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“I wish we had more visitors here. I am so ever in need of adventure,” Exalted said.


Of course, that was a lie. If anybody could live in Marchen it would become an overpopulated slum in a decade or so, just like all the other new colonies. Exalted wanted to get a rise out of Raupe.


Always shirtless, Raupe’s ribs pressed out his turquoise leaving the ribless bits sucked in like a row of vacuum-sealed asparagus.


“There has been quite enough of your kind,” he said. “You are adventure enough.”


He makes eyes at Exalted, slipping his pale tongue out of his smile. 


“Yes, yes, you’re quite happy to smoke and to sleep and sleep with, but those are not enough for me,” she said.


Humanoid alien races–all of which descend from the Dgliglia, the great alien ancestor–are seldom sexually compatible. Most non-human humanoids have no way of beginning the reproductive process with a human, and the few humanoids that can begin the process find it either painful or unenjoyable, as do the humans. The only known humanoids who enjoy reproduction with humans are the Wanze, of which Raupe is a happy member.


Exalted and Raupe often rolled around together on the wet, moss-covered ground like two insects tumbling down a hill, clinging to one another with their slender legs. That is, when Raupe wasn’t so terribly high as he was just then.


This comment, “not enough for me,” quite agitated Raupe’s otherwise stupid and ignorant high. The Wanze people have “less sexual prowess” than humans, as some have put it: mostly due to laziness. What they do have is a scent that drives humans madly in love with them. This lack of drive mixed with their intoxicating odor leads to Raupe’s greatest fear: that Exhaled will leave him.


“You will not find anything of adventure,” he said. “There is no adventure here. Come, lie down. Smoke with me.”


“No, get up. Come with me,” she said. “I am leaving.”


“Where would you go?” He asked.


“I don’t know, somewhere … somewhere strange,” she said. “I will come back … eventually. I couldn’t stay away forever, but I must go.”


Raupe, almost too high to walk, stumbled onto his feet. His mind was full of curses. Why would the greatest object of his desire make him get up from his stupid stupor? He looked at Exalted. There was nothing he found more entrancing than her eyes. Blue eyes are very common amongst the Wanze. It was that light blue, so familiar, set in a face so foreign, so wonderful, that was the keystone of her beauty. He could never find the words, not in any of the three languages he knew, to tell her how she made him feel.


“Where do you want to go?” he asked. “We’ve walked around every road and trail for miles. There’s nothing new to see.”


“I want to go to another colony,” she said. “Any of them so long as they still have natural life.”


Raupe sighed. He knew the futility of this request. Marchen, the world of the Wanze, is what other colonies call a “black pit of death, despair, and total utter ruin”. This is perhaps an under-exaggeration. On Marchen, there are several types of biological life very similar to Earth’s plants and fungi called pilz. Many of these pilz have several types of organic compounds that cause one of two responses in 99.9999999999999% of all humanoid species. The first response is a violent, aggravated, and excruciating death that lasts anywhere from several hours to several weeks. The second response is strange, unpredictable hallucinations that often lead to death through means I wish not to describe. Exalted was the one in a quadrillion that was mostly unaffected by these organic compounds. The Wanze actually engineered a biological resistance to these compounds in themselves to escape religious persecution. They are not native.


“Who are you gonna get to approve your portation?” Raupe asked.


“You mean our portation?”


“Yes, whatever.”


“I’m going to hire a Blute to trap switch us. Gans probably,” she said.


The Blute are the native, non-humaniod intelligent species that originate from the pilz. They rival humans in their intelligence, which is increasingly rare in a non-humaniod species. Nearly all non-humaniod intelligent life was eradicated with incessant prejudice by all humaniods. The Blute are spared genocide only because a small percentage of humanoid species have ever survived on Marchen: three humans and the Wanze. Oh, and the Blute are, by all accounts, the most stunningly gorgeous creatures to have ever existed.


Switch trapping is a means of instantaneous transportation to anywhere in the universe. It cannot be stopped, it cannot be monitored, and it has a 1-in-17 chance of scattering every atom being transported randomly into the nothingness of empty space.


“And how are we going to get back, assuming we aren’t killed?” Raupe asked.


“The problem is leaving, not getting back,” she said.


She had no idea. Her parents had died fifteen years ago when they arrived to colonize Wanze out of pure desperation. She was five then. She still had nightmares of the screaming. She was taken in by a lovely Blute couple who fed her all manner of strange liquid concoctions. They taught her many wonderful, caring things, but very little about intergalactic travel. She figured it would be obvious… when the time came, of course.


Raupe didn’t want to switch trap to a random colony, didn’t want to die, didn’t even want to get up from his soft pilz bed, but he desperately loved Exalted. What should he do? Leave her to die? Probably.


“When are we leaving?” he asked.


They were both twenty, and both, more or less, in the prime of their lives, till too stupid to fully comprehend the inherent danger of a full sum game called “Total Instant Annihilation” and had also never heard the 1-in-17 statistic I gave you. Just old, stupid people saying, “It’s dangerous,” and “why risk your life?” and even, “If you’re stupid enough to do it, you deserve to die.”


“I’m already packed. I’ll find Gans,” she said. “Get ready!”


“What? We’ve been here for hours. All day? Yeah, all day. When did you pack?” He asked.


“I’ve been packed for a week. Be ready when I get back. See you soon.”


She made a little kissy sound with her lips and walked away.


***


Gans was spectacularly well-dressed for a flower.


Of course, Gans wasn’t a flower, he was a Blute. Tear-stained memories of Exalted’s childhood homeworld were populated by things like Gans—things they called flowers. Only flowers were smaller, and you kept them in clay pots, and they didn’t hurl obscenities at their employees when they accidentally split the molecules in a paying customer’s body. But lutes had stems and roots like flowers, and heads with seedy hair that reminded Exalted of the kind she had shucked off with a thumb on her home world. She imagined that if she did that here the stem would gush sappy blood, and she’d be quite guilty of murder.


Exalted approached the trap switching kingpin’s office with Raupe teetering at her heels. The road was warm and tacky, pock-marked with the sappy excretions a male Blute makes during the reproductive phase of his life cycle. Though she had grown up with Blute parents, it still made her blush to think that she was walking across the scattered seminal fluids of a hundred rutting Blutes, loosing their pollinating potion to the wind–and presumably, any passably interested female–the way Raupe passed a pall of smoke. She hop-scotched in and around blueish-white smears, her arms stretched wide as if to balance or to dance.


“Filthy Blutish sucholz!”


Raupe vented his unrepentant racism at the quiet Blute town. There was little love lost between the Wanze and the Blutes. Had one race been sober and the other possessed proper feet, they may have one day gone to war.


Gan’s office was, if not the largest, certainly the busiest structure in Blutetown. The rounded construction was made of an earthy, resinous material, with coarse grass growing over it, and a hundred little vents and chimneys leaking fumes of gray and purple and green. It had a little red door in its earthen paunch, and beside it was a sign that read in bold neon lettering: “The Here of the There.” Exalted scrunched up her face every time she read the sign, but to a Blute, this could only have translated as the sagest of wisdom. They were an esoteric species, and Gans the godfather of their esotericism.


He was remorseless. A Blute only ascended to the pinnacle of entrepreneurial eminence atop the fractured atoms of a hundred dissatisfied customers: you had to have roots of steel to make it in the trap switching industry--and lawyers. Every trap switcher worth his salt needs a confident smile and a whole garden of lawyers. You don’t get clients without the one. You don’t get paid without the other. Gans liked to get paid.

