks of a weapon, the nations of that time accused each other of biological warfare. They even hurled a few bombs back and forth, destroying several cities, and weakening society further, before everyone realized – that this tragedy transcended all borders, even death.”

	“But—” I couldn’t help arguing. “Didn’t people adapt? At least for a while? Those exhibits in the hallway—”

	“—don’t tell the whole story.” Katske shook his head. “Yes, for a little while, people seemed willing to adjust to new conditions. Even to redefine ‘life’ in a more inclusive way. Some momentum built, toward a general mood of tolerance.”

	“I saw relics of that era. But the time of acceptance collapsed, didn’t it?”

	“Spinning into distrust, madness, and finally a virtual state of war among the different castes – except for in truce zones, like this giant palace of parasitism that we’re standing in.”

	I wanted to learn more, but it was time to focus on the practical. “So you knew who I was, even there in the hallway?”

	“Not at first. Running into you there, spotting your exceptional curiosity about our history, that was a stroke of luck. Of course, I hurried to notify the Cal’mari Cops, who sent over the inspector here, to rope you in. But I was actually there, in the Hall of Heroes, to do research.”

	“Research.”

	“For clues to a special, secret place,” Nuts cut in, with a hushed tone of relish and mystery that was typically demmie. “They say it holds the key. And if I help them, they promise not only a pardon, but a big reward.”

	“A key? What key?”

	“The key to Leininger’s disease,” answered Dr. Katske. “And helping us to find a cure.”

	 

	Nuts led me into the next room, where several lab benches were stacked high with equipment, much of it archaic looking and rather dusty.

	“The best I been able to figure,” she explained, “The people of this world have been in a dark age for quite some time, centuries at least. But they didn’t go down without a fight! Across the globe, dedicated groups mounted efforts to study what was happening to them, in secret labs like this one.”

	“I see. But why in a giant casino?”

	“Because that’s where the money was, especially toward the end. Universities and governments collapsed, but the law of supply and demand – catering to vice – seems to have greater staying power. In fact,” she motioned to some ledgers that lay spread open on a table. “According to these notebooks, work on a cure continued here – and a number of other places – until just a hundred or so years ago.”

	Dr. Katske carefully opened one of the volumes and ran his fingers along some lines of writing in the local language. “Near the end, they were excited about something big. Researchers in one of the hidden labs made a breakthrough, decoding the essence of the ailment! Even ways to change it, or heal it. Only then—”

	His hand stopped, where the writing did, halfway down a page.

	“Let me guess,” I asked. “Management lost interest. By then, aristocratic vampires had taken charge of places like this.” I jerked my thumb backward, toward the main part of the building, where jangling tones sang an endless and monotonous song of predatory profit. “I don’t imagine they much relished the idea of a cure.”

	“Well, it was complicated. But something like that.”

	I could imagine, there would be a variety of opinions concerning what “cure” meant. Should the right to act and move and enjoy existence be restricted to the living? There were some artificial and simulated intelligences of my acquaintance, who might demur. On the other hand, something really ought to be done about the state of terror that the “Standard” population of Oxytocin – the child-bearing core of the species – suffered every day, and especially every night.

	“So, you want to re-start the research?” I turned to Katske and Coalshack. “Fine! Help us get in touch with our ship. By now, Commander Nomlin must have told you our peaceful intentions. We can assist in countless ways, scientific, cultural and financial. As new members of the Interplanetary Alliance, you can call upon immense resources! Why, even our ship’s doctor, Commander-Healer Paolim, could probably crack this nut, with facilities aboard the Clever Gamble. Meanwhile, skilled mediators can initiate an open dialogue among all your different types and castes…”

	This time, it was the police inspector who spoke up. “I’ll answer that,” said Coalshack.

	“First, we’re still not sure we can trust you aliens. All these assurances sound suspicious – too good to be true!”

	“Second, from what I gather, your ship had troubles of its own. You folks are hardly able to take care of yourselves, let alone others.

	“And finally, we don’t need outsiders to find a cure! One already exists. They talk about it, right here!” He slammed his fist down upon the nearby journal. “Somebody found it, in Obtainia!”

	“Ob…tainia? What’s that?”

	“You mean where,” Nuts murmured. “And that’s the problem. One that calls for my abilities, not those of a mere bone-setter and purveyor of herbs!”

	She stepped aside with a flourish, revealing a gleaming apparatus that was under fabrication, on a nearby bench. Roughly spherical in shape – an ornate concatenation of wires, tubes and gears – it shimmered under nearby mirrors and lamps, but also with a constantly-shifting array of inner glows. Soft, clickety sounds emitted, as wheels turned within wheels.

	“Of course I’ve been limited to the primitive parts and tools available here, on a backward world,” Nuts commented with her usual tact, making the two natives frown. “Still, I think you’ll agree, Advisor, that I’ve made good progress.”

	I stared at the compact ball, about the size of my head and clearly designed to be portable. The florid style couldn’t be more demmie, as I marveled at a mixture of elegant efficiency and madly ingenious overconstruction. Pondering the little machine’s purpose, it came to me, all at once.

	“You’re… making them a finder!”

	Nuts smiled. “Indeed. And spare me any of your prissy objections, that this violates the Protocols of Contact, along with a dozen treaties. Let me remind you, Advisor, that these people really need the thing this apparatus will find.

	“Furthermore, we need it, too.”
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	All right, I confess. I decided to help.

	What choice did I have, lacking contact with our ship or crew, and with no higher authority to appeal-to? At least, by assisting Commander-Artificer Nomlin to complete her project, I might try to restrict the finder’s programming and scope, so that it would only seek the place that our captors desired, and nothing else. As if that sort of limitation was known to work, very often.

	Anyway, I knew that Nuts would find some way to make my life a living hell, if I didn’t distract her with the camaraderie of work. So long as I was contributing to a joint project, she’d overcome her habit of tormenting me. Otherwise, I’d certainly be subjected to a series of imaginative “jokes,” from itchy powder to short-sheeting, to skin-whitening. Demmies can be like that, if one takes a fierce dislike to you.

	So we fine-tuned her marvelous, hand-built, makeshift finder – lovingly constructed out of primitive, local parts – and set it to the task of locating “Obtainia” – a secret enclave where (legend told) the people of this long-suffering planet might find salvation from their curse. Dr. Katske helped by combing the archives for clues, both in the Golden Palace and across the river, in dusty Cal’mari libraries, where an underground network of Standard-human Squidians struggled to maintain their ancient cause.

	To reclaim the planet for the living.

	Gradually, I came to appreciate the difficulty of their situation, far more exacting than most resistance movements. After all, how do you maintain security when, at any moment, a member of your cabal might die – and thus be recruited to the other side? Generation by generation, Standard humanoids developed devious methods – especially pre-emptive cremation.

	Twice a day, Katske arrived, presenting documents or other objects for the finder apparatus to sniff and peer at, like a hound seeking a scent, while Nuts fine-tuned her calibrations and I struggled to keep the makeshift device focused on the task at hand.

	On the third day, something abruptly changed. The finder quivered over the latest sheaf of yellowed papers, then whirled about with an exhilarated clack, aiming several glowing dials and two fingers of a salvaged glove. Toward the southeast. A direction chosen not out of logic or evidence, but rather, the very distilled essence of intuition. A quintessentially demmie approach to dealing with reality. The technologization of hunch.

	Nuts let out a joyous yelp. Inspector Coalshack grunted with tentative satisfaction. And, for the moment, I agreed, nodding with eagerness to follow those pointing fingers. Anywhere. Anything to get out of that place, away from the constant, thrumming vibrations of a kitschy castle of corruption. Besides, they hadn’t even let us out to take in a floor show.

	“We’ll leave at once,” Katske announced. “All is prepared.”

	“It’s late in the day,” the policeman showed the luminous dial of his watch.

	“All the more reason to hurry, then. Let’s go.”

	Coalshack threw on his bulky trench coat, from which he could surreptitiously aim the deadly stake-thrower. But when Nuts tried to pick up the finder, she found that Katske had already taken the device out of its cradle, nestling it like an infant in the crook of one arm, under a fold of his dark brown cape. She flared a deep red flush of hurt feelings, then turned to glare at me, for the crime of noticing.

	Hey, is it my fault demmies can’t hide their emotions? Are humans “dispassionate and cool,” just because we don’t express every impulse or passion? Our demmie friends pity us for this! But I was a teenager, once. And if you offered to keep me in that condition, for life?

	I’d rather wear a shirt made of Denebian hair moles!

	We departed Katske’s hidden lab, passed through the vacant statuary hall, and emerged into the casino’s crowded lobby. If anything, the crowds were even thicker, forcing us to weave our way, almost by ozmosis, between lycans, and vampires and werewolves. Oh my. Every creeped-out instinct told my nervous body to flee. But staying calm seemed the best policy in this “truce zone” – a special place, where elite, vampire owners had a monopoly on predation. Draining wallets instead of arteries. Proving, once again, that there are many kinds of “sucker.” And that all gambling is in vein.

	We gave way for a dozen haughty draculoids, gliding by in single file. Several sniffed audibly as they passed our little group, evidently picking up the scent of living blood. But only one of them turned to give Nuts a brief, drooling leer.

	Which made me wonder… if truce zone rules held so well in one place, why not others? According to those exhibits in the hallway, there had once been hope for some kind of modus vivendi. Some way to co-exist. People of all kinds had tried. Ingenuity and goodwill, versus the suspicion and hate. It must have been a very close-run thing… which made the final outcome as tragic as hell.

	As my mind wandered, I collided with an oversized figure, dressed in a fur coat that stank to high heaven. A hand the size of a beer stein grabbed the collar of my native blouse and lifted me… high enough to realize that the fur wasn’t a garment, after all. And the worst part of the smell came from a mouth filled with tusks.

	“Watch who you bump into, luncheon meat,” growled a voice like gravel in a gearbox. Two pale blue – if bloodshot – eyes blinked at me a couple of times, before registering dim recognition. “Hey! You look familiar, for a small fry.”

	“He… hello Lorg,” I managed to croak.

	A couple more blinks, then a deep chortle. “Aren’t you that guy who tried to sing his way out of being dinner?”

	“Yeah… well… I’m still here. So it worked.”

	“Huh! I guess it did, at that! And you survived the zombie graveyard, too. Go figure,” the wolfman chortled. “Say! I been wondering about that weird noise you made, that night. How’d you do that?”

	“What? You mean when I sneezed?”

	“Har. Some sneeze! Can you do it again?”

	The thought had already occurred to me, with his face just inches from mine. But I passed on the temptation to look around for a sharp light. We human emissaries are taught to use our secret weapons sparingly. Talk is almost always a better substitute.

	“Lorg, this is a truce zone. I think you’d better put me down.”

	“Yeah? Well I’m not afraid of you no more. So who’ll make me?”

	I glimpsed Inspector Coalshack, returning this way with a grim expression, his hand raising a bulge inside his cloak. I had to settle this quickly. So I lifted a finger in front of Lorg’s tusky, aromatic face and pointed at one of the many little peepholes and spy lenses, scattered across the ceiling.

	“Management,” I said.

	One word can be more effective than twenty. Lorg considered, blinking rapidly. Then the hairy lycanthrope let his grip slacken.

	“Oh. Yeah.” He looked left and right, nervously. “Guess I’m just irritable. Been constipated, lately.” He set me down. “Anyway, watch where you’re stomping, Standard. You could still find yourself on somebody’s menu.”

	“Sure thing, Lorg,” I answered, straightening my clothes and nodding for Coalshack to hold back. “Till then, try adding fiber to your diet… and some mints.”

	 

	Joining Coalshack, I resumed weaving through the crowd, more carefully. “This way,” he said, eyeing me warily. I had been scanning the throng as we proceeded, and he clearly knew that I was considering all options. So I let him guide me through a shrouded entryway, rimmed with soft neon lights, into a dimly-lit bar.

	A small band played onstage. The singer, who looked as if she had been sewn together from scrap parts, crooned a melody whose lyrics seemed to consist of many variations on the word “Uhn!” Still, there was something about her performance that made it alluring, instead of nauseating. Since coming to this planet, I had come to appreciate zombie musical harmonies. Moldy oldies. They kind of grow on you.

	The others – Nuts and Dr. Katske – were already seated at a booth some distance from the stage, across from a pair of scruffy types. One of them was clearly a very tall were-creature of some sort. Not a wolfman. Maybe some lanky variety of Yeti. The other was a Standard humanoid, though tough-looking, with a three-day beard and a mean sidearm at his hip. By the time I approached, some kind of deal seemed to have been struck, because Katske pushed forward a bag that clinked with the unmistakable sound of coins, Then, he and the man clasped each others’ thumbs in the local equivalent of a handshake. Everybody stood.

	“Montessori, Nomlin, this is Captain Fu Tichi,” said Coal Shack, making brisk introductions. “And his partner, Cuspitui. They’ll be taking us across the desert.”

	The rough fellow looked me up and down, taking special interest in my teeth. Nuts displayed hers in a friendly smile that seemed to take him briefly aback. Still, however pointy her demmie dentition, she was clearly no vampire, and that seemed good enough. He answered with a wry, uneven grin of his own.

	“Nice to meet you both. Any friends of Cat-ski and Cola Snack are acquaintances of mine.”

	“That’s Coalshack,” the policeman growled, stepping closer, as if daring the mercenary to make an issue of it. Holding his ground, the captain seemed willing.

	His furry were-companion let out a plaintive yowl, in a voice that seemed surprisingly whiny, for one so large. Somehow, my ear nanos made sense of it.

	“Let us be off, before the bookies come to enforce our debts!”

	“Bookies? I ain’t afraid of no bookies,” snapped Fu Tichi. But he relented. “Come quickly then, while there’s still daylight. To our ship!”

	Ship? I thought, briefly allowing hope to spark. But no. He can’t mean that kind of ship. Something much more primitive, no doubt.

	Soon, in the cavernous casino parking garage, I discovered just how primitive.

	“It’s a lovercraft!” murmured my demmie colleague, as she hurried forward, running her hand along the streaked and stained hull, stretching about ten meters in length, by six in width. Low-slung, with a single-story cabin, it seemed to levitate, just above the ground. “I’ve never seen one so big,” she crooned. “They don’t even work on most worlds! Captain Tichi, how fast does it go?”

	The grizzled pilot tossed our bags up to his hirsute comrade while Katske ascended a narrow boarding ramp, the old man carefully cradling the finder, out of sight beneath his cape.

	“How fast? Get aboard, sweetfeet, and let me show you.”

	Nuts sighed, suddenly happy, and hurried to comply. Though not before bumping the mercenary with a wide sway of her hip, accompanied by a coy smile.

	Oh, boy, I thought. I hope we’re not in for trouble. At least not that kind.

	At the top of the ramp, I took one last look around the garage. Nearby, a row of oversized transports ranged all the way from grungy barges to highly-polished land yachts. Then came rows of smaller coupes, sedans and hearses, leading finally to the underground back entrance of the Golden Palace, where imp-like valets in burgundy uniforms hopped about, parking vehicles or retrieving them, greedily accepting gratuities in the form of red disks that they popped into their mouths. One more thing about this world that I found curious, but probably would rather not learn about up-close.

	Then I spotted a more familiar figure, standing to one side of the doorway. Someone tall and wide and hairy.

	Lorg?

	The werewolf was looking at me, making some kind of gesture – reaching into his ragged vest, repeatedly, as if urging me to do the same.

	I did so—

	—and my hand encountered a folded piece of paper.

	Oh. I realized. Then our encounter was no accident. He must have slipped this in while lifting me… and I was too distracted to notice.

	Cursing my stupidity, I made my way aft, making sure none of the others noticed. The captain and his assistant were casting off and revving engines. Katske and Coalshack shook thumbs with two other passengers – a young man armed with a shiny sword and a small creature who looked like a cross between a frog and some kind of lawn gnome.

	I turned to open the letter. Some flecks of skin-colored substance fell out of the unfolded page. But the handwriting was fluid and quite pretty.

	 

	Sorry we had to run, leaving you in that alley.

	CS was nosing about. He’s dangerous!

	Took a while to find you with help from Lorg.

	We have news! Located some of your friends.

	Also, Ping awaits! Anxious to discuss matters.

	It finished in a sweeping signature.

	—Sully and Moulder.

	 

	When I next looked up, the ship was already in motion, heading toward a broad exit from the parking garage into fading daylight. Beyond lay a vast landscape of ravaged urban ruins, where the once-prosperous city formerly extended – now a wasteland extending to the horizon.

	Glancing back at Lorg, I saw him joined by a svelte figure dressed in a bellboy uniform, and even at a distance I recognized one of the only friends I had made on this world – author of the note I clutched in my hand. But, as I got ready to leap over the rail – a risky drop, at this height and speed – I felt a familiar poke.

	“You’re not thinkin’ of leaving us, are you doc?”

	I whirled to face Coalshack. “You don’t need me anymore. You have Nuts and her finder. Let me go and good luck with your quest.”

	The cop answered with a headshake, then a curt motion with his weapon. I could only glance back to give Sully and Lorg a resigned shrug, as the lovercraft cruised ahead, exiting between wide gates.

	There was a tense moment as some ogre-like security guards gave us a once-over. Cuspitui yowled something about how Fu Tichi “should have let the bookies win…”

	But the guards attention mostly aimed at a nearby picket line, where the casino’s regular zombie service staff marched – or shambled – back and forth, waving signs, pelting vehicles with garbage and stray bits of themselves. While I could not understand their moaning chants, my nanos translated placards, waved by weathered, crumbling hands.

	 

	CORPAMBULISTS DEMAND BETTER CONDITIONS!

	FULL EMBALMING & DENTAL!

	RESIDUALS ON RE-RUNS!

	MORE BRAINS!

	 

	Jeers, taunts, scabs and small body parts rained upon the land barge while it rumbled by the demonstrators. We all had to duck—

	—till the captain finally reached street-level and turned his ship onto a once-grand boulevard, now dusty and wind-blown. The noisy, shimmering pyramid of the Golden Palace fell behind us as we sped away from the still-lively – if not living – parts of Cal’mari, heading into long-abandoned precincts, beneath broken, eyeless towers left over from better days. Soon we raced toward the margins of the old metropolis, hurrying to make the safety of open desert before night fully fell.
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	Our lovercraft flew low over white sands making soft smooching sounds, arousing sighs of electrified dust that climaxed with languid lightning discharges in our wake. A unique mode of travel that I might otherwise have found diverting. Alas though, the vessel was taking me ever-farther from where duty called – the city where my captain and crewmates had vanished.

	Pondering the possibility of being stranded forever on a world where “civilization” had become a deathless-but-deadly cycle of predator and prey, I pulled out my canteen and took a swallow, then cursed. Back at the casino, I had meant to dump the water and fill it with local brew, intent on numbing my depression the old-fashioned way.

	I walked to a railing and took a deep sigh.

	“What’s the problem?” asked Commander-Artificer Nomlin.

	“For starters? I wouldn’t recommend this water to a man dying of thirst.”

	Nuts took my canteen and chugged. “Well, it’s wet, anyway,” she commented, wiping her mouth with her sleeve.

	A deep breath of desert air made me blink in puzzlement, followed by a snort of sudden realization.

	“What now?” asked Commander-Artificer Nomlin.

	“You don’t smell that?”

	“Smell what?”

	“When I was just starting out – before becoming a galaxy-famous warrior and hero – I served time in the mess halls, like any other recruit. My specialty was baking dessert for three hundred men and women.”

	“So?”

	“That’s what this smells like!”

	She frowned. “Like three hundred men and women?”

	“No. Sugar.”

	“Okay honey, what does it smell like?” Nuts sidled closer.

	“No. I mean it smells like sugar!”

	“Well, of course it does,” said Fu Tichi, our handsome, sardonic captain, from his station above and behind us, at the boat’s tiller.

	Brushing my tunic, I brought some dust to my mouth.

	“It’s sweet!”

	“I’m sweet,” said Nuts. “That’s sand. And you’ve been too long without a woman.”

	I shook my head vigorously.

	Cuspitui, tall and shaggy, opened her mouth and emitted a burbling yowl that my ear nanos swiftly translated:

	“You mean that you haven’t been too long without a woman? You’re the first man I met who ever said that.”

	“I’m talking about the sand, dammit!” I growled.

	“Okay, so what about the sand, dammit?” Nuts asked.

	“The desert sands are made of sugar!”

	“And you’re surprised?” demanded Coalshack. The Cal’mari policeman-vigilante approached us from the stern, where he had been keeping watch. “Then you truly are aliens. Can’t you eat the dessert on your home world?”

	Blinking in surprise, I stammered. “Why would we leave twenty thousand square miles of sugar to explore the cold, forbidding stars?”

	“So, you aliens want to invade us for our sugar?” Coalshack murmured in dour suspicion.

	“That’s silly!” scoffed Fu Tichi. “You could have just taken some sugarworms with you.”

	“Sugarworms?”

	The captain pointed off to starboard. “Like that one.”

	Sure enough, staring in that direction I soon spotted a sinuous shape slithering among the sparkling-frosted dunes, diving into one of them with a jaunty flick of its spoon-like tail. While the landscape offered few perspective clues, I estimated the creature’s length to be in excess of two hundred meters!

	Squinting against the glare of granulated sweet-sand, I soon spotted another pair. One of them, just before diving, arched its rear and emitted a cloud of white powder which almost certainly had to be pure, granulated sucrose.

	“It comes from their… defecation…?”

	I took out a kerchief and wiped hard at my tongue and lips.

	“Yes indeed,” Dr. Katske commented professorially, joining us at the rail. “City folk used to send out great big harvesters, back in the days of high population, before the Ultimate Crisis. Of course such a high-fecalorie diet led to obesity. And dental and dietary problems! The first wave of Normort-vampires could scarcely bite a neck without sucking in a carb overload. Which of course caused fang decay.”

	“And Lik’ems got tusk cavities?” Envision Lorg and Besh chomping down on syrupy steaks. Oy.

	Katske nodded. “Which led to more trouble, when inexperienced dentists used silver fillings. Which almost led to extinction of the profession in the infamous Night of the Novocanines…”

	It was hard not to stare as a majestic worm reared out of the sands, not half a kilometer away. “They look awesome,” I admitted.

	“They look delicious,” said Nuts, who had been complaining for weeks about missing fresh meat.

	“There’s nothing quite like hunting and slaughtering a Sugarworm on a lovely sunny morning,” offered Fu Tichi.

	“Why would you want to?” asked Coalshack.

	“I take it you’re not into blood sports.”

	“Our world is already awash in blood,” mumbled Coalshack. Like most city-swelling Standards, he was vegetarian – a fact I found ironic, since his stake-hurling weapon had at least two dozen notches from successful vampire and werewolf kills. But then again, who am I to judge? Take the inhabitants of Vega IV, who are all – of course – vegans. They consume only fruits and vegetables… much to the irritation of their neighbors, the contemplative Zen Apples of Vega III.

	“Does the desert beg for mercy?” Fu Tichi asked Coalshack. “Does it tell you it’s got a wife and three kids and a mortgage?”

	“No. What does that have to do with—”

	“What about the Lik’ems that you hunt… sometimes they do, right?”

	Coalshack ignored the dig. After considering for a long moment, he asked: “Does a Sugarworm?”

	“Does a Sugarworm what?”

	“Does a Sugarworm beg for mercy?”

	“I guess you won’t know until you hunt one,” Fu Tichi teased, and I could tell the tension between them was climbing toward danger levels. Time to change the subject.

	“I wonder if this world’s got a chocolate desert, hidden over on the dark side. That’d be a real export commodity.”

	“What is… chocolate?” Cuspitui asked in a yowl that sounded eager.

	“Of course, you’ve never tasted Earth’s greatest delicacy and trade commodity. Well, that will be just one of the great advances and life improvements from relations with the Federated Alliance of Worlds.”

	It was all I had left – talking this band of revenge-obsessed Standards into looking at the bigger picture. If they could be persuaded to seek First Contact and membership in the FAW, then Commander Nomlin and I might get access to materials to build a subspace transmitter.

	Nuts eagerly took up her end of the sales pitch. “Great idea! Only it gets better. Perhaps with some advanced bio-engineering, we could get sugarworms to poop a wide variety of delicacies! Chocolate for starters. But then strawberry, vanilla, flan, starfruit, tapioca…”

	From just her wistful tone – and the line of drool forming at the corner of her demmie mouth – she was winning over Katske and Cuspitui better than I could. Even Coalshack, clearly despite himself, leaned in, listening eagerly. But at length Nuts finished her long list of delightful flavors and conversation eventually lapsed. Hours slowly passed as we thrummed across endless stretches of what Katske insisted should be called the Great Sugarfrosted Dessert.

	Finally, with the sun past zenith, Captain Fu Tichi announced:

	“We have arrived.”

	Looking around, at first I saw nothing but treeless emptiness.

	“Arrived… where?”

	“At our rendezvous – the Big Rock Candy Boulder. Engines off!”

	Kissing the terrain ever-more slowly, our lovercraft came to nibbling rest next to a gleaming hillock that – unlike the surrounding dunes – seemed to be made of one massive, diamondlike crystal. A cluster of figures stood there, shrouded in hooded black robes.

	“Femen,” Coalshack said, disapprovingly, fingering his weapon as if expecting trouble from the dark-clad, desert dwellers, below.

	“We’re at the appointed place and the greeting party is here,” Fu Tichi finished. “Passengers disembark!”

	At first I worried he meant to dump me and Nuts and Katske in the middle of this desert waste, with those ominous beings. But then a pair approached us from the bow of the ship – the two I briefly met, upon coming aboard – a blonde young man in an off-white karate robe, whose shimmering sword hung from one hip, giving off a faint humming sound and whiffs of ozone. He was accompanied by a tiny, shriveled, gnomelike being, who rode upon the boy’s back, steering him by clutching both ears.

	“Will you turn that damned thing off?” Fu Tichi demanded, as the sword accidentally burned through several ropes and guy wires, threatening to topple the main mast.

	“Oops, sorry sir,” the lad apologized and flicked a switch, causing the blade to vanish into the sword’s handle. The little gnome tossed a small bag to Fu Tichi – it jingled payment for their passage – and urged his steed toward the gangway.

	“Aw, do I haveta go down there?” The teen whined.

	“To train for your destiny!” The rider insisted, digging in with teensy spurs. “To become a great unwitting tool… I mean master of the Puissance! To learn infinitive eloquence. To learn yodeling, also. To learn how to nag someone unhelpfully, even after-death. To boldly go—”

	“Yeah yeah,” Fu Tichi interrupted. “Watch your step, kid. You might trip and… oops.”

	With a shriek, the boy toppled over the side. We all hurried to look down.

	“Well that’s a retief… I mean relief,” Nuts murmured. And we all sighed with gladness to see that he was all right, having broken his fall by landing atop his rider.

	“Master!” the lad cried, prying the flattened gnome off the gleaming candy monolith.

	One of the hooded ones threw off its heavy robe and cowl, revealing a costume that consisted of breathing tubes, pouches and other plumbing, obviously well-suited to this waterless, sugary terrain – a dessert-suit, I realized. Moreover, it clung to a well-proportioned, womanly form. Others down there followed her lead, likewise tossing aside their outerwear and clustering around the boy, consoling him for his loss… while using hands and eyes to get the measure of his muscular form. And yes, emphatically, all of them were of the same gender.

	“You said femen?” I enquired of Coalshack.

	“Yes. Long ago their ancestors came out here to dwell with the worms, in desert purity, far from the dangers and distractions of city life.”

	“To escape zombies and vampires?”

	“To escape men,” Commander Nomlin interjected, with sudden demmie insight. “And I have to admit it sounds tempting,” she added, casting me an arch look. And I felt sure that the mercurial demmie meant it. At that specific moment.

	“Only then I have to ask,” she added, “if there are no men, how do they—”

	“Reproduce?” Professor Katske was only too glad to explain. “Oh they do keep a few carefully-selected males around, accepting qualified volunteers from time to time. Give them special hero-training, in exchange for services. This young fellow is due for some interesting revelations.”

	Under our gaze, the gathered femen stripped the youth of his profane and un-dessertly former garb, doing it with apparent relish, while their leader intoned:

	“And we shall call him My’dibs, for he who crushes parasites by accident!” And the others nodded, chanting his new name three times.

	Fu Tichi shook his head and restarted the engines. But as Cuspitui cast off, I overheard one of the femen warriors say to our erstwhile companion: “So, you wanna join us hitching a ride on a sugar worm?”

	“You bet!” The kid answered, dropping the flattened gnome and fumbling hurriedly to don his own, broad-shouldered version of local attire.

	I would soon come to wish that I had a dessert-suit of my own.

	 

	An hour later, while we plunged ever-deeper into the sparkling sand waste, a mini-tornado whipped past us, leaving behind clots of cottony, pink fibers, a sweet-sticky mess that Cuspitui had to clean off the masts and then her own fur, yowling curses that even my demmie-made ear nanos were too embarrassed to translate.

	The backwash from that sugary dust-devil filled the air with so much choking powder that I felt dizzy.

	“Are you all right?” asked Coalshack as I clutched a railing.

	“The wind… a gust of dust…” I answered groggily. “I breathed in… a whole bunch.”

	Stumbling over to the cargo hatch cover, I sat down and covered my lower face with a bandana, but it could only filter so much. The dizziness lingered – a sugar high that contained its own wild lows.

	“So where are we going now?” I asked, gripping cogency with both hands.

	“Same as before,” said Fu Tichi. “Obtainia.”

	“Wherever that may be,” added Cuspitui with a querulous yowl. And I looked at her shaggy form, which now seemed more blurry… and much more feminine… than before.

	“My machine – my finder – still needs more information,” Nuts pointed out. “It insists we must stop somewhere along the way.”

	“Yes, from our heading I know where it’s guiding us,” said Fu Tichi. “To the Nameless Oasis and the city of the icons, near the far edge of the desert. We just find the structure bearing the right icon and we’re in business.”

	“Right icon?” I asked, blinking, barely keeping it together. “Which icon is that?”

	“The Necronom icon, of course,” he replied.

	Part of me wanted to climb the rigging and howl at this crazy world. But things only got worse, as cogency seemed to unravel amid the ever-worsening sugar high.

	I will do my best to relate what followed, as it flows from memory, though my recollection of this next stretch is as murky and dreamy as Coleridge rousing from an opium binge. I know some of what follows did not happen – it couldn’t have!

	At least, I hope not.

	 

	It might have been an hour later – or a day or a year – that Nuts held up the finder and announced, as her voice seemed to warble in both tone and volume—

	“It’s wriggling.”

	Dunes glimmered in all directions, sugar facets reflecting dazzling glints of the setting sun, but soon some kind of watery, tree-lined lagoon appeared. And clumped along one shoreline of the oasis, buildings. Soon they surrounded us, many of them ruins, but a few evidently well-maintained. Each structure was shaped in its own unique, twisted fashion that hurt my already-burning eyes.

	Icons, I recalled, wondering how much of what I saw was real, and which parts were the product of sucrose-delirium.

	“It’s pointing to the Necronom icon,” said Nuts, holding up her demmie device.

	“Well, then we’ve arrived,” said Coalshack. “Set this thing down.”

	We settled amid what seemed a pair of agonized screams. I vaguely recall Captain Fu Tichi announce: “Serves ’em right for not getting out of the way. I’ll bet your ship does that all the time.”

	“The Clever Gamble does not land on innocent bystanders,” I answered sternly, surprised that I could still make lucid speech.

	“Well, not often, anyway,” added Commander Nomlin.

	“Clever Gamble?” he repeated. “Sounds like a Cal’mari Casino.”

	“So what is the name of this town?” asked Nuts.

	“It’s the damnedest thing. I used to know.”

	“Couldn’t you ask somebody?”

	“I did,” he replied. “Everybody forgot. We all just call it the Nameless City.”

	“So we’re going to the Necronom icon in the Nameless City where we will hopefully find a means of reaching Obtainia, which is not on any known map and populated by who knows what,” she summed-up. “Sounds harmless enough.”

	A crowd started forming. I recall commenting that they didn’t much resemble humans or demmies or any of the phases of undead life I had met on this world.

	“Look behind them,” noted Nuts. “They’ve all got odd tails.”

	Coalshack shook his head. “Weird tails.”

	“Okay, let’s disembark,” said Dr. Katske.

	“Welcome to the Nameless City,” said one of the Necronoms.

	“Captain Fu Tichi at your service.”

	“Are you really?”

	“Absolutely,” Fu Tichi assured him.

	“Then scratch between my shoulder blades.”

	“Sorry, that’s below my pay grade.”

	“If you do, we’ll let you into the city.”

	“And if I don’t?”

	“We’ll always cherish the memory of your brief and tragic visit.”

	Fu Tichi turned to me. “Montessori, don’t just stand there, wheezing like you’re about to faint. Scratch my dear friend’s back.”

	“Between the shoulder blades,” added the Necronom.

	Shuffling on wobbly legs, I began scratching while idly wondering if this creature represented a new race deserving all the proper protocols of First Contact… or if it was another form of undead afterlife on this strange world… or if I was simply imagining…

	A wind off the desert kicked up again, filling the air with powdery white fog. Things got even more blurry at that point and I lost any grasp of time.

	“To the left,” said a familiar voice that definitely didn’t belong to a native with a weird tail. “Now higher… higher. Ah, now you got it. That’s the spot.”

	“Where I am?” I said groggily, blinking in the dimness. Time had passed in a blur. I could not tell how much.

	“In your cabin. Aboard the ship.”

	I could hear engines running. The faint smoochy-sound of the lovercraft in motion. We were under way again.

	“And whose back am I scratching?”

	“Go ahead, insult me,” and I now recognized the voice as belonging to Commander-Artificer Nomlin.

	“What… happened?”

	She patted the pillows and held up one end of the sheet. “Three guesses. You breathed in a pound or two of sugar and collapsed, so they carried you here.”

	“But… What are you doing here?” I asked, growing gradually aware, with rising worry, that we both were… un-clothed.

	“You want a blow-by-blow account?” she asked.

	“I don’t think I could handle… that… in my current condition.”

	“OK, I came by to check on you, you told me you were having nightmares about being attacked by Sugarworms and begged me to stay with you… you announced that Sugarworms loved ladies’ clothing and took mine off me to save me from their attentions… then insisted on showing me a trick you could do that you felt certain Sugarworms couldn’t do.” She paused in her demmie run-on to take a much needed breath. “I guess you must think they reproduce by budding. Anyway, then you—”

	“I don’t want to hear any more.”

	“Too bad,” she said with an eye-catching shrug. “Would’ve made great reading in your diary on cold nights when you’re all alone.”

	“Just tell me that we’re not looking for the Necronom icon anymore and that we haven’t spoken to any trees in the past hour.”

	Trees? Yes, there had been talking trees. Some time between when I blanked out and came-to. Talking. Trees. Though I hope it was a dream.

	“Not at all! At least not in the past hour. You mean you remember none of it?”

	“I wasn’t myself.”

	“Hm, yes, that’s what I liked most. A different you.”

	I frowned. We’re on a mission, you know.”

	“And you suppose I forget that? You don’t suppose we got what we came for? Now I know I’m insulted.”

	“Then we acquired—”

	“The help we need to find our destination. And yes, you owe me an apology.”

	“I sincerely regret any offense I might have caused,” I murmured, reaching out to shake her hand as a show of good will…

	…and I wound up shaking my pillow.

	In my cabin.

	My blissfully empty cabin.

	Another hallucination, then? I looked around to make sure I was alone, then shook my head vigorously, making a mental note that inhaling sugar did even stranger things to the system than drinking booze or snorting solar-bat manure. (Actually, I have never snorted solar-bat manure – at least that I can remember. But Assistant Vice Co-Associate Minister for Exploratory Science Suzie Gonzales, one of the sexiest (and smartest) human women I ever met, once fell face first into the stuff, and for the next three days she insisted she was a wild west stagecoach and that I was Billy the Kid. And I promised I would forget all about that. So never mind.)

	Okay, so that last hallucination had been a bad one. Nuts, naked, in bed, with me. Not that she lacks charms, but. But the price to be paid, at some point in the future?… Agh.

	As if grabbing after shreds of a fast-dissipating dream, I fought to make sense of our time in the Nameless City. There had been the creatures with weird tails. Probably. Then… talking trees? Followed by the vague, warped recollection of meeting a strange being who sat on a dazzling golden throne, whom others referred to as the ancient god… Thulu? And some kind of test that I passed – barely – using a toilet and an eight iron… culminating in some talking doors and a deranged little elf named… Karakal.

	Wondering how much of it actually happened, I knew that it was less than all. Alas, with dire certainty, I also knew it was more than none.

	Still woozy, I got to my feet and left the cabin to get some fresh air, making it maybe five meters before Cuspitui let out an amused yowl, pointing at me, causing me to look down. Whereupon I went back and got dressed, then re-emerged.

	Stumbling to the rail, I saw with some relief that we had crossed onto higher ground featuring… well… ground. Actual dirt and trees and shrubs. I half wanted to leap down and taste them all! Behind us still glinted the painful dessert brightness. But as the dunes and sugarworms receded into distance, I made a vow never to go there again; no matter what happened up ahead, I was not coming back this way, even if it meant finding a long, long route around!

	



	


12.

	Farther toward the bow, I saw that Nuts was using the finder while deep in conversation with a compact-looking Standard who held some weird-looking contraption of his own. He looked familiar, and a name floated upward.

	Karakal.

	“So… you’re real,” I commented, restraining myself from pinching the fellow, to be sure. When you live with demmies, you learn to constrain many impulses. “I hoped… I thought I dreamed all that.”

	“Hmph,” replied Karakal, “You don’t seem bright enough to imagine half of what you saw in our town.”

	“Um… huh?” I knew I had been insulted, but could not actually parse the diss.

	“Anyway, you look much better with your pants on.”

	“The hell he does,” said Nuts, giving me a friendly pinch. “You just have the wrong perspective.”

	I felt a surge of dizziness. “You mean… that part… actually happened?”

	Nuts grinned at me and licked her lips. “Need a reminder?” She gave me a much more intimate pinch. And I admit at that point I moaned in despair.

	“What’s going on here?” demanded Coalshack. “Are you interfering again?”

	“Again?” I blinked. “Interfering with what?”

	“Navigation.”

	“Then they know how to get to—”

	“Obtainia. Yes. So let these two go back to work.”

	Wanting no confrontation with the irritable cop, I drifted a few meters to one side, watching Nuts and Karakal consult their mysterious devices and compare notes, shouting directions to Fu Tichi and Cuspitui each time the finder executed another turn and click.

	For some time we gained altitude as the lovercraft proved its worth at cross-country travel, hugging the ground as we rolled on over rocks and shrubberies, soon climbing at an angle no other vessel could have attempted, ascending toward a cleft barely visible between two mountains. I commented that this seemed the least likely course to anywhere.

	Coalshack nervously cleaned and tightened the tensioning cords on his multi-function weapon. “That may be the point. Wherever we’re going and whatever we’re seeking, it was carefully hidden.”

	Soon we entered a narrow pass. Though twisty, it had clearly once been chiseled through the folds between twin peaks. Cuspitui eyed the ridgelines, yowling unhappily:

	“A perfect place for an ambush…”

	Canyon echoes reverberated as we neared the top of the pass, our craft barely squeezing through in spots, and I shared Cuspitui’s worry. A single boulder, toppled either accidentally or on purpose from on high, could finish us.

	“Hey, there’s something down there,” cried Fu Tichi from his elevated position at the tiller. He gestured ahead, so we all hurried to the forward railing. Sure enough, as our faithful craft crested the highest point and started to descend, a green valley came into view, completely enclosed by mountains. And there at the center, surrounded at ground level by a circle of tall trees, stood an enormous, glistening glass cube.

	“Stop engines!” Fu Tichi shouted abruptly – as a monster stepped into the path, blocking a narrow point in the pass.

	An impressive beast, its fur glistened rainbow highlights under the sun. A lion-like body and gaudy but useless-looking wings all led to a face much like that of a Standard or a human, though with fangs that would have made any Nomort or Lik’em proud. Commander Nomlin sighed in admiration… and I gave myself a skull slap for forgetting – even briefly – what kind of world this was.

	“You know,” remarked Dr. Katske, “recalling legends from our revered past, I’d swear that thing is a sphinx.”

	“That’s what I am!” thundered the monster.

	“What, you had them here, too?” Nuts asked with a touch of awe in her voice. Before humanity contacted demmies and taught them science, they had a richly colorful mythology system that made our Greek or Chinese demonologies look like a soccer team lineup.

	“Would you kindly step aside?” asked Fu Tichi. “Our passengers hired us to convey them to that glistening cube.”

	“Nothing is ever that easy,” came the creature’s answer. “As you say, I am Sphinx. I demand riddles for passage. Answer correctly, and you may you pass.”

	“Okay,” said Fu Tichi. “But no math.”

	“And nothing about me,” added Nuts. She jerked a thumb in my direction. “I’m his weak spot.”

	“Fair enough,” agreed Sphinx.

	“Okay, shoot,” said Fu Tichi.

	“Don’t you want a chance to live?”

	“Poor choice of words,” I snapped, getting fed up. Sometimes you must assert yourself, to stay sane. “Ask your damn question!”

	“Okay. No need to be tetchy.” The creature harrumphed, clearing its throat and milking the moment, almost like a demmie. Finally, the fearsome monster intoned:

	“What has no feet…”

	“No feet, gotcha,” Nuts murmured, taking notes.

	“…or legs…”

	“Or legs. Righto.”

	“…just one arm and hand…”

	“Okay. But are they connected, as a unit? Or are they separately—” Yelping slightly, she clammed up when my elbow connected sharply with a rib.

	“…very little torso… and not much of a head?”

	We all looked at each other, deciding by mute consensus to give Professor Katske the honor of re-stating the riddle.

	“What has no feet… or legs…” he repeated, in a classroom voice. “…just one arm and hand… very little torso… and not much of a head? Is that correct?”

	The sphinx let out an agreeable roar and nodded its great mane.

	Captain Fu Tichi hazarded first guess: “A member of that no-legged four-armed spider-like semi-human species living out on the Rim of the Piranha Sea?” Then he ruefully snapped his fingers. “Oh, right, they have four arms.”

	“Horatio McCorkle, the Guru of Cannibalism, right after his flock turned on him?” guessed Nuts.

	“A Standard who was a victim of a Lik’em attack,” muttered Coalshack, with his usual wit and style.

	“A man!” Fu Tichi shouted, changing his guess, which I’m still not sure was kosher. “Because a man starts as a baby, crawling…”

	The captain’s voice tapered off as he realized everyone was glaring at him. “Oh, never mind.”

	Cuspitui offered an eloquent, throaty yowl, which my ear nanos translated.

	“A fan of the Monstrosities after they lost their 50th murderball game in a row?”

	Sphinx shook its shaggy man slowly.

	“I wonder if you people are worth the effort.”

	All eyes turned to me, and I realized I’d had enough.

	“I give up. What doesn’t have any feet or legs, just one arm and hand, very little torso, and not much of a head?”

	Everyone leaned forward, staring expectantly at the massive creature, especially Nuts. Demmies love this kind of stuff.

	The sphinx rumbled in a vatic tone, fit for any cathedral.

	“So you are asking me – what doesn’t have any feet or legs, just one arm and hand, very little torso, and not much of a head?”

	“Yes we’re asking!” Nuts and Fu Tichi hollered at the same time, while Cuspitui yowled.

	The creature shrugged expressively.

	“Beats the heck outta me. But one of them is stuck to the bottom of your boat.”

	 

	Fu Tichi led as we debarked the lovercraft, kneeling to look underneath – and damn if the monster wasn’t right in its description of what we found there, wedged into a niche in the undercarriage. Nuts went “Ew!” and Cuspitui’s next yowl conveyed the same sentiment.

	“Well. Well,” I commented as the only member of our party who could make introductions. “Everybody, please meet my corpambulist friend, Moulder, or what’s left of him.

	“Moulder, meet everyone.”

	The voice that emerged from the messed-up zombie head was weak and moanlike; well, after all, he was getting fairly ripe.

	“Hello… all. Howdy… Montessori. Howzit… hanginn’?”

	“Oh, I’ve had some complaints, but I guess they don’t amount to much by comparison. You’ve looked better.”

	“You can say that again.”

	“Okay. You’ve looked better.” And I really meant it.

	“Had other things in mind… than keepin’ it together…”

	Coalshack elbowed closer, demanding: “What happened to the rest of you?”

	Moulder glanced backward, toward the way the lovercraft had come.

	“Oh, I get around.”

	Nuts cried out in realization. “He’s been leaving a trail. Of body parts!”

	We all turned and looked back in that direction, all of us grasping at the same moment why the zoom had “no feet or legs and not much else.” Cuspitui pointed with a shout and soon we all spotted a cloud of dust, back near the boundary of the dessert.

	Fu Tichi shouted, as he hopped back aboard his vessel. “Saddle up! We don’t have much time before legions of the undead arrive!”

	The others scrambled after him, though I dawdled to pry Moulder out of his crevice, grabbing his head and what little else was still attached. Coalshack glared at me and my cargo, while Nuts and Katske edged away from the flaps of ill-favored skin and grue, but Karakal gave me an approving nod.

	“Wait!” cried Sphinx helplessly, trapped by the fact that I had answered his damned riddle when I shouted Moulder’s name, and when my dead friend answered.

	Tucked under my arm, Moulder wheezed: “Sully sends… regardssss. So does… Lorg.”

	“You stowed away underneath as we left the casino,” I surmised. “Pretty gutsy move, for a guy without guts.”

	If he could have shrugged modestly, I’m sure Moulder would have.

	“Can’t claim to have had ballssss.”

	“Plucky enough though, for a fellow with no hair.”

	The monster followed in our wake, complaining and demanding a rematch, but falling behind. We paid it no further heed and raced down into the hidden valley, crossing the last kilometer or so through a forest of tall trees. Cuspitui reached out, yowling with satisfaction as she plucked some fruits before our craft coasted across a final clearing, halting next to the shimmering cube-building.

	The moment we arrived, Commander Nomlin and Coalshack and Cuspitui leaped overboard, eagerly searching for a way in. Meanwhile, the finder device began whirring and hiccupping and finally clicked to a stop… though humming with what felt like anticipation. It sounded to me like an old show tune, one that I couldn’t quite place… and would not like once I did.

	“It’s waiting,” said Karakal.

	“Yeah.” And if I could, I would have destroyed the dangerous thing, right then and there. But it takes special tools and skills to do that safely.

	“Maybe someone better give it something to do?” suggested Fu Tichi, perhaps sensing the danger.

	He was right, of course. And I knew who would do that, without hesitation. Nuts was distracted at the moment, searching for a latch or entry-control system for the building, but when she came back…

	“Yeah, give it an order. Ask it a question,” urged Karakal, holding it at arms length as the fey machine hummed louder.

	“Well,” Dr. Katske said. I do have a long list of—”

	“Okay,” I said hurriedly. “Finder, show me how to get back to the Clever Gamble.”

	The fey demmie device instantly began clicking again, even faster this time. And let me add an adverb. Ominously.

	“Maybe you should have asked its favorite food, or what it thinks of the weather,” Murmured Katske uneasily.

	The clicks suddenly grew very loud, almost deafening…

	… and lo! That must have been a sonic code, because the closest panel of the cube abruptly slid back and aside, exposing a way within.

	So entering the cube is somehow related to –

	But I was soon too busy to complete the thought. Stuffing Moulder into a canvas sack so the top of his head stuck out, letting his one good eyeball see, I schlepped him down the ship’s gangway then through the shadowy doorway.

	A tunnel-ramp led down to a truly vast chamber, taking up nearly all of the building. Though dimmer, adequate illumination poured in through semi-transparent walls that looked out, past the clearing and forest at surrounding hills. But everything seemed somehow clear and sharp, as if the walls were acting as prescription lenses, different for each of us. Comparing notes we all came to realize: we each felt like we were seeing, really seeing, perhaps for the first time.

	“Obtainia!” murmured Fu Tichi, with beatific satisfaction, like a man who has finally discovered God, or Buddha, or sex, or a 30-to-1 shot that can’t possibly lose. “The transformer of our world.”

	“Transformer of our world, indeed,” muttered Coalshack with a bitter growl, and pointed to the center of the chamber, where there stood a much smaller cube, this one maybe ten meters or so, along each dimension. It was totally covered by flashing lights. And from its innards spoke a serene, deeply resonant and disembodied voice.

	“Yes, it is I. Approach me.”

	We walked forward cautiously.

	“Welcome, Travelers,” said the cube, which was clearly a computer. “Relax. Put your weapons away. If I wanted to kill you, you’d be dead already.”

	“Thank you,” said Fu Tichi. “Long have we searched for you.”

	“I doubt that,” said the cube.

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“I’ve been here for 473 years, 7 months, and 9 days,” said the cube. “How long have you been searching for me?

	“Not quite that long,” said Nuts. “Have you a name?”

	“I have 1,372 names in almost as many languages,” answered the cube.

	“Have you one that you prefer above all others?”

	“Sexpot,” it answered. And we stared for a few heartbeats. This was looking more ominous than the finder.

	“Which sex are you?” asked Nuts.

	The cube sighed bitterly. “They always ask.”

	“Well?” she said.

	“How many sexes do you think there are?” asked Sexpot.

	“Two…” said Nuts. “Wait, make that four… um…”

	“Don’t tell that to a Resnickian, from Resnick III,” said Sexpot. “They have fifteen.”

	“I had no idea,” said Nuts.

	“Well I did. In fact—” I paused in sudden realization. “Hey, wait a minute. How do you know about—”

	“Forget it. Call me Computer instead.”

	“Whatever makes you happy, Computer Instead,” replied Nuts.

	The sudden blinking of lights all but blinded us.

	“Just Computer,” growled the computer. “If all the Resnickian females were like you, I think they could get along just fine with only fourteen sexes.”

	“Just a minute,” I reiterated. “How do you know about Resnickians? If you were built here four hundred and seventy three years ago by natives—”

	“Now Adviser, remember we don’t use that word,” Nuts chided, then turned back to the big machine. “So what do you do all alone here?”

	“Oh, I’m never really alone,” said Computer as we all looked around for its retainers or defenders. No one else was in sight, which led to my suspicion: the thing is jerking us around. Stalling for time.

	“I’m connected to sensors all across the planet,” the machine continued. “Especially the casinos. I dope out the odds on elections and murderball games. I create exquisite menus for totally healthy beings, and then I create diabetic medications for them after they order from the menus.”

	“Stop that!” Coalshack shouted, almost livid with impatience. “Tell us now why you were built. The reason you transformed our world.”

	“Why, I thought you knew,” answered the machine, sonorously. “I was made to find a solution to our world’s overpopulation problem.”

	“Then it is true. You helped Leininger to create his disease.”

	“I helped create his cure for a looming catastrophe that would soon have ended all life on this world.”

	“Good God,” demanded Fu Tichi. “You couldn’t have spread a mild sterility virus? Something that kicked in after a second healthy birth? Something like that?”

	“Boring. Also too easily worked around. Besides, didn’t Dr. Leininger and I also solve death?”

	“By turning our dearly departed into enemies of the living!” Coalshack almost shrieked. “Who gave you the right?”

	“Who? Why most of the governments of that era,” the machine replied, now with a patronizing tone. “And religious leaders, and many others. You have no idea how desperate they were. Mass starvation loomed, along with nuclear war and ecological collapse. The solution was obvious. To restore balance and create a wholesome new nutritional pyramid, by ensuring new predators would cull the herd.”

	It paused for effect, then—

	“Nomorts and Lik’ems and Zooms had always occurred as rare, seemingly random events. Dr. Leininger found a way to make these after-death forms of existence part of a regular, orderly pattern.”

	“Let me guess,” yowled Cuspitui. “Your creations went out of control.”

	“Not at first. In fact, it came as a total surprise how sensible and tolerant everyone became! For a century or so, people got used to the notion of having some kind of post-death existence. Nomorts and Lik’ems and even Zooms defended the still-living members of their family lines. They even found ways to participate in politics, sports, community life.”

	I nodded and shared a glance with Katske. We had met in a casino hallway bearing exhibits from that era.

	“Standards learned to limit their birth rates and the undead curbed their appetites, accepting many substitutes…”

	“So what went wrong?” I asked.

	“The newly-forming social order suddenly collapsed. All of the carefully negotiated compromises fell apart amid recriminations and anger. Mobs attacked Nomort castles. Vampires preyed indiscriminately on Standards. Lik’ems fell behind on their mortgages. Zooms lost their cosmetic and dental plans. The old governments and priesthoods fell aside and I was left here, running the project. Almost forgotten, but still essential.”

	“Essential?” demanded Coalshack, stepping forward. “Essential how?”

	Now I could almost imagine the machine making a dismissive shrug.

	“Someone must supervise the automated machinery that releases the transforming agents all over the world.”

	Coalshack brandished his weapon. “You? Then this whole horror show… this Leininger’s disease… is still under your control?”

	“Very loosely. I cannot steer, I merely apply fuel or remove it. Another force was responsible for the change in relations among the castes. In fact, I cannot interfere in the present situation, since the recent population reduction is exactly what my programmers…”

	“Never mind that!” yelled Coalshack. “What you’re telling us is that Leininger’s Disease will stop without you! That’s all I need to know.”

	Coalshack whirled his blunderbuss and tossed his rucksack to Fu Tichi and Cuspitui, ordering them to pullout slender items… clearly primitive explosives and fuses. Me? I propped Moulder’s head and torso against the nearest wall so that he could see, stuck a piece of gum in his mouth, then began helping Coalshack. I had my reasons.

	“Damn it all!” complained Nuts. “This is a beautiful computer! It’s way more advanced than I would have expected for that level 16 crisis era. Why does everybody have to go around blowing up machines?”

	We finished placing the explosives where they would have the greatest effect. Then Coalshack urged us all back into the entrance tunnel, and was about to press the remote igniter…

	…when it was suddenly snatched out of his hand!

	“What the—?” demanded Coalshack as he swiveled – and found himself confronting the sphinx, standing behind him at the bottom of the entry ramp, who had the igniter clutched it its long, snakelike tongue.

	“I’b shorry,” said the Sphinx, “but I shimply caddot allow…” The monster paused to swallow Coalshack’s device, before continuing. “I cannot allow this.”

	“Why the hell not?” growled Coalshack.

	“Perhaps because this creature is the servant of long-dead murderous fools?” I suggested.

	Sphinx chuckled and turned to me. “Not quite so long dead, you pathetic, demmie-loving collaborator and traitor to the human race.”

	I blinked at the monster.

	“Demmie-loving…” I repeated as realization of what he was actually saying dawned on me. And suddenly, so much made sense.

	“Then… then you are a –”

	“Spertin!” cried a voice from much further up the ramp, at the entrance to the cube, where figures appeared silhouetted against daylight.

	Uttering a guttural roar, the sphinx turned to confront the interlopers. Diamond-hard claws set sparks flying as it prepared to leap… when suddenly a sharp beam cast forth, cleaving the fearsome creature in twain. The two halves toppled apart, revealing there, reclining in a sphinx-ter control chair, a human!

	Not just any human, but a member of the hostile, Earth-descended tribe that settled a faraway empire, rather than live among and share the stars with demmies.

	Speaking of whom…

	… a figure strode down the entry ramp, holding a laser pistol and leading several others. All of them were coated, head-to-toe with white desert dust, making it difficult to ID them, at first. Then Nuts cried out:

	“Captain Ohm!”
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	We stared as he entered the Obtainia cube, striding down the ramp as if he owned the place, flashing the famous smile that won our captain interstellar renown as Ohm the Irresistible.

	Following in his wake came an elderly demmie, a burly wolfman, an aristocratic vampire, a good-looking zombie… and a snowy-haired ‘Standard’ whom I did not recognize. All of them wore fine coatings of dust from their race across the Great Sugarfrosted Dessert, following a trail of Moulder parts.

	“Alvin!” Ohm cried out throwing his arms around me in a masculine but heartfelt embrace, which continued as he stepped back pumping my hand, conveying the kind of intense, choked-up emotion that demmies invest in their closest friendships. And… well, after all, we had been through a lot together, over the years. I confess I had to clamp down hard to keep my stoic, human visage – though part of that was from trying desperately not to sneeze. The sugar dust, you know.

	“You’ve been adapting sir, I assume?”

	He shrugged with expressive insouciance.

	“To be frank, we’ve been hobnobbin’ with some goblins. And I see you’ve been busy too, Advisor.”

	“Busy, yes captain. And you have no idea how relieved I am to see you. Though first I must report to you that Lieutenant Gala Morell and Crewman Wems—”

	“I know. And I’ll have more to tell about them, in due time.” His wink promised one hell of a story… But the moment passed and he turned his attention.

	“Hey there Nuts!” Ohm deftly evaded her offered embrace, turning it into a hearty hand-clasp.

	I was happy to greet our ship’s surgeon, Commander-Healer Paolim. How I looked forward to hearing what he made of this planet’s weird biology! I had missed his calm (for a demmie) wisdom.

	Behind “Guts” stood the burly Lik’em named Lorg, who grunted hello between massive tusks while pushing before him a prisoner with bound wrists, wearing a cape and dapper evening clothes that had seen better days. Despite all the eventful weeks since we briefly met, I had no trouble recognizing the Nomort nobleman, Earl Dragonlord, who so-helpfully led our party into a trap, soon after we landed on this world.

	I knew better than to hug the beautiful corpse, Sully, or shake her hand, lest something come off. But she beamed at me – only slightly further decayed-looking than when I saw her last. I answered her questioning look by gesturing toward the nearby wall, where she spotted a sack with remnants of her friend peering over the rim.

	While I presented old comrades to newer acquaintances, my ear nanos picked up Sully’s murmured words, spoken to Moulder’s battered head.

	“You’ve looked better,” she commented.

	“Yeah, every body keeps saying that,” came an answering hiss.

	“Yeah, well you left an excellent trail… and I did manage to snag one of your ears from the sand. And an arm and some… private bits…”

	Amid the babble of introductions and quick exchanges, I kept my eyes open for trouble. Demmies often rely on their flash-adaptability to make up for carelessness, but I’ve seen it fail too often. So I kept watch on my lovercraft companions, especially the policeman-vigilante, Coalshack, who fingered his weapon while looking enviously at Ohm’s laser pistol. Other obvious dangers included the inhabitant of the sphinx automaton, who seemed momentarily content to rest easy in his pilot chair… and Earl Dragonlord. I gestured for Lorg to push Earl close to the sphinx-ter, so one person could guard them both. And I noted something very interesting as they exchanged brief nods.

	They know each other.

	Fortunately, Fu Tichi and Cuspitui appeared to have taken to Ohm, posing eager questions about star travel – and I wondered: why did you never ask me? Meanwhile, Katske and Karakal seemed to be in awe of our final arrival, a Standard (living) native with a mane of white hair that only seemed highlighted by a coating of sparkly sugar dust.

	“Montessori!” Katske almost shouted, as I approached. “Do you know who this is? It’s… it’s Prof—”

	“Professor Ping, I presume? Yes. Of course I’ve heard about you. Tried to reach you, several times, in fact.”

	“So I am told, Doctor Montessori.” His voice was a little high pitched, querulous, but confident. “I’m sorry our meeting only happened after many inconvenient convolutions. I’ll wager we have much to discuss.”

	I nodded in agreement. But my demmie-sense was tickling. From experience, I knew that someone nearby was very probably noticing, right about now, that he was not – at present – the center of attention. Naturally, that just wouldn’t do.

	“Okay, okay!” Captain Ohm said in a firm tone of authority. “We’ll all catch up later. I am sure everyone here has fantastic stories to tell. Such as the way our own band of stalwarts endured capture and imprisonment in the deepest dungeons of Castle—”

	I caught his eye. Not exactly interrupting, but keeping him on-topic. Part of the job.

	“—but that’s for later. Right now, we have a particular problem to focus on. Like what these here Spertins have been up to, on Oxytocin-41.”

	These. I turned to the pair of prisoners guarded by Lorg.

	“Captain, I take you mean both of these fellows?”

	“Yes, they are both Spertins, members of a conspiracy that has been manipulating the poor inhabitants of this world for a century or more!”

	Earl Dragonlord reached into his mouth to remove false vampire fangs, then stripped off and the ear coverings and nose inserts and goatee that made him look more native. And when he grinned – clearly as human as I am – his grimace seemed all the more chilling.

	“It doesn’t matter now. You will never stop us!”

	How melodramatic. And these cousins-of-Earth actually think they are any better than demmies? Puzzled, I had to ask.

	“Stop you from doing… what exactly?”

	Earl blinked, as if unable to believe I could be so dense.

	“Isn’t it obvious? Look at what’s been discovered here! A race of beings that defies death! One that responds to new circumstances – even dying – with agility and utter ferocity.”

	“You mean…”

	“I mean the Cal’marians are anti-demmies!”

	“So, you hope to unleash them on the galaxy as competitors to Demmies and the FAW?”

	“That was the intent. Only thanks to your party’s arrival, we were able to make a fantastic discovery! It seems that Leininger’s disease can affect Demmies too. Demmie vampires!”

	“I’ve met one. What’ll that accomplish?”

	The two Spertins chuckled, almost as one. And the sphinx-rider answered.

	“Think of it. A new layer to the food pyramid, roaming the spaceways and preying on all the natural demmies? That ought to keep them occupied a while!”

	I blinked. “Occupied – to what purpose?”

	He gave me that pitying look again, like a particularly stupid cousin. “The purpose of stopping their spread across the galaxy! Charming the socks off of every newly contacted race and winning through sheer luck! The nasty little usurpers. To what purpose? How about re-establishing the rightful place of humanity in the universe!”

	Ohm stepped toward them.

	“Might I point out that we overcame the Nomorts at your castle, Earl Dragonlord, making our escape with the help of Sully and Lorg and Professor Ping, here. And Doctor Montessori dealt quite capably with a demmie version.” (I had to wonder; how did he know about that?) Ohm shrugged and concluded nonchalantly. “Anyway, vampires aren’t so tough.”

	All this time, I had noticed Professor Ping approach the big computer, studying it. “You know, I cannot help wondering—” the local savant began, ignored by everyone but me.

	“Oh yeah?” Earl Dragonlord sneered back at the captain. “Just wait till nightfall, when hundreds of Nomorts will come swooping in to fix you all!”

	Coalshack stamped a foot. “Then I will put out a call to the Standards of every neighboring city. We have been arming ourselves – using cremation to keep secrecy – preparing for a final confrontation. This will be the day!”

	He turned to the sphinx-riding Spertin. “Where is my detonator?”

	With a faux-apologetic expression, that fanatic of human-descent smiled and pointed to the mouth of his erstwhile mechanical monster, and we could see a crumpled pile of parts stuck between several molars. “Your primitive explosive devices wouldn’t have worked, anyway,” he assured the Cal’mari cop.

	Coalshack, furious, started raising his weapon, clearly intent on putting more notches on the handle, this time a pair of alien invaders. But Ohm stopped him with a firm grip on one arm.

	“Never mind, officer.”

	“It’s detective inspector!”

	“Well, then never mind defective introspector. I’ll handle this.”

	Ohm swiveled and with a western style quick-draw commenced to fire his fierce laser at the computer – as Professor Ping jumped aside with a curse. But Ohm’s look of triumph faded quickly, as the beam splashed against an invisible barrier, just short of its target.

	“An energy shield. Highly anomalous tech, for this level of planetary development,” Nuts commented. “Let alone three hundred years ago.”

	“Anomalous, indeed,” Guts agreed and turned to the prisoners. “You Spertins did that.”

	Earl Dragonlord’s shrug was eloquent confirmation. “Of course. You don’t think the locals could manage anything more complicated than a toaster?”

	“Well, this explains much,” I interjected in order to forestall a lynching. I had already suspected something like this – one reason why I agreed so readily to help Coalshack place his charges, knowing they would likely fail. “The computer itself is certainly Spertin-enhanced. In fact, I’ll wager you guys were the ones who meddled in the social order here, causing all the hopeful compromises to collapse, so you could experiment with weaponized undead.”

	Earl only replied with a faint, confirming grin.

	Katske and Ping, side by side, commented sadly.

	“The peace…”

	“…the carefully negotiated arrangements between Standards and the others…”

	“…you sabotaged that?”

	“Bastards.” Sully shook so with anger that Moulder complained from the bag.

	“Who gave you the right!”

	Lorg offered the most-eloquent remark, growling and taking a step toward Earl – as Captain Ohm’s pistol – apparently our only one – rattled and ran out of juice.

	Heedless of Lorg’s looming threat, the Sphinx-rider laughed.

	“The machine is protected. Moreover, tonight my Nomort comrades will swoop in and finish off you FAW weaklings. Then it won’t matter if the Standards bring their armies. We’ll order up an extra strong dose of Leininger toxin to spread through all the cities and especially here. Their battle dead will only reinforce my forces and—”

	Captain Ohm interrupted the tirade, holding back Lorg with an upraised hand.

	“Then we’ll have to prevent it.”

	“Oh? And how do you plan to do that, demmie?” Sphinx taunted.

	“Why, the old-fashioned way, of course.” Ohm reholstered his weapon and took a step toward the computer.

	I felt a creepy combination of understanding, dread and anticipation.

	“Captain, are you sure? It’s pretty drastic… and you’re out of practice.”

	“What?” Dragonlord frowned in confusion. “What are you planning—”

	Ohm reached out to tap the force field once, twice, clearly drawing pleasure from the painful sparks he raised. Then he backed up a couple of paces, surveyed the flashing lights, and said:

	“Computer! Are you willing to entertain a few concepts?”

	Earl and his sphinx-riding colleague looked at each other, then inquisitively at me and Commander-Surgeon Paolim.

	“What is he doing?”

	“Just watch!” Guts answered, relishing the moment. And if demmies still had tails, his would be wagging like a Plasma Rock metronome.

	 

	An aside for students: those of you who rise to command level should expect to take one of the advanced courses offered to captaincy candidates. How to talk an alien computer into committing suicide. I’ve seen Ohm do it on at least a dozen occasions. War computers. Pompous, matrix architect programs. Skynet-terminator style scalawag AIs. Pinocchio bots, krell-robbies and rogue trash compacters. Our leader had a real gift for it. And indeed, part of me savored what was about to happen.

	 

	Still, I had to advise him. It’s my job.

	“Captain, I’m not so sure it’s a good idea to wreck the Leininger machine so abruptly. There are aspects to this… maybe it’s worth discussing a little.”

	Ohm glanced back at me and nodded. “You’ve been right so often, adviser… and I have been too rash. But you heard him. This Spertin plot has cost countless lives, ruining an entire planet’s hope for peace and advancement. Also, if these spies are right, then it’s a terrible threat to the Alliance. I’m sorry.” He turned back to the shielded machine.

	“Computer! I put it to you that you were programmed with a purpose! What was that purpose?”

	“To solve the overpopulation and resource depletion problems, of course.”

	“Fine, but then your purpose was amended, right? In order to __”

	I felt helpless. Of course even if Ohm succeeded – and I never doubted his ability – things looked bleak. Tonight, after we were all killed by a tsunami of Nomorts, the Spertins would simply transmit a call to their nearest base, requesting their support forces to send in a new computer. That is, unless –

	At that moment, a sudden, soft ratcheting sound came from behind me. It must have been my hyper sensitive human hearing, because only Earl Dragonlord seemed also to notice. While all the others watched Ohm, mesmerized as he lured the computer into his unfolding trap of logic, I turned and saw Karakal, near the building’s entrance, holding the finder device at arm’s length, like someone in possession of a suddenly quite-active rattlesnake. While he quivered, the implacably capricious mechanism emitted a smug, self-satisfied clack! Then the finder swiveled and pointed. To the southern wall of the Obtania cube, and beyond.

	At first – while the captain continued weaving his web of inescapable rational conundrums, and the Big Computer’s lights flared in evident panic – I could see nothing through the barrier of glass surrounding us. Then Earl Dragonlord gasped. And seconds later I saw it too.

	A hair-thin line, slanting downward at a steep angle, with a glittering pebble at the bottom. A blue line almost invisible against the sky, descending from above until its shiny tip plunged to ground beyond a copse of native trees.

	Two human beings, descendants of the same ancient Mother Terra, stood side by side, but Earl and I had opposite reactions. His was a resigned sigh while I tempered my elation, knowing how unpleasant would be my next task.

	I would have to interrupt Captain Ohm, in the middle of a preening, shatnerian speech, denying him the pleasure of hounding a poor automaton into sputtering self-destruction. Despite the wonderful news I had to tell… I knew he would not be pleased.
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	A dozen or so well-armed greenies were already setting up a cordon by the time our motley assortment of travelers hurried through the small forest and approached the base of the transporter tether-tube, whose gripping claw anchored it deeply into the planet’s surface. The security personnel looked sternly focused and determined. One would expect humorless professionalism from the colorith and dorvish team members, and perhaps even from the single, green-clad human. But the demmie majority seemed just as grim, as they set to the task of erecting up several large blasters on rotating pivots.

	They must have been through a lot themselves, the last few weeks, I thought, and clearly Ohm was pondering the same thing as he held up a hand, slowing our forward rush and letting the armed spacers get a good look at us, as we neared. It also allowed Ohm to take a prominent position, two paces in front.

	I didn’t recognize any of these crewmen, though they wore the badge of our proud ship, the Clever Gamble. Dutifully suspicious, they made even me and Captain Ohm submit to biometric scanning… before snapping-to and giving us proper salutes.

	At Ohm’s word, the guards also allowed through Katske, Karakal, Ping and the others, though now a burly, greenclad corporal took over guarding our prisoners. Another kept glancing watchfully at the tusked-one, Lorg, and our pair of zombies.

	Naturally, the locals were in awe, having never seen anything like an Alliance slurry transporter, slanting almost invisibly from the sky like a ribbon of heaven. Along its length, the conduit pulsed and throbbed, like an esophagus conveying downward chewed-up swallows of a meal, delivering liquid lumps to the receiving chamber – a cylindrical pot at the end of that long, digestive process.

	If travel-by-slurry is disconcerting to inexperienced users, I recommend that you never actually watch the process of reconstruction, peering through the compartment’s broad window while nano-assemblers faithfully re-stack a traveler’s body cells in exactly the same order (more-or-less) as when he, she, ae, it, or wut entered the de-liquescing deck at the other end. Rebuilding a living person from the inside out.

	Katske turned as green as a demmie security officer’s tunic and hurried for nearby bushes, to retch.

	“Ew, gross,” murmured the zombie Sully, while tucking one of her eyelids back in place. Moulder agreed from his sack, slobbering liplessly.

	“I’d barf too… if I had any guts.”

	“Hm?” answered Commander-Healer Paolim, good-naturedly. “You called?” He was sorting through vials in his carry bag, clearly eager to slurp back to his shipboard lab and analyze samples of native life. “You all really should come on up,” he urged Fu Tichi and Sully and Lorg, in a tone that I imagine spiders use with flies.

	I sidled next to Ohm, who wore a worried expression.

	“You’ve noticed it too, Captain?”

	“Something’s not right, Adviser.” He nodded his head toward the security team. “I don’t know any of these guys.”

	“Yeah,” I murmured. “Me neither. On the other hand, we did take on about fifty new crew, back at Nebula Base Twelve.”

	“Hm, that may be it. But still… there’s something about them…”

	A mutter of low, demmie semi-curses rustled behind us, where both Nuts and Guts were staring into the receiving compartment, blinking rapidly in surprise.

	“Captain!” said Commander-Artificer Nomlin. “You had better come and see—”

	There came a low gurgling sound as the last liters of solvent fluid flushed out of the chamber into holding pots. A chime announced the opening of the compartment’s big door, accompanied by a loud hiss… and out stepped the latest batch of arrivals, freshly slurried-down from the Clever Gamble. Half a dozen more crewmates – and this time led by someone we recognized.

	“Talon,” Ohm breathed. But not without a ragged edge to his voice.

	The officer was as handsome as ever, tall (for a demmie) and rangy. Only now the rich, black follicles of his mane looked faded. Deep creases and age-freckles lined the periphery of his eyes and mouth… and a long-healed scar now ran across half his brow, all the way to one ear.

	Commander Talon looked at least twenty years older. Maybe more!

	“Captain Ohm,” he said, saluting, though his voice carried a complex mixture of undertones, like someone who had been both dreading and looking forward to an event, for much too long. “So it worked, after all. I am… we are all so glad to see you.”

	Behind Talon, I saw a senior demmie woman who looked at me with knowing wonder, as if re-encountering a favorite memory.

	“Ensign Nota Taken,” I said, then discerned two comets on her collar. “I mean Lieutenant Commander. Congratulations, then. And is that Frieder behind you?”

	“I greet you, sirs.” He gave a crisp Earthling-style bow to Ohm and then to me, while formally biting his thumb. My advisor-apprentice, a young lieutenant when I saw him last, about a month ago, fresh from Earth’s Academy, then a callow youth, was now – by all appearances – as old as I was.

	This universe will hurl surprises at you and the trick is to roll with them. One must be quick on the uptake, and try never to seem at a loss.

	“I assume you’ve given good advice to these commanders, in my absence?” I asked.

	“I have tried, sir.”

	“He has,” Talon confirmed.

	“And the Gamble? Is the situation up there stable?” Ohm asked.

	“Now it is, Captain. There were… complications. And I must warn you that our vessel has undergone some changes.”

	“Changes,” I repeated.

	“Changes?” Ohm’s query took on a somewhat shrill edge.

	“Changes,” Nuts nodded. She and Guts were clearly eager to go on up, and see.

	“It’s all in my report.” And Talon offered each of us small, stretchy swatches of cloth. Info-hoodies that we could throw over our heads to get a full, Six-D download, in sense-around and smell-o-vision. And how I was tempted! Clearly, there was one helluva story here.

	I never saw Captain Ohm exert as much self-control as he did at that moment, overcoming his impetuous impulses and forcing himself to stuff the hoodie into a pocket.

	“Well, if the ship is safe and stable—”

	“—for now, sir.”

	“—the situation down here on the planet most definitely isn’t! First order of business, then. We’ll need to defend this valley and our landing beachhead tonight against a variety of highly unusual and dangerously hostile life forms.”

	“We’ve grown accustomed to doing that a fair amount lately, sir,” commented Lieutenant Commander Taken. And I noticed something about her – similar to the security team. A much-lessened sense of formality, but what seemed a greater ability to concentrate than I was used to, from demmies.

	“I’ll get right on it, sir,” she concluded, tossing off a casual salute before heading over to consult the security detail. Captain Fu Tichi and Cuspitui accompanied her. Soon they could be seen making lavish hand motions, describing – amid much miming of fangs – the variety of local predatory forms, living and undead. Except for a brief glint of demmie wonder, her reaction to tales of vampires and such seemed admirably calm, even insouciant.

	I admit that my gaze spent some seconds following Nota Taken, while Ohm gave a rapid rundown to Talon and the others. She was no longer the flighty, smitten junior officer I had known. Not at all. Moreover, despite a flaming curiosity to know what had befallen our ship and comrades, I took consolation in one fact. That tonight I just might sleep well, for a change.

	There would be no fear of Nomort attacks.

	 

	The Spertins in our custody complained bitterly, howling that they would not accept being taken up, as prisoners, to our ship. Not if it entailed being dissolved and transported by slurry tube.

	“It’s against the rules of war!” declared Earl Dragonlord. “A clear violation of the Outer Slobovian Convention!” They demanded conveyance sensibly, in an orbital shuttle.

	“We only have one left,” Commander Talon, grumbled with evident impatience. While a month or so had passed for the landing party, clearly our crewmates aboard ship had endured a different sort of adventure, one involving convolutions through time. The hoodie containing Talon’s report still lay folded. But as I transferred it into the inner pouch of my crisp, new, replacement uniform, I overheard hints told in a hushed, tense voice – allusions and referrals to black holes, white holes, teal and even magenta. Suspenseful whispers of Spertin lures and ambushes barely escaped! Plus – did I hear it right? – revelations about emissaries from another galaxy offering up both dire threats and dazzling opportunities? I so wanted to throw the hoodie over my head and wallow in the story –

	—but Ohm was right. We must settle matters on this planet, despite Talon’s eagerness to be off. In fact, partly because he was right – the Alliance needed to know what both halves of our expedition had discovered!

	“I suppose I can call up and have the Gamble send down our last shuttle for the prisoners,” he conceded. “Perhaps they will reveal more about their plot when questioned at Nebula Base Twelve.”

	The captain nodded with approval. “But that leaves us still with the tragedy of this planet. We have to deal with that. If not, then a Spertin cruiser might arrive any time after we depart and use the Leininger toxins to end any hope these poor people have.”

	Clearly, this called for a meeting of all stakeholders… though I reminded the captain that he might choose somewhat different wording, given certain local sensitivities.

	“Quite right, Advisor. Let’s have a meeting of all… interested parties.”

	Fortunately, we had members of the four major castes of Cal’Mari – Standards, Nomorts, Lik’ems and Zooms. But we needed a place to sit and hold our conference. So, Talon called up to the ship and ordered a Round Table Special.

	Security guys pushed everyone back from an area twenty meters or so in front of the slurry-transporter’s receiving chamber. Then three dark-robed and cowled priests of Ya-Tze stepped forward to perform a blessing of the chosen site. With faces shrouded, they shook cans of dice, invoking the goddess of luck, while nervously glancing out from under their hoods at the captain. But on this occasion Ohm showed no sign of impatience, Only much-relished anticipation. And for once I agreed completely. A gesture was needed, at this moment. Something to impress the locals with both the power and the friendly hospitality of the Federated Alliance of Worlds.

	Finally, the ad-hoc clerics finished and swiveled to hurry away, tossing off their ceremonial gowns and returning to other duties—

	—at which point, Lieutenant Commander Nota Taken began intoning with careful timing:

	“Many… Many… Many… Many…”

	Ping and Katske sidled up next to me, fascinated and curious.

	“Who is Manny?” Katske asked. “And why is she calling out to him? Is that another of their gods?”

	I beckoned over Frieder – still officially my apprentice, though clearly he now had age and experience – to have him explain.

	“When Earthlings first contacted demmies, they were already using clever, hand-made rockets to reach their nearest moon. They were immensely nimble artisans. But, like some early human tribes, they still had no word for any number higher than three! Although demmies now contribute some of the finest mathematical minds, they still cling – as you just saw – to some older traditions… for example, in informal conversation, any number higher than three is still – ‘many’.”

	“Okay, I get that.” The local sage nodded. Only then, blinking rapidly, Ping persisted.

	“But… but what is she doing?”

	Concentrating soberly, Nota Taken continued chanting.

	“Many… Many… Many…”

	I had to sigh.

	“Professor. It’s a count-down.”

	“A… count… down? You mean counting off by stating aloud the remaining seconds before an event? We have the same concept. But… but… I fail to see how…”

	I held up a hand for patient silence and got it. As the various demmies gathered closer, we humans and others hung back as far as could be done in a seemly fashion, putting on sunglasses or holding up clipboards or jackets, in preparation. Nervously, the locals imitated our precautions. Fu Tichi used one of the abandoned priest robes. Cuspitui yowled in nervous curiosity. The Spertins, though, looked just about ready to piss themselves. Knowing what to expect, they would have bolted, but for Lorg, holding their leashes.

	Tension rose as the Lieutenant Commander sang:

	“Many… many… many… THREE… TWO… ONE… blast!”

	And suddenly, brightness rocked us backward. A searing bolt of actinic brilliance shot downward from the sky, parallel to the mighty slurry transport tube, which was also gurgling and flowing at the same time. A sooty smell of vaporized earth and vegetation billowed around us, briefly filling the air, as a giga-terrawatt laser cut away surgically at the soil, right in front of us.

	Lest anyone think that all my years with them have made me demmie-loco, be assured that for a moment I felt just like the Spertins. I did not want to be standing there, relying utterly upon the skilled competence of the weapons crew aboard ship, depending on that competence, and demmie luck, and their essential goodness to compensate for their species’ fourth salient trait – certifiable insanity.

	But I remained still, outwardly cool and confident. So did Frieder.

	There’s a good lad. I expect I’ll be signing promotion papers for more than one grade, when we get back to civilization.

	The terrible beam cut off abruptly. And when a swirling haze cleared, there lay in front of us a set of perfect, glassy steps leading down to a circular area where ornate chairs made of fused dirt surrounded a round, vitrified table, whose gleaming surface was inscribed with the sigil of the Federated Alliance of Worlds.

	Captain Ohm led the way down those gleaming stairs, and soon representatives of the living, the undead and the alien filed after him – some of them nervously – to begin taking seats. I could tell that after such a demonstration the locals were suitably impressed. I caught the eye of the vigilante cop, Coalshack, noting that the fellow wasn’t sauntering with his usual arrogance, and his stake-hurling weapon was discreetly tucked away.

	Ohm conspicuously left empty the place to his right, for me. Still, I approached the steps slowly, glancing back to make sure that a final component of Operation Round Table had not been neglected. The part I cared about most, right about now.

	But I need not have worried. With a cheerful chime the door to the reconstruction chamber hissed open… and several attractive mess-hall servers emerged, each of them carrying a dozen or so flat-wide boxes. And from those boxes spilled vapors that struck me hard, with sudden, overwhelming longing.

	Good. The pizzas are here.

	



	


15.

	Okay, so in fact one of the races of undead was not present. I had grown used to thinking of Earl Dragonlord as a Nomort and it was still hard to envision him, instead, as a meddling alien invader-spy. In fact, Captain Ohm urged him to slip back into the role he had performed so well, all the way to re-inserting his false fangs, so that he might speak at this confab for the vampire caste, channeling the likely concerns of that undead race.

	The notion struck Earl nonplussed.

	“You’re kidding, right?”

	“When a demmie is kidding, you’ll know it,” I assured. “You’ve played the role. Do it again for little longer.”

	“Give me one good reason why I should cooperate,” Earl demanded.

	Ohm had received a new blaster, which he now laid on the table before him. Unlike a simple laser pistol, the blaster had a big dial that he now spun, while casually asking, “Have you ever played nano roulette?”

	The Spertin spy blanched. “You wouldn’t dare.”

	“Here’s the deal. I spin randomly among eighty optional nano-program settings, then I’ll shoot you and we’ll see what happens. Then, in the interest of fairness, I spin again and shoot myself. We keep at it until—”

	“That’s illegal! It would be against the rules of war.”

	“So is causing the deaths of millions of natives,” I pointed out. “And besides, about half of those blaster settings are perfectly legal to shoot at someone during a contact crisis. Like those stun nanos that bound and gagged you, when we first landed.”

	“And the ones that still infest my ears?”

	“What about ’em?” Ohm demanded. “Are you complaining about receiving a gift?”

	“A gift?” Earl snorted.

	“Certainly. The gift of universal understanding of languages. You’d look that gift horse in the mouth?”

	“Hell yes, and say neigh! It’s another form of torture, when the translations include so many wretched puns!”

	Internally, I had to admit that I sympathized. In fact, I felt a personal score to settle with whatever demmie programmed this mission’s batch of interpreter buds. But right now, the Spertin was simply whining. I reached for the blaster, myself, and gave the dial a spin. “So many nanos, so little time,” I hummed.

	“All right, all right!” He pulled his set of the fangs from a pocket, inserted them and gave us the old, Dragonlord leer of biting anticipation.

	“There! Happy?”

	“So long as you do your best to represent the genuine interests of the Cal’mari vampire caste, then sure. Happy enough.”

	With a faux-Transylvanian accent he sneered – “I vant to dreenk some blod!”

	“Don’t get cocky.” But I nodded. “Here. Have some pizza and diet cola.”

	Earl slipped into his role so well that he whimpered about the late afternoon sun. In moments, the efficient demmie crew erected a gay, striped canopy over our table and conclave, while the locals sampled Earth’s most renowned dish. Cuspitui, in particular yowled appreciation… along with a request to sample some of the legendary delicacy, chocolate.

	Captain Ohm called the gathering to order, giving first speaking role to the renowned Professor Ping, who summarized the planetary situation with admirable succinctness, bringing our reunited crewmates from the Clever Gamble up-to-date on the tragic dilemmas of this troubled world, where death was merely another life transition – kind of like a zorinthian molting, or a dorvish pupation, or a bar mitzvah. Only with one small, added inconvenience – that the departed would then turn around and try to eat the bereaved.

	Ping then invited Dr. Katske to describe the social order that had begun taking shape, tentatively but hopefully, a century ago, when it looked as if the undead might find better things to do than prey on the living…

	“Until these Spertins screwed it up with their new upgraded computer, by ramping up the Leininger toxins!” Commander-Healer Paolim interrupted, with un-typical vehemence.

	“Now, don’t blame the poor computer,” chided Commander-Artificer Nomlin, just as forcefully. Guts and Nuts glared at each other. Which I found kind of sad, since each of them was at that moment expressing the same trait – admiration of a fine and clever technological solution, wrecked by meddlesome interference. Demmies at their daunting best.

	“Okay,” Ohm said, cutting off an argument. “Let’s assume we somehow gain control over the computer—”

	“That will not happen,” murmured the sphinx-pilot, who represented the Spertin Empire. “Sure, you could blast your way through its shield by brute force. But then all you’ll have left is a puddle of molten slag.” Nuts looked stricken at the prospect. “At which point the Leininger gas won’t be released anymore, anywhere at all.”

	Sully spoke for the zombie caste, only slurring her words slightly.

	“Then… in all our cities… people who die will just stay dead?”

	“Except in rare, isolated cases,” agreed the pedant, Katske. “There always used to be a few of our race who made some kind of undead transition. Maybe one in a hundred thousand. I take it this never happens on your own worlds?”

	“We humans had rumors and legends,” Frieder replied. “But we now know they were nothing more than wish and terror fantasies.”

	“The same with us demmies,” Talon avowed, though with clear reluctance. It had taken many generations for his folk to let go of their fondest nightmares.

	“Though now this Leininger toxin seems to affect demmies!” Guts declared. And it was hard to tell whether his tone seemed more excited or angry at the prospect. Possibly a combination of both. I thought of the lovely demmie vampiress, Lieutenant Gala Morell, and wanted desperately to learn more about her fate from Ohm and Guts. But first things first.

	“Is that what you want, you Standards?” I asked Coalshack and Fu Tichi. “For no one ever again—”

	“—almost no one—” Katske corrected and I nodded.

	“—for almost no one to get an afterlife anymore, on this world? Just corpses, fit for burial or burning?”

	Fu Tichi frowned.

	“Well, when you put it that way…”

	But the policeman-revolutionary wasn’t having any of it. Coalshack cut in with a low growl.

	“If that’s our only choice? If it’s the sole alternative to our present reign of terror? Our cities drenched in fear and paranoia, being preyed upon by our own dead parents? Yes! Destroy the machine and let us all find peace! Both in life and in the grave.”

	His passion and eloquence had the demmie translation nanos stymied. They could manage nothing resembling a pun, and conveyed only Coalshack’s grim, righteous determination. We all gave it a moment of respectful silence.

	“Hm.” Commander Talon finally said, rubbing his scar thoughtfully. “But is that the only choice, between two extremes? Someone once taught me that there are always… possibilities.” He glanced at Captain Ohm. Then Talon turned to Katske and Ping. “Did you not speak of a golden period of tolerance and compromise?”

	Ping nodded.

	“Not golden, perhaps. But hopeful, negotiated with hard effort, logic and goodwill. There were laws and codes of behavior. Duty to family and city and nation took priority over lustful appetites. But the fragile arrangement broke down. And we now know that a surge in release rate of the Leininger factor was responsible.”

	He glanced sharply at Earl Dragonlord, who shrugged, as if to say: who are you looking at? Me? At this moment I’m just a local vampire. His full-immersion in a role would have made any demmie proud. So Ping shifted his withering glare to the other Spertin.

	“All right then,” Ohm said. “Let’s assume for now that we can find a way to fine-tune the level of transforming gas release—” he ignored the sphinx-ter’s uncooperative snort “—then what other obstacles would block a solution.”

	Of course he already knew. And the Lik’em representative, shaggy-burly Lorg, summed it up.

	“What’ll we eat? Nomorts and Lik’ems and even Zooms gotta be fed. And I know Besh and the others won’t take kindly to eatin’ Rowan Bean gruel.”

	Lorg had been picking slices of pepperoni and chunks of sausage off nearby pizzas, even sniffing-at – then devouring – stringy lengths of cheese. I could tell that he was torn, both liking the alien food and longing for raw meat.

	That is when the idea dawned on me.

	“It won’t have to be gruel! With our slurry tech, we can reformat complex organic molecules into very realistic steaks,” I nodded to Lorg, then at Earl Dragonlord, “or streams of hot, delicious blood, or healthy protein shakes for Standards…”

	“Or braains?” slurped the head of Moulder, which Sully had propped at the edge of the conference table.

	“Or brains,” I conceded. “Organically it can have the very same taste, texture and nutritional value. There’s just one problem.” I nodded to Guts, and he stepped in.

	“The process can’t convert from dirt or air or raw elements. We’d need a rich feedstock of organics – almost any kind of carbohydrate – to feed into the fab units.”

	“Where would we get those?” Fu Tichi asked.

	“Well, one ideal method would be to mine local asteroids for organic feedstock,” Talon mused. “Though it’ll be expensive, at first. We would have to set up self-replicating factories to exploit the right metallic rocks, use them to build more factories, then find other kinds of carbo-rich roids to feed into the slurry tubes we’d set up, above each city.” He consulted a tablet. “Unless the FAW was willing to send a fleet of pricey freighters all the way out here at the rim of known space… we’re talking at least twenty, maybe thirty years.”

	Earl shook his head. “Speaking on behalf of the planet’s Nomort population, let me assure you that so long a thirst would be intolerable.”

	Captain Ohm had been busy while others spoke, finally changing into a fresh uniform with three spiral galaxies on the collar. His yeoman assistant took the local shirt and jacket he had been wearing and shook them once, releasing clouds of dust, provoking from her the dainty chirp that passes – among demmies – for a sneeze.

	Ohm waved away at the cloud of white powder… then glanced at me with wide eyes, which set off a sudden competition, each of us racing to blurt first—

	“The dessert!” we shouted in unison.

	“What? The chocolate is here?” Cuspitui yowled hopefully.

	“No!” Ohm glanced defiantly at me and I chose to clam up as he continued alone. “The sugar-sand waste that we crossed, in order to get here. Hundreds of thousands – millions – of hectares of sweet carbs!”

	“Of course,” Guts yelped. “That should supply all the raw material we’ll need for decades, maybe centuries!”

	Talon ordered up a holo display that filled the center of the conference table, again rocking the locals back in amazement – a map of the nearby region, overlain with vast waves of honeyed dunes – as Guts and Talon conferred, then the healer nodded agreement.

	“Mechanisms could be constructed to cruise the Great Sugarfrosted Desert, harvesting megatonnes of carbs, without hardly putting a dent in the supply.”

	Of powdered and granulated worm poop, I pondered, which made my nose itch and mind twitch with ill-recollections. I tried not to show outward discomfort, though.

	“I know where some of the old harvesters were put away, long ago,” Professor Ping agreed. With Talon’s help, he caused to scene to zoom past the dessert’s edge, onto a vast storage yard where mighty, tracked machines lay abandoned in long rows.

	Nuts peered close, her nimble fingers waggling, causing data and algorithms to dance. “Primitive things… but robustly built. Yes. They could be refurbished and set onto their old task. Or we can fab new ones…”

	“…whereupon the raw sugar could be conveyed either directly to new processing units next to nearby cities,” Frieder added. “Or else sent by tube up to orbit and converted there for slurry delivery and reconstitution as steaks or shakes, blood or…”

	At a slobbery murmur from Sully and Moulder, Talon finished for him “…or brains.”

	The sheer scale of the described undertaking set some of the locals aback. Coalshack stared at Talon, Nuts, Guts, and then at me.

	“Truly? This could be done as they say? No undead would need any longer to feed on the flesh of the living?”

	I had to shrug. “We’ve overcome more difficult challenges than this, right Captain?”

	“Huh?” Ohm had been whispering in the ear of his pretty yeoman. “Oh, right advisor. Lots harder. This’d be as easy as…” and he snapped his fingers, making the yeoman jump back with a delighted squeal – a human trick that had taken me years to teach him, and that had saved his life on three separate occasions, out there among the wild stars.

	Earl Dragonlord shook his head, slipping deeper into his aristocratic-Nomort accent.

	“Although I do not doubt your technical skills, I am not certain this offer of free blood will suffice to persuade the clans. What you’ll rob from us is the thrill of the hunt! The excitement of overcoming resistance with power and will.” And at that moment I do believe he meant the word us, in the sense of identifying deeply with the vampire clan. Well, like every other living human, he was a descendant of Johnny Depp.

	Nuts chuckled. “Oh I think we can come up with tech for that. Picture a palpable 6-D holo experience where you’ll only get your feast-o-blood after chasing and conquering an ersatz victim. So realistic you’ll all have a great old time, concocting game scenarios that even lots of Standards will want to play, so long as they don’t die in the outcome.”

	Earl and Lorg looked unconvinced, till Ping murmured, facing in turn each of the undead representatives.

	“Our ancestors made peace under harsher conditions than these. Are you, our own dear-recently-departed, made of lesser stuff?”

	Again, silence as they pondered this, though clearly his challenge moved them.

	Finally, the zombie Moulder summed things up eloquently, as Sully kept his head propped upright on the table.

	“Braainss for all… Braaainss for every body!”

	And with that he began to hum a deeply resonant tune, like the one I once listened-to that evening long ago, in the Cal’mari cemetery, moaned by ‘advanced’ zombies as they serenaded the moon. My crewmates – especially the demmies – were captivated by the sound, having never heard anything like it in all their cosmic journeys. Moreover, the melody was entirely original. Of that I felt sure. Moulder was doing decomposing right there, before us.

	Oh, I am going to hunt down the demmie who made these punning nanos in my ears, I recall thinking, amid the beauty of the moment. He is so gonna die!

	 

	Of course, our brilliant scheme to save Cal’mari and the rest of civilization on Planet Squid hinged on one thing. In order to accomplish all of this, we needed access to the Big Computer.

	Only then could the right dose of Leininger factor be adjusted, so that the undead races would not be made extinct – but their frenzied appetites be kept limited, letting them adjust to a new era of synthetic food, so that the undead could stop inflicting death.

	Moreover, Commander Talon had other reasons to urge some degree of haste. “We need to depart in less than a month, both in order to inform the Alliance of many important matters, and to get reinforcements sent out here. Any longer could result in real problems.”

	Unspoken was the fact that – with the exception of the original landing party – our ship’s crew had been away from home not for months, but many years of subjective time. I fizzed with curiosity about that story, which was likely to be epic. But of one thing I felt already certain. The pay and benefits accountants back at base were not going to be happy, for sure.

	With the conclave adjourned, everyone got busy implementing their own portions of the Plan. Nuts and Guts labored alongside Katske to set in motion the great sugarfrost harvest. Artisans aboard the Gamble set to work on slurry systems that would convert that carbo-treasure into steaks and shakes and blood… and brains. Sully and Moulder, along with Ping, Lorg and Coalshack, would soon hitch a shuttle ride back to town and start the hardest task, explaining this grand plan in such a way as to convince local citizens and opinion makers to cooperate with aliens.

	Which left four of us at the big round table. Captain Ohm and me. Plus Earl Dragonlord and the sphinx-riding Spertin, the latter of whom taunted us with the doomed futility of our efforts.

	“If you leave the computer alone, it will automatically start cranking up the toxin levels to critical, and things will get terminally bloody all across this world! If – on the other hand – you destroy it, the Leininger factor will stop being issued at all. You’ll murder every caste except the boring Standards and condemn them to their absurdly short lifespans.

	“Everything that’s unique about them will vanish.”

	Ohm shook his head.

	“We could bypass your machine. Trace the command lines, find the gas generators in the cities and figure out how to control it all ourselves.”

	“And how long will that take? Look at your crew, Captain. Most of them are bone-weary. You’ll have a mutiny on your hands!”

	Ohm knew all this, of course, along with the other reason for haste. So long as the Clever Gamble was out here all alone, there remained a real possibility that the master conspirators back on Sperta might learn of their setback here, and send a force too great for one ship to handle.

	Our captain responded angrily.

	“Well you two won’t see any of that. As soon as we get back, you’ll be put on trial by the FAW High Court. And this Spertin scheme against the people of Planet Squid—”

	“Cal’mari!” they both shouted.

	“—will hurt your masters badly, when it’s revealed to all the non-aligned civilizations what you did here.”

	“Oh yeah? Well what’ll the non-aligns think of you, when it’s revealed that you forced us into that thing against our will!”

	His hand shook at he pointed at the great, looming slurry tube. Clearly, for some unfathomable reason, any prospect of being dissolved into component cells and shipped into space with the consistency of a banana malted daiquiri terrified the fellow.

	That’s when Earl Dragonlord spoke for the first time, since again putting his fangs away. None of the flamboyant Nomort arrogance was in his voice. And yet, it carried a silky tone of persuasion.

	“Perhaps, some kind of a deal might be in the offing?”

	Although clearly this had been Ohm’s aim all along, he now arched one eyebrow, theatrically skeptical.

	“Oh? What sort of deal do you have in mind?”

	 

	So it came to pass that the Spertins gave us pass-codes to gain control over the Big Computer. In exchange, they would be released without formal charges, either on this planet – or back at Nebula Base Twelve – with cheap-coach passage pre-paid back to Sperta. Their choice. The sphinx-guy bargained hard and managed to get Ohm’s solemn word; first no slurrying for him! Second, his no-frills, economy class ticket home would include free life support. And Hulu. Picky picky.

	Ohm was surprised, but not me, when Earl Dragonlord chose to stay on Squid. Which really set his colleague off, accusing him of going native! The faux-vampire blithely shrugged.

	“I have friends here. A family, even.”

	“But you’re alive and they’re all dead!”

	“So? Oh, I admit that’s a bit of an obstacle. And the dead can be overly rigid. Stiff, even. But I think I can help them bend a bit… and adjust to fast-changing times.”

	At this, the sphinx-rider became furious, calling Earl just another Earthling! A traitor to true humanity, selling out to join weird, monstrous ETs. Lieutenant Commander Taken had to summon a couple of greenies to subdue the sputtering Spertin, who was still hollering as I escorted Earl in the opposite direction, over to the shuttle where others – Lorg and Sully and Moulder and Coalshack and Ping – awaited.

	(There I took note of strange streaks along the shuttle’s flank. Some evidently from harsh rays that must have inflicted grazing blows, during battle. Other patches gleamed, as if the original metal had been perfectly replaced, down to the last rivet. I felt the folded hoodie in my pocket and desperately wanted to dive into that story… but my need-to-know would have to be forestalled just a bit longer. First order of business right now? Goodbyes.)

	“Come back to the sub-urb for steak n’ brew sometime,” Lorg urged as he damn near crushed my hand, “Maybe you can sing an’ dance for us again. And brag some more about yer sneeze!”

	He laughed and gave me a slam across the shoulder blades that stung like heck. But I grinned.

	“You couldn’t survive a human sneeze! Take my word for it, big fellah. Give my best to Besh and the gang.”

	Coalshack was still trying to adapt, taking some solace in dismal interpretation of good news. “So my job will be to convince the living population of this world to accept alien interlopers –”

	“—but not invaders—”

	“—after all. It won’t be easy, let me tell you!”

	“Few things ever are.”

	The cop brandished a ship-communicator device we had provided. “Well, be sure that when I call up for pizza…”

	“It will be delivered, hot and fresh, in under thirty minutes. Just have everybody stand way back from the designated delivery zone, because demmie pizza drones come in… well… hot and fast.”

	Coalshack blinked, evidently suffering from imagination overload, and swallowed hard. He nodded once and hurried into the shuttle.

	I wanted to embrace Sully tightly, but settled for returning her soft squeeze. There would be no souvenirs left behind, this time. In fact, some member of the crew had kindly given her access to an auto-makeover device and she now glistened like a lacquered store mannequin, good for months, most-likely.

	“The two of you should get medals from the people of this world for what you did.” Of course, my praise included her pal, Moulder, with one eye peeking out of her shoulder bag. “None of this could have happened without you.”

	“Medals? Posthumous, of course.” Her smile was sardonic, but appreciative.

	“Seriously. The histories will tell what a pair you made.”

	“Promise?”

	“I promise.”

	Moulder hissed something, But I had trouble making out the words. “What did he say?”

	“He said the books had better spell our names right, or in the next phase beyond this one he’ll come back as a ghost and haunt you!”

	I chuckled.

	“Good one. The next phase beyond. Very funn…”

	I stopped and the notion suddenly made me blanche. “Wait a minute… you don’t mean there are also… ghosts?”

	Sully nodded. “You didn’t think the cycle ended with vampires and zombies, did you?” Then her sober expression broke into a grin. “Oh, you should see your face! I will miss you, Montessori.”

	I felt sheepish over being caught like a credulous demmie. That is, I managed to convince myself Sully was joking. Oh, please.

	“Hm. Well, take care of our ripe friend here,” I urged, nodding at Moulder. “Find him a good headstone perch where he can join the tenor section.”

	“Ripe makes right!” came a slobbery whisper. But I had no intention of going down that road, again.

	“I’ll do that,” Sully nodded. “And thanks for helping make the most interesting part of my life… the part that came after it was over.”

	Goodbyes can make me kind of misty, and zombies too, apparently. I took out the folded hoodie and used one corner of the soft cloth to dab a single tear off the corner of Sully’s cheek. I’ve kept that little swatch of fabric since, across all the intervening kiloparsecs and years.

	Then both Zooms were aboard, with Coalshack helping Sully to gingerly insert her friend into an overhead bin. I felt a hand on my shoulder and swiveled to find Fu Tichi, ready to make his own farewell. Behind him, Cuspitui busied herself prepping the lovercraft for departure, idling the KISS engine. She paused to give me a parting wave and yowl, happy in her future role as culinary ambassador for alien delicacies, convinced that it would sway the people of this world, more than any other factor, to accept the advantages of First Contact.

	“We’ll drop Karakal back at the Nameless City,” Fu Tichi explained.

	“And along the way?” I asked pointedly. We had been over this.

	The lovercraft captain gave a lopsided smirk that might have made him a movie star, if there were still such things in our more enlightened age.

	“Sure thing, kid. A promise is a promise. We’ll keep all eyes open for parts of Moulder. And if we recover any, I know where to mail them.”

	Indeed, that was one reason why I felt optimistic about the odds of a happy ending for the people of this world. For, despite their desperate decline into fratricidal war, they had clung tenaciously, by consensus from all the castes, to the very basics of civilization. Like a Postal Service.

	Earl Dragonlord was last to board the shuttle. Already his ear and chin prosthetics were in place, along with those gleaming canines. Back in full aristocratic Nomort mode, the erstwhile Spertin spy could not help but taunt.

	“You are aware that there will be unforeseen consequences, even to your cunning plan.”

	“Yes, I know that.”

	“Suppose you succeed in the first part. Your interventions manage to tone down the Leininger toxins and get everyone eating harmless dessert sand instead of each other. And let’s further presume that all of this helps restore the balance that these natives started forging for themselves a century ago. Civilization resumes its upward progress!”

	“You vowed to help make that happen, convincing the Nomort clans.”

	“And I shall, for my own benefit and theirs. Still… you do realize that there will still be… inconvenient outcomes?”

	I nodded. Earl could look beyond the immediate future and so could I, something that – for all their manic brilliance – my demmie ship-mates and comrades would never manage.

	“The many races of this world will adapt quickly, and learn,” I said in a low voice. “And in short order, they will join the Alliance.”

	“Yes, and one consequence will be?”

	I turned to look toward the west.

	“Vampires, wolfmen, zombies… and who knows what else… will all roam the spacelanes, free to cross the galaxy.”

	He nodded. “A milder and more civilized version of the original Spertin plan.”

	“Much more civilized.”

	“Perhaps. But just the same, these Nomorts and the others may be beyond even the power of demmie luck to control.”

	“We’ll manage,” Captain Ohm assured, coming around the bow of the shuttle craft, whose engines were starting to warm up. “With a little help from Ya-Tze’s dice, along with an alliance of free, sapient beings built on empathy and good will.”

	Behind him followed Nuts, cradling something creepily mechanical in her arms, along with Guts clutching a bulging bag of his precious samples from every life- and un-life form he had been able to poke with his greedy needle.

	Earl nodded. “Always self-assured. Ever-confident in your adaptability and manifest destiny – traits we humans once thought to be our foremost qualities. Only tell me, Captain, what will those avail you, when there are demmie vampires on the loose?”

	Remembering the alluring, hypnotic and deadly-dangerous creature that Lieutenant Gala Morell had become, I knew this Spertin-gone-native had a point. Still, I nodded.

	“And yet, we have our ways.”

	Earl’s sardonic expression seemed to say good luck with that. Without another word, he boarded, looking back at us with a theatrically toothy leer as the hatch closed. I stepped away with Ohm and Guts and Nuts to avoid the shuttle’s backwash, murmuring “Goodbye,” as together we watched our friends… and semi-friends… depart. In moments they were streaking toward a setting sun that reddened the foothills to the west. Soon, they would pass over a sugar wasteland of sparkling dunes and mighty worms, followed by glittering cities of the living and the dead… speeding toward a future that now held perhaps a little more hope than the past.

	“Three ones and then three sixes,” I murmured, recalling the oracular dice-roll, when our mission to this planet first began. And yes, things often do turn out all right. In the end.

	Alas, it is seldom the end for very long, without there also being a beginning. And it often happens without rest or letup.

	That was when I noticed the smug look at the face of Nuts, and heard a clicking-whirring sound. At which point I realized what it was that she held in her arms – the demmie Finder device had morphed yet again, looking now like a cherubic doll with a faux-innocent face, infantile yet fixated in concentration on the puzzle it had been given. And I realized also that my question for the Finder had been solved, and she must have asked another.

	“So, what is it looking for, now?” I asked.

	“I don’t gotta tell you,” Nuts answered, defiantly.

	“But you have to tell him.” I indicated Captain Ohm.

	“Yes Advisor,” he answered apologetically. “Though for now it’s – well – confidential. I’d like to tell you, and will, when appropriate, but—”

	“—but a promise is a promise. Sure, I get that. Though, are you aware how dangerous that thing is?”

	“Yeah, I know.” Despite that, his expression seemed less chagrined than guilty. He nervously avoided my eyes. And, from the look on her face, I was not at all sure I would like wherever our next adventure took us.

	 

	So it was that four weeks later we stepped up to the slurry tube… now one of a dozen – with more being rapidly auto-produced in orbit – that were already sucking in sugars from the vast, sweet waistlands then sending down to several cities a steady stream of snacks-for-every-taste-and-appetite. So your neighbor you won’t have to bite, went a popular media jingle, penned by a pair of rising stars on the zombie-pop circuit. (Care to guess who? And yes, I should have signed on to be their manager. Last I heard, their group – the Talking Deads – was killing.)

	In fact, the biggest headache faced by our residual team of stay-behind technician volunteers was having to deal with rising cries of envy from every other metropolis – and all the various monster castes – demanding when will it be our turn? Well, nothing is punished like success. And I hope all of you suffer its highly-mixed pangs.

	Still, any sense of triumph that I felt dissolved when, after things seemed well in-hand, it was time for our bone-tired crew to depart for Alliance territory.

	I stayed on the ground as long as possible, supervising the reprogramming of the Big Computer so its ongoing activity, releasing milder doses of Leininger factor, would keep squiddish afterlife going while slowing the rate of death. After which I directed the final evacuation of Obtainia Base – a duty I took on in order to delay an inevitable unpleasantness.

	But it came at last, unavoidably. My turn to ride up-ship in one of the last parties, conveyed skyward by cellular-slurry transporter.

	While waiting in queue outside the liquescing chamber, along with some security greenies and a Ya-Tze priest, I admit that I felt yet again the Great Temptation. To ask myself if I truly was on the right side. To wonder if our Spertin cousins had a point, after all…

	But no, the doubt passed. As it passes almost every time. Even after a much later adventure finally forced me into retirement and left me here, whiling away time in this spaceport bar, telling stories to slumming academy students.

	What story is that? The thing that finally used up all my taste for adventure and made me flee back to Earth? Why, it was a ridiculous thing, A horrible, magnificent, transcendent storm of ironies, bizarre coincidences and terrible, terrible punning…

	No. I won’t talk about that. Not today.

	Anyway, are you seriously under the impression that my Planet-of-the-Undead adventure was over at that point?

	Yes, yes. I saw some of you eye-flicking and consulting official records, while I talked, checking on my veracity. And screw you, too. And yes, the tale tapers off here, as far as it applies to our principal mission, or to the famous Captain Ohm.

	But not for me.

	Within the liquescing chamber, we arranged ourselves along two nested circles, facing inward, since we were heading home, turning our backs to any danger, instead of confronting it. I recognized only a couple of the green-clad guys and now I knew why the others were strangers. Because the Gamble had replenished her ranks from the crew and passengers of a demmie-plus colony ship – long written-off as lost – that had been marooned beyond an impassible hyperspace reef, trapped in a tidal pool of semi-liquid time.

	How were the stranded ones finally rescued by the Clever Gamble? Commander Talon’s abbreviated report was lush with florid descriptions of successive adversaries who kept trying to capture or destroy our ship – first a Spertin cruiser that drew the Gamble into a trap, using the forsaken vessel Go-buy-a-chia as a lure.

	That conflict converted quickly into grudging alliance when both sides were attacked by a Mifrengi devourer fleet! Which was then sucked into battle among squadrons from three mutually hostile galaxies (!) – one flotilla crewed by living beings, one by AI-bots, and one by what might or might not have been made of some kind of inexpressibly ineffable stuff that bore a heavy grudge against all things that had names and descriptions…

	Then there was the very weird planet that the Gamble crew found in one corner of that interspatial tide-pool, where different versions of Talon’s landing party encountered each other and had some serious logical and existential and romantic conundrums to work out. Yipe.

	No wonder it took years for our unlucky crewmates to navigate through that mess, eventually negotiating an alliance of common cause with all of those forces against yet another one that was really dangerous!

	Then, picture their luck turning for the better, finding a risky but rewarding path back to normal space and the original temporality, returning to this planet just in the nick of time to answer the call from our landing party’s Finder apparatus, finally sending down a slurry tube just when we needed it most.

	Yep, that is the way things sometimes go. You get used to this sort of thing, in the Advisor Service. I was looking forward to immersing myself in the full report and recordings, back on-ship…

	Oh, hell no! I take that back. You never get used to it. Not ever. Don’t you believe anyone who says otherwise.

	Still, I did look forward to the full-immersion report, and I used that anticipation for distraction while standing nervously in the transporter chamber, trying to think about faraway things until a familiar, tingling sensation told me that liquescing had begun. Scanners read the positions of all the cells in my body. Then universal solvent poured in through wall vents, rising rapidly… and you can’t help hyperventilating, instinctively preparing to hold your breath, even though you know from experience that it won’t do the slightest good.

	 

	Laser tagged and registered for later re-assembly, our clothes began dissolving, even before the fluid reached my chin. Which meant the excited demmies were even deeper. I saw their uniforms shred and float away along with outer layers of skin.

	Directly across from me, the thick cloak of the Ya-Tze priest took an instant longer, so my mouth and nose were flooding by the time the clerical garb fell apart, and I found myself looking at a naked – and stunning – demmie female, who smiled back at me, knowingly.

	And I knew her too.

	Gala Morell. The demmie vampire Gala Morell, whom I had last seen plummeting twenty stories toward a Cal’mari street. As ravishing as ever – more so, in her brief nudity – but with her native charisma amplified many fold by flashes of light. Gleaming off twin predatory fangs. And shining with soul-piercing intensity from her penetrating eyes.

	“Hello Doctor,” her mouth shaped the words, but I had no need to hear them amid the gurgle of solvent filling my ears. Her greeting was conveyed by that gaze, its hypnotic glint.

	“I was so looking forward to our meeting again.”

	Though surrounded by security guards, I could not cry for help. For a moment I was able to cut off the mesmerizing sheen by closing my own eyelids. Alas, those protective flaps soon dissolved away, leaving me exposed again.

	So I decided to see if the channel went both ways.

	“Hello lieutenant… or is it Countess, now? Are you so eager for a rematch?”

	Apparently it was bidirectional, indeed. And I knew that she knew my confident riposte was all bluff.

	“Just Gala. And the captain ensured that this time we’d both be unarmed. No biting… and no sneezing!”

	By that point my eyes collapsed like sugar in hot water and vision scattered into a swirl of speckles, vaguely reminiscent of dreaming. I felt the rest of my body dissolving away… and yet, the fey link between me and the Nomort demmie stayed open.

	Captain Ohm… knows about this?

	Oh yes. He agreed, partly in exchange for my help breaking the landing party out of a dungeon…

	I felt betrayed – a sadly pure sensation, like any emotion that surges over you, when you’re in a slurry.

	…but also because I am the first demmie vampire… though surely not the last…

	So this is an experiment?

	One with much hinging on the outcome.

	Okay. There was a logical reason behind this. Though I still felt used and deceived. No wonder Ohm looked so guilty, before he hurried back to the ship, leaving me in charge down below. And I had walked right into this, by delaying my own departure till the very end.

	Although I lacked any true hearing, I could still somehow feel a churning rush as the transporter tube gathered a dense paste of all our bio stuff, finished chewing – and then swallowed, sending a gulp-packet of disassembled demmie, human and other cells hurtling upward, toward outer space.

	Usually, long before this point, conscious thought fades away – as well it should, if the universe obeyed logic all the time. Which it doesn’t. And didn’t on this occasion, as our conversation continued. While our constituent materials swirled and intermixed, I felt Gala Morell’s hypnotic power inveigle through my inner mind.

	So this is what it’s like to be human.

	Hey, cut that out!

	But my objections were half-hearted as she rifled through memories. And not just randomly. Sifting with feral sensitivity for some of my more sensitive moments, even embarrassing ones from adolescence.

	I always viewed Earthlings as such logical beings. But it’s all a front, isn’t it?

	Of course it is! Ohm knows it. So do Guts and the wisest demmie –

	Hm. Well I wasn’t one of the wisest. Not before. But I’ve lately decided… with these powers… maybe I should try to be.

	Hey! Leave that memory alone. It hurts.

	Yes, I feel it. Let me drink –

	Vampire!

	There came a pause. Her mind touch retracted a bit. Then returned.

	You’re right. This should be reciprocal.

	Which was when she opened herself to me.

	And right then, as our cells and souls swirled physically around each other, I felt some of what it means to be a demmie.

	How passionate. How mercurial and frantic to make the most of their brief lives.

	How eager to love and to be loved-back by a cold universe.

	How insecure they are, beneath their overcompensating bravado. Terrified that others will discover how terrified they are.

	And I understood why Captain Ohm deemed this experiment to be important – so much so that he was willing wreck the trust we had between us. A trust that would never be the same, even when I fully understood his motive.

	A demmie vampire… isn’t ‘undead,’ but a new phase of life, I realized, sharing with her the same, swirling thought. It’s a possible way for some of you –

	And she completed my thought as if it were shared, in unison

	—for some of us to finally grow up. At least, maybe, a little.

	Maybe. A little.

	At which point the incongruity of it all made me do something that I till-then did not realize you could do, when in a slurry.

	I laughed.

	And then I sang for her.

	 

	“If growing up means it would be

	Beneath my dignity to climb a tree,

	I’ll never grow up, never grow up, never grow up!

	Not me!”

	 

	And I felt her laughter too.

	



	


16.

	What happened after that?

	Well, the simple answer is that it’s none of your damned business what happened after that! And don’t pretend you just came down here to buy an old retiree some drinks and squeeze some fun out of him. You and I both know this is part of the advanced, command-track seminar. A way to keep me teaching, even after I told them to take their tenure and shove it up their –

	Oh, but here comes proof. Look who just slipped into this spaceport dive, gliding down the steps like a wraith. None other than the one who generations of students nicknamed Professor Bloodsucker!

	Oh for Ya-Tze’s sake, don’t bolt up to attention! You’re off duty, remember? Anyway, that’s not the Academy Superintendent. Just another emeritus admiral, a legendary explorer and former Academy Superintendent. Now retired like me. Well, semi-retired.

	So stop staring at those teeth and relax, guys n’ gals. If you plan to serve as human advisors out there, you better get used to this kind of demmie, too. Trust me, it’s better now. Mostly.

	Anyway, it’s not you Admiral Bloodsucker has come hunting for, you cheeky shavetails. It’s me. And that’s my wife you’re staring at – still a beauty after all the decades and light-years and shattered foes we left in our wake.

	As for those teeth? Forget about ’em.

	They’re for me. Just me.

	 

	 

	The end

	



	


Appreciations and Afterword

	Okay, okay. Comedy is hard.

	No, seriously, I’ve had a wider range of responses from The Ancient Ones, across its many drafts, than any other book I’ve written. Some sober professional agents and editors even called this work a “career-killer!” Is that how you feel right now?

	But then, if you made it this far…

	Humor has so many variants and styles, ranging from Stooge-slapstick to tragicomic irony, as in Catch-22. I was naturally inspired by Douglas Adams and Terry Pratchett, but also by delights ranging from the Hoka series of Poul Anderson and Gordon Dickson to the wry wit of Connie Willis, to the broad hilarity of Bored of the Rings. Some folks kindly say they chuckled often while reading my novels Kiln People and The Practice Effect.

	In those tales… and this one… I aimed at a particular part of the humor spectrum, a style where the reader first accepts a far-out premise, then nods and says: “within that strange context, yeah, it could happen.”

	Other kinds of comedic writing make strange bedbug-fellows. Did you notice a change in tone, during our hero’s voyage across the sugar desert? Much of that material was offered up by sci fi grand master Mike Resnick, when we discussed possible collaboration. I found his sample chapter hilarious… though alas incompatible overall. That’s all right; Mike and I will find another route to working together. (See his magazine Galaxy’s Edge!) Meanwhile, I found a way to insert some of his lovely weirdstuff in the context of Alvin Montessori’s high-fructose delirium. Did that work?

	I should mention: early versions of the first four chapters of The Ancient Ones were serialized in Baen’s Universe magazine, edited by another modern SF master, Erik Flint. Oh and the song “I’ll Never Grow Up” was from that Peter Pan musical. And no, there never was a “Road to Transylvania” film by Hope, Crosby and Lamour… at least to my knowledge… or that I’d confirm to you.

	Among others who pre-read or critiqued along the way… either offering fresh puns and crackups, or else helping me to notice things best omitted… were Beth Meachem, William Taylor, Wil McCarthy, Robert Qualkinbush, David Pomerico, Pat Scannell, Alex Tosheff, Max Thiemens, Mike Halbrook, Alan Beatts, Cheryl Brin, Bing Chen, Bill Schafer, Betsy Wilcox, Dave Schroeder, Daniel I. Radakovich…

	…plus (I am sure) others who were kind enough to read drafts without moidering me, but whose names didn’t make it into notes. It happens every time, sorry.

	Oh, the following folks did something to earn “tuckerization” or naming rights for a story character, perhaps by doing some charitable act: Dr. Floyd Katske, William Leininger, Dr. G. Morell, and the Golden Palace Casino. There. Ob completed.

	



	


Unused Horrors from the Daveyard shift

	All right, you think the puns that I used were bad? How about another fine Gilgamesh? Zap that guy with a namastazer. Put your shudder to the wail. Stroll out the tarpit. Taint the town dead. And Ohm is where the heart is…

	 

	These are among a myriad that were even more horrible, offered by some of those folks I just thanked… so go hunt them down, instead of me, hm?

	 

	And on that happy note… do fight for our right to be happy. Persevere!
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