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TWO BOYS SAT ON A LEDGE, off the roof of the Royal Apothecary building overlooking the public square. Its elaborate and colourful ledges and balustrades made it easy to climb the four stories, and from its top, you could just see over the city walls, and the hundreds of tiny plumes of smoke waiting outside. 

They were watching the screaming man fly through the air, climbing high as his arc cleared the walls, before beginning his inevitable and inevitably fatal descent.

“Lookit the way he waves his arms and legs,” the skinny older boy with a gap in his front teeth, laughed. They watched the man tumble end over end, his shrieking rising and falling as he twisted through the air.

Down below on the public square, a few people glanced up, marked the trajectory, concluded that the man wouldn’t land anywhere near them, and simply returned to their business. A flying man, after all, was only of concern to the rat-farmers.

“I think he’s going to come down near your Ma’s place?” the other boy said, he was dark skinned and solidly built. “We should go and see. He might have some money on him, or jewelry.”

“Nah,” the skinny boy said. “That’s stories. They picks em clean before they put them in the catapults.”

“You never know! I heard tell of a woman they threw, she was already dead and starting to go, and when she hit, her body exploded and parts went everywhere!”

“Gosh, I wish we’d seen that.”

“Yes, and one of her hands ended up in Maid Barley’s soup, and it was full of rings. Gold rings, with Jewels. She wasn’t wanting for suitors after that. And it improved the soup.”

The skinny boy giggled.

“That is until they all turned from eating it and became shambling undead preying upon the living.”

The dark boy curled his fingers into claws and moaned gutturally, pulling the slack face of a recent corpse.

“What happened?”

“Oh them rat farmers got em all of course,” the dark boy said dismissively.

“What about the gold rings?” the skinny boy insisted. “I bet someone made out, before the sickness took him over.”

“I’ll just bet! And then there was that live fella, they flung on us. They thought they’d picked him clean, but it turns out he’d hidden his money pouch up his behind. There was a fortune up there. My sister told me all about it. That’s why, when you search a dead body, you always need to look up the bum, just in case.”

“Your sister is pretty smart.”

“Yeah, she’ll probably never end up married.”

Another screaming man soared through the air, following after the first one. Perhaps he’d done all his screaming when they’d been wedging him into the catapult. The man had apparently run out of breath or something. He’d curled into a ball, to the boy’s displeasure.

“Oh that’s’ no fun,” the first boy called out, “give us a show.”

But if the man heard, he gave no sign. Instead, he hit a rooftop, bounced off in a clatter of broken shingles, ended up on a lower adjacent rooftop, and then rolled into an alley. The boys assessed the performance critically.

“Seen better.”

“Yeah, he just mucked it up towards the end. I like a good screamer. If they’re not going to scream, they might as well be throwing dead bodies again.”

“I didn’t mind the dead bodies,” the old boy said reflectively. “Remember when they started out, hurtling cows and horses and things. Some of those were pretty good.”

“And fireballs! I loved the fireballs! They were pretty!” the younger boy chimed in. “And all the stones. Good for building. Too bad they run out.”

“The horses and cows were best. Good eating then. Now, all we do is eat rats.”

“But I like rats,” the younger boy commented. “So many great ways to cook them. I like rat better than vegetables...”

“That’s true,” the older boy conceded.

“And the rat farmers wouldn’t have nearly enough rats, if the invaders weren’t always throwing the bodies at us.”

Momentarily, the boys glanced out beyond the walls of the city. They could just make out the far fringes of the invading host, and of course, the innumerable cook fires that signalled the presence of a besieging army, a forest of tents or banners that stretched out to the horizon. Sometimes, if the winds were just right, and you were up on a rooftop, the breeze would carry the faintest waft of non-rat cuisine.

They stared out over the city walls hopefully, but no more bodies came flying over. 

“You think they’re done for the day?”

“I dunno,” the dark boy scuffed some of the rooftop shingles with his foot, knocking one loose. They watched its clattering skitter as it disappeared off the rooftop into the alleyway below. Diffidently, the skinny boy wandered over to the edge of the roof and looked down.

“Hey look!” he called excitedly. “There’s a shambler down there.”

“What’s it doing?”

“Oh nothing, just wandering around. I think it got trapped in the alley. They’re not very smart.”

The dark boy carefully picked his way to the edge of the roof, the hints of tantalising cooking from the fires beyond the walls all but forgotten. He looked down. There was indeed an undead corpse stumbling along forlornly.

“Pretty raggedy looking,” the dark boy opined. “I bet even the rat farmers wouldn’t want this one.”

As they watched, a courier trotted through the alley, rudely shoving the animated corpse out of his way. The thing stumbled into a wall and bounced off, but by the time it got turned around, the courier was long gone.

The skinny boy fumbled with his trousers.

“I bet we can hit it.”

“From this distance?” the dark boy exclaimed. “No way!”

But he too was fumbling with his trousers. Soon two golden streams were falling on the revenant with uncanny accuracy.

It was the one hundredth and eighty first day of the siege of Ayan-Athor by the forces of Hurndall the Impaler.

* * *
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ONE YEAR BEFORE THE siege of Ayan-Athor. 

The ship tumbled end over end as it slid down the dimensional well. Internal gravity generators compensated, but could only do so much as the crew members were flung this way and that, some of them reduced to smears on bulkheads. But the crew was well trained; they ignored the bodies of their broken comrades and struggled to regain control of their stricken ship.

It was hopeless. Probability had ruptured. The engines, now badly out of synch, were shrieking, going on and off line. Dimensional fracture lines were spreading everywhere, force lattices were unravelling. One of the travellers looked up to see its companion unspool like threads of spaghetti. It took only an instant to register the sight, and then went back to its mission, not even looking up as a fragment of bulkhead twisted, fractured and a metal shard torn from the hull cut it in half.

The ship was irretrievably wounded, out of control and barely holding together as it punched through one dimensional plane after another, spiralling towards certain doom.

But even so, the designers of the ship had been thoroughly cunning. They had anticipated such disasters, and so the fractures and unravellings, the eruptions of dimensional scarring, travelled down pre-directed pathways.

The ship would come apart, yes. But its scattered components could be reassembled.

The last survivor was not aware of its status, methodically working to restore power couplings that were now incandescent junk. Abruptly, it stopped. Its large gray head lifted, the black almond eyes did not blink, as new contingencies were downloaded into its cognitive matrix. It did not question the new imperatives, nor did it spare even a moment on the implications – that the rest of the crew was dead, the ship was lost. It simply accepted its new mission, abandoned its station and its tools, and proceeded to the escape module.

Up in the sky, the Citizens of Ayan-Athor looked up in wonder, as a staggering, flaming saucer appeared tumbling over the horizon, leaving a hole in the sky that quickly closed. They watched, astonished as the wounded craft passed overhead.

A thousand feet above the city, one of the quantum stabilizers blew, showering the city with hundreds of pieces of largely inert, but rather pretty to look at, nanotech shielding components. The shockwave knocked citizens off their feet and tumbled a large section of wall.

Then it was gone, briefly catapulted up into a higher dimension before finally coming apart to spread its components across a continent.

The citizens of Ayan-Athor knew none of that. Climbing to their feet, they dusted themselves off. Whatever it had been, was gone. They had a siege coming up, they got to work rebuilding their wall, now studded with shimmering, mostly harmless, bits of nanomatter.

But there was something more: In the great Courtyard, sitting in a small crater, surrounded by the victims of the impact, was a small golden box with rounded edges, glowing softly. On one side of the box, could be seen an instrument panel with indecipherable writing. Below the panel, a small hatch with an oddly crude latch. Along one edge of the box was a hairline crack from which a luminous liquid light leached.

As the crowd gathered, awed by its radiance, one of the dead sat up and scratched its head. The throng gasped.

Halfway across the world, the last survivor exited its escape pod with a limited suite of tools, only to encounter a group of curious, well-armed humans. As it contemplated the immense task of finding and reassembling the components of its ship, it remembered the primary mission. At least it would be able to collect samples.

It picked up its probe.

* * *
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ONE HUNDREDTH AND EIGHTY-second day of the siege of Ayan-Athor by the forces of Hurndall the Impaler.

Salvra was still drunk, which made her cheerfully argumentative.

“I’ll have you know,” she was telling some angry Guards, “I am a 19th level thief, exiled Princess, three quarter elf, and four fifths human, with a dollop of Orc, and I am not publicly intoxicated.”

“What’s a dollop? Percentage-wise?” one of the Guards demanded.

Scabrous the Malevolent, dark Necromancer, stared pointedly at a squirrel molesting a pigeon on the ledge of a nearby building, and tried not to look like he was with her. Salvra grabbed him by his bony shoulder, and shook him violently, twisting him about so that he was between her and the two burly, rather angry looking Guards.

“Explain it to them,” she whispered loudly in his ear, followed by, “while you do, I’ll make my getaway. The ignorant brutes will never notice I’m gone.”

“We’re standing right here,” the first Guard said.

“They’re simple lummoxes; you’ll have no trouble fooling them. Just tell them a story about your Aunt,” she whispered even more loudly. A passing scrubwoman glanced over. “Otherwise, just pummel them. They’re undoubtedly weaklings and cowards.”

Scabrous shivered. Salvra’s whisper was so intense, she was literally spitting drunkenly in his ear, and the saliva was pooling out, and trickling down his neck, under his collar.

“We can hear you,” the second Guard told her, glowering down at both of them. “Very clearly.”

Scabrous whimpered

“So can I,” the scrubwoman offered. “What’s this about his aunt?”

“Ah,” Salvra crowed, “that’s a tale for the ages. Let my friend, Scabrous the storyteller, regale you, while I take care of matters... while completely sober.”

She turned to whisper again in his ear, even as the wizard cringed away. He’d never imagined a human being could  contain that much saliva.

“Just go ahead and pummel them. They’re probably so drunk they won’t even remember in the morning.”

“You’re drunk,” Scabrous hissed through clenched teeth.

“Oh yeah, I am,” she admitted. “They’re just stupid.”

She shoved him forward, and he stumbled, bounced into an unmoving chest plate, and then stumbled back.

“Avast Craven landlubbers, you face Scabrous the Nologalabal!” she declared.

“Malevolent,” he corrected automatically, sounding far more confident than he was.

“Malebolababal,” he heard her voice, the sound of it rapidly receding..

“That’s not even a word,” one of the Guards said, their attention fully on him.

“Malevolent,” he squeaked. “Scabrous the Malevolent, Necromancer at large.”

From far far distant, he thought he heard a faint call “muddegump.”

The two men, filthy, faces blackened with smoke from the many fires around the city, each one a hulking brute, towering over the evil wizard, glared down at him. Scabrous reviewed his preferred options, most of which involved running away, or running away screaming. His own running away, and his screaming. 

When he’d begun necromantic studies, he had been assured it would be the other way around. Lots of other people, screaming and running away from him. His teachers had been rhapsodic about it. It was the whole point of necromancy, your victims fleeing in terror of your unholy magics. That had been the whole selling point of becoming a Necromancer.

It hadn’t turned out that way. 

Throwing himself at their feet and begging piteously was also looking good.

“Well,” he said hopefully. He tried a cheerful smile. A smile that he thought was winning and radiant, but more or less came across as ‘please don’t beat me up too badly.’  “Funny thing, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her sober.”

“Scabrous,” the Guard said suspiciously. “That’s a girl’s name, isn’t it?”

“Not necessarily. It’s kind of a gender neutral sort of name,” the wizard said.

“My Aunt is named Scabrous,” the Guard glowered. “Are you saying my aunt is gender neutral?”

The dark Necromancer thought hard.

“No?”

“I dated a girl named Scabrous,” the other Guard said dangerously. “Do you think she was gender neutral? What would that make me, dating gender neutral persons?”

“Enlightened?” Scabrous suggested.  He realized it was exactly the wrong thing to say at the exact moment that he was seized by a hand that wrapped completely around his neck. He whimpered.

“Actually,” Scabrous choked out, “my father always wanted a girl, and it was the year the plague came round, and Scabrous was a very popular name, Scabby, Scabuleta, Scabbish, Scabert...” he realized he was babbling, but he couldn’t help himself. “It was kind of in fashion, also Pustulencai, Pustula, Open Lesions... although that was kind of high class, out on the plains a lot of the long riders named their children Running Sores...”

He couldn’t breathe. Desperately, his fingers worked a magical cantrip to break the grip. He stepped back, panting. He reviewed his options again. Running? No. Crying? No. Begging? No.

“Enough of this,” he snarled, which would have been convincing, but for the wet smear running down one ear and spreading over his collar and shoulder, and the tears in his eyes, and the snot beginning to stream from his nose, and the obvious terror in his expression. Had he peed himself? He checked. Not yet, but he was sure that was coming. 

“I am a terrible Necromancer, so beware my wrath!” he squeaked.

“And you’re bragging about it?”

“What?”

“You just said you were a terrible Necromancer,” the Guard pointed out, “as in not good at it. Maybe you should apply yourself. I mean, clearly, you dress the part. Or you’re trying to. But have some self-respect. Work at it. I’m sure you can become a mediocre Necromancer. Maybe... passable?”

Was the Guard making fun of him? Was that a good thing? Friendly japing, camaraderie, a shared joke that they could have between them. Or was this the sense of humour that involved pulling the limbs off of small animals?

“That’s not what I meant,” Scabrous began cautiously.

“You’re not a Necromancer?” the Guard who had seized him said. His fingertips were smoking, he waved them vaguely, but otherwise it didn’t seem to bother him. 

“I am!”

“We’re not sure we believe you,” the other Guard said.

“One, you have some muscle tone. Two, you lack unnatural pallor.”

“I’ve been outdoors a lot,” Scabrous said apologetically.

“Three, you are completely free of blisters, burns, boils, blemishes, bites, wounds, suppurating ulcers and other assorted bodily injuries or lesions which come from trafficking in the dark arts.”

“That’s a common misunderstanding,” Scabrous tried to explain, “it’s not the dark arts, it’s just that traditionally, we fill our homes with various poisons and innumerable traps to deter intruders and...”

Forgetting and stumbling into their own death traps was actually the leading cause of mortality among Necromancers actually, but suddenly, it didn’t seem all that relevant to the conversation, so he let his voice trail off. The dubious wisdom of turning one’s home into a nightmarish circus of hidden lethal tortures waiting to snare the unwary and bring death to any unguarded moment made picking up the mail or going to the bathroom an often fatal adventure, and any number of injuries and poisonings a daily occurrence, but that could wait for another day.

“In any event,” the other Guard said, “we are shielded from most magic arts, so unless you are fifteenth level or greater...”

Scabrous wasn’t. 

“Then I’m afraid it will not go well for you. Now, about your friend?”

“She’s not my friend,” Scabrous said quickly, as he backed up. He felt a pang of guilt. “Well, she is my friend. At least, I’m her friend. She doesn’t even like me all that much.”

The Guard on the left seized his arm. He could feel the bones bending, preparing to snap.

“Whatever she stole,” he cried out. “We’ll give it back! I’ll make sure of it!”

The Guard with smoking fingers grabbed his other arm, pulling hard.

“Hah,” the first Guard said, “she couldn’t steal a nap, and her fractions make no sense.”

Which, if Scabrous had been in mind of it, would have agreed. He’d once added up all the fractions of her claimed ancestry and found thirteen fifths scattered variably among six races. She had enough ancestry for three people.

“It’s about the fungus outbreak in the Barracks,” the Guard said dangerously. “We’ve had to do a lot of explaining, to our wives, our girlfriends...”

“Mothers, Sisters...”

Scabrous brow wrinkled at that, but he wisely kept his mouth shut this time.

“The Prostitutes Guild, the Chamber of Commerce.”

“Laundry. The Washerwomen were very upset, they charge extra to remove fungus stains and it’s blowing a hole in our budget.”

“We’re very upset. We need you to give her a message. Perhaps you should write it down, so you don’t forget?”

“I’d be happy to!”

“Except,” one of the Guards said thoughtfully, “how could you write anything down if you don’t have arms?”

The other Guard nodded slowly, as if this was indeed a conundrum.

Scabrous said the only thing he could think of, which turned out to be a small strangled “Eep.”

“You’ll just have to memorise it. Think of this as incentive,” the first Guard said amiably.

The pressure on his arms increased, he could feel the bones being pulled out of their sockets, the pressure increasing, the moment of snapping and breaking approaching rapidly...

Then, suddenly, their grip loosened. Scabrous pulled away and stepped back. The Guards didn’t move, their expressions didn’t change. Their muscled bulged, as if staining tautly. They looked, for all the world, like two squat children about to pull the wings off a fly. He waved a hand in front of their faces. Nothing. He plucked a mirror from a pocket and held it up to their faces. No breath misted.

“What are you doing?” an alien voice sounded in his head.

Scabrous turned around. It was just the Gray alien of course. It’s huge bulbous head, black almond eyes, and slender, diminutive, childlike body was unadorned with clothes of any kind. Salvra stood beside it, grinning and swaying.

“Magic?” Scabrous asked.

“Variable stasis field,” the voice in his head answered. He had no idea what that meant but he nodded wisely anyway. 

“You have no idea what that means,” the voice in his head said.

“Something nautical,” Salvra commented cheerfully.

“I am not a sailor,” the voice in his head said, for what seemed like the infiniteth time.

“Yo ho ho,” Salvra said cheerfully, “Arr matey! Pocket of Rum! Jizm the Mizzen mast. I know all the sailor talk.”

Once again, for the infiniteth time, he felt the voice in his head give up.

“Hey,” Salvra said, “since you’ve got a valuable cereal peal, can I pick their pockets?”

Scabrous sighed.

“I really wish you would put some clothes on,” he told the Gray being.

“I’m not ashamed of my body,” the voice in his mind said, the Gray alien shook its head slightly.

“It’s not that,” he said. “It’s just that if you keep it up, she might start...”

He nodded towards Salvra, who was happily rummaging round in the trousers of the first Guard.

There was a long thoughtful silence from the Gray alien. They both glanced at Salvra again as she did unmentionable things with the Guard’s nether regions, which seemed to involve braiding. She belched loudly and scratched her bottom.

“I’ll think about it,” it said finally. 

Scabrous nodded. That would have to be good enough.

“I don’t think that’s where they keep their money,” Scabrous told her.

“You never know what you’ll find,” she called back cheerfully. “Help me bend him over!”

“Seems that the fungus outbreak is continuing to spread across the city,” Scabrous commented with careful neutrality.

The Gray alien pondered. 

“What now,” Scabrous asked. “Sample collection?”

“I just want it understood,” Salvra called, pocketing the Guard’s money pouches, personal hygiene products, charms, religious sigils, perfumes and contraceptives, “I brought him back to save you. So I get your share.”

The Guard’s trousers were down around their ankles, and various pieces of their armour and tunics were scattered around the ground. One of the Guards had been wearing lingerie, albeit by Scabrous accounting, it must have been for a particularly formidable woman. He could see the outlines of a radiant bubble around them, and could vaguely discern that somehow, they’d been placed in a frozen pocket of moving time, relative to the world around them, while also exerting an opposite temporal effect on the Guards.

“Sample collection!” she called out. She’d managed to place them in anatomically improbable and obscene poses in respect to one another. Scabrous was impressed at what she’d managed to stuff up one Guard’s nostril. “Can I rearrange all their clothes?”

“She wasn’t actually. I found her trying to milk a horse,” came the voice in his head.

“Well, that’s not remarkable,” Scabrous said. “It’s a siege, people are hungry... horse milk...”

“It was a stallion,” the Gray thought at him.

“I’ve been force feeding that thing the moldiest hay I can find all week,” Salvra complained. “How’s a girl supposed to get a buzz on in a city under siege where all the breweries and wine cellars are under lock and key?”

“Well, you are a thief,” Scabrous said, then thought better of it and shut up. 

The alien was taking its samples. By this time, he thought, it must have hundreds of samples. But it never missed an opportunity. Secretly, Scabrous thought it rather enjoyed probing.

“This is purely for science,” came the voice in his head.

“Nautical talk,” Salvra said. “Can we put their clothes on backwards this time?”

“I have to wonder,” said Scabrous the Malevolent, Dark Magister of the unhallowed arts, trafficker with Demonic entities, “are we really doing the right thing? Should we even be here? Is this proper?”

* * *
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GORPH THE GUARD SURVEYED the plaza. Not many people about. There was a bloodcurdling scream, and a writhing human figure flew through the air, over the wall, towards the tower. Gorph tracked its progress with a practiced eye.

“Hit the wall?” Kevin, the other Guard suggested.

“Moat,” Gorph said.

The screaming figure was at the top of its arc.

“Bet?”

“Tuppence.”

“Done.”

They watched as it slammed into the wall of the castle, leaving a red smear. Gorph grunted and handed over a tuppence.

“Quiet day.”

“Yep.”

“Nothing happening.”

“Nothing.”

“Been thinking about my aunt?”

“Pestilenza?”

“No, the other one.”

“Pustulia.”

“No, the pretty one with the girly name.”

“Oh... Scabrous,” pause. “She still mad about the fungus?”

Gorph winced.

“Oh yeah!”

Just then, a zombie staggered up and tried to bite Gorph on his shoulder. Its teeth scraped on his leather armour.

“Get off!” Gorph shouted, and pushed the inhuman creature back a few steps. Kevin watched impassively. Cursing, Gorph pulled a rag and rubbed furiously at the hardened boiled leather.

“I don’t think he scratched it,” Kevin offered.

“No, but sometimes it stains if you let it dry. Miserable stuff,” he glared at the Zombie.

The undead revenant had been a middle aged man in life, but now its clothes were visibly rotting, its abdomen swollen with intestinal gases gave it a puffy look. The skin had turned gray and was starting to tear in places, revealing the muscle and bone beneath. It moaned and started forward to attack.

“Stop!” Gorph said, holding his hand up.

The unliving creature halted, as if confused.

“Shoo! Go on! Get out of here!”

The corpse hesitated, as if uncertain.

“SCRAM!”

Almost dejected, the cadaver moaned and stumbled off in another direction, heading towards a washerwoman who cursed and shoved it away. The two Guards watched indifferently as it shambled about the plaza making a nuisance of itself.

“Kind of sad,” Kevin remarked. “Reminds me a little of a dog that lived in the alley back where I grew up.”

“Ah,” Gorph said dismissively. “You can’t be nice to them. They’ll just follow you home, and keep trying to bite things.”

Some children had begun tormenting the zombie.

“Oh oh,” Kevin warned, “here it comes.”

The angry washerwoman was striding up to them. As they approached, they could see her sleeve was torn, and there was a fresh bite.

“You there!” She yelled unnecessarily. “Guards! You need to do something about those things. See this?  This is my fourth bite. A washerwoman can’t even be safe in a public square? What’s wrong with you?”

Gorph snuck a quick glance at Kevin and rolled his eyes ever so slightly. Nothing to do but let her get it out of her system.

“Citizen Madam,” he explained politely, when he judged she’d run out of steam, “you know very well we can’t. The Rat Farmers guild has the license; you should report it to them.”

She sniffed.

“That scrawny thing?” she snorted, “It’s so scrawny, they wouldn’t even bother collecting it. Hell, they probably threw it back.”

“Nevertheless,” Gorph replied.

“Fine, fine,” she snapped. But he could tell the fury was gone. “I don’t know what we pay you for.”

Then she wandered off, muttering. They watched her go.

Further out in the square, the children had the zombie down, and were probably doing something unspeakable to it.

Gorph shrugged. They weren’t paid to protect zombies from children. Nothing to do with them.

“Y’know,” Kevin began, “I’ve been wondering something.”

“Yeah?”

“How is it that I’m wearing your wife’s underwear?”

* * *
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“I AM UNHAPPY,” THE Gray Alien announced. 

Scabrous the Malevolent looked up sharply. This was the first time that the creature had expressed anything like an emotion. Except for contempt of course, and disgust, and annoyance, loathing, and scorn. But that was sort of a default. Scabrous had the sense that the being regarded them as roughly equivalent to cat droppings on the evolutionary scale.

“Stale cat droppings,” the clarification popped into his head. “It’s not personal. It’s just a neutral assessment of your evolutionary status.”

“It seems rather harsh,” Scabrous said out loud.

“Not at all. You were designed with a purpose in mind.”

That didn’t sound bad, Scabrous thought. God guided, god touched, a bit of the divine in each of us. Being a part of some greater cosmic architecture, the notion that life wasn’t simply random and meaningless, but there was a plan in mind, a benign celestial design.

“Dietary supplements,” came the voice in his mind.

“Excuse me?” Scabrous replied, confused.

“”Dietary supplement for large felines,” the alien explained, “surveys showed a decline in the leopard population in a certain region. Investigation showed that the animals were suffering a number of vitamin and enzyme deficiencies. The local fauna were surveyed and a species was designated, its biochemistry altered to deliver the proper nutritional elements to the local cat population. To make sure that the leopards would be properly fed, the species was engineered to so it could not climb trees very well, could not run very fast. Easy to catch. No claws, no fangs, no way of fighting back. Even the hairlessness, they were trying to reduce hairballs.”

Scabrous stared.

“Screaming was engineered in,” it continued. “The Leopards really seemed to enjoy the screaming. They wanted to make sure the cats were enthusiastic about their supplements.”

Scabrous prided himself on being able to tell when the creature was lying. Not that it ever did. It didn’t respect them enough to lie to them, but over time, he’d learned to assess degrees of, for want of a better word, indifferent callousness. This had the ring of truth.

“You were designed to be slow, soft and chewable, with the proper micro-nutritional constituents,” it continued. “Basically, you were created to be a multivitamin for leopards. You were never meant to spread. But since you were so good with small cats... you were tolerated.” 

“I’m not sure I want to believe that,” he said carefully.

“If it’s any consolation,” the Gray thought to the room, “the species that engineered you are very embarrassed by how things turned out.”

“Don’t mind him. He’s just pining for the ocean.” Salvra muttered, unwilling to be distracted from what appeared to be a homemade distillery. The odour was rank, smelling of horses and urine. For some reason, she’d become convinced that the alien being was merely some kind of sailor, and nothing could change her mind on the subject... or any other subject for that matter. “Probably misses his parrot. Wants leave this smelly city, go back to the sea.”

“We should have left before the siege started,” Malowich said glumly.

“We could have left if you’d done your job and found the object,” Scabrous snapped.

“Before all the real booze ran out,” Salvra complained. “Do you know how hard it is to force moldy hay down a horse’s throat, and wait for it to work its way through?”

“It’s not that easy, Malowich complained. We know where it is, but it’s inaccessible. Even to...  that!” he pointed a finger at the Gray.

He looked around at his companions. Malowich the Procurer was working on his costume, which seemed to be a rather large boned, elderly, overweight, and rather ugly old woman. He fixed a lump of clay to his face.

Malowich was a dealer in arcane objects, and questionable hygienic products, recruited into the group by the Gray over the objections of pretty much everyone. He was a fence, and as the saying went, ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’

“Do you think this mole is too much?” he asked. It fell off. Malowich, sometime after the siege had begun, had taken to dressing in women’s clothing, on the basis, he explained, that if the invaders broke through, they would murder all the men and rape all the women. And finding penetration preferable to impaling, he’d set about disguising himself as what he considered the surviving gender.

Just then, a walking corpse stumbled into their midst. Scabrous the Shoemaker gently took it by the shoulders, turned it around and guided it on its way. The rest of them barely glanced at the thing.

“Has anyone noticed,” Scabrous said thoughtfully, “there seem to be more and more of those things?”

No one paid him any attention of course, except for Salvra, who rolled her eyes and then returned to her brew. She spilled a little, and it ate through the wood of the table.

“WE HAVE BEEN HERE TOO LONG,” the Gray alien repeated. Scabrous thought it might be irritable.

“You know,” Scabrous said carefully to Salvra, “maybe you could cut back a little on the drinking. Just a little.”

Salvra stopped what she was doing, and cast a jaundiced eye his way.

“If I did that,” she said flatly, “I might sober up.”

Well, he’d tried, he thought miserably. 

“I wish Jurgen was here,” Malowich complained.

Jurgen was the designated legendary hero of the group, tall, stunningly handsome, muscles everywhere, and not a mark on him anywhere. His catchphrase at the first sign of danger was “I’ll go get help!” Jurgen was famous for being the sole survivor of innumerable battles, massacres, slaughters, invasions, attacks, ambushes. Immediately before the siege, with near supernatural acuity, he’d gone for help. That was the last they’d seen of him.

Scabrous the Shoemaker glanced up from his reading. Scabrous the Malevolent bitterly regretted the series of misunderstandings and coincidences that had resulted in the Shoemaker acquiring a price on his head and being forced to join the group. 

Everyone liked him better. 

“Well, he is more useful and more personable,” floated into his mind. “And he has a useful skill.”

“How?” Scabrous thought back. He was getting the hang of this mind to mind communication. “He makes shoes. I’m a master of the mystic arts.”

“Saw your lips move,” Salvra said, she had barely glanced up. “You’re a terrible ventriloquist, Bozo.”

“Stop calling me that! I was here first.”  Somehow, the Shoemaker had usurped Scabrous’ own name, and everyone had taken to calling him Bozo instead. Bozo the Malevolent didn’t have the same ring. But at least it wasn’t non-gender specific.

“We all just like him better,” Salvra said. Malowich and the other Scabrous nodded. “Well, technically, it’s more like nobody likes you. So he wins by default. But if we did like you, we’d like him more.”

Once again, Scabrous cursed the day he’d ever unwillingly left his tower to be dragooned along on the alien’s miserable quest.

“I’m not sure I believe that we were created to be cat food,” he snapped at the Alien. Anything to change the subject. There was a mental shrug from the alien.

“Why would anyone do that?” he asked.

The unblinking eyes of the Gray stared at him.

“Probability Generators.”

“What?”

“It is the core of interstellar travel for many civilizations. Put an animal into a box, for some reason, cats work best, they have an affinity for boxes. Introduce a radioactive element with a 50% chance of killing the animal. Its state is not determined until you look, at which point the probability collapses to one state or the other.”

“Uhm,” Scabrous ventured. “So what? Just look in the box.”

“While the cat is in the box, it’s in an indeterminate state, both alive and dead. A probability generator harvests that indeterminacy to power a starship.”

“You said ship!” Salvra crowed. “You are a sailor, pining for the fjord!”

The Gray ignored her.

“It was a malfunction of the Probability Generator that caused my ship to discorporate.”

“Crash?” Scabrous corrected out loud.

“If you put it that way,” it thought irritably at him.

“Well,” Scabrous replied, “it just means you’re human.”

“We are not!”

“So your ship, your whole civilization, entire civilizations as a matter of fact, is based on cats in boxes?”

“Yes,” the creature seemed to sigh. “This is why we’ve been here so long. This is where the damaged probability generator fell. But it’s leaking, and the city is awash in probability flux. That’s why it’s been impossible to pinpoint and extract.”

Scabrous looked up sharply.

“Wait!” he said. “You said something about indeterminacy, the cat not being alive or dead? And the box leaking uncertainty. Is this why there are so many walking corpses around, neither alive nor dead?”

Malowich, the Shoemaker and Salvra all looked up expectantly.

“Sometimes,” the Gray said, “you almost seem intelligent, for cat food.”

Salvra shrugged.

“Well, at least they’re harmless.”

* * *
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DAY 189 OF THE SIEGE. Malowich flounced into their hideout, pulling his skirts up. After adjusting his mole, he announced, “I have it!”

They all looked up blankly.

“The fungus you mean?” Scabrous asked. “It’s hard to cure, but there are potions to keep it at bay.”

“No,” the Procurer said. “The object! Your sailor’s Credibility Penetrator!”

“Probability Generator,” the words floated in their heads. “And I keep telling you, I’m not a sailor. I don’t even own a parrot.”

“Whatever,” Malowich said breezily. “The point is that we have a chance at it. Up to now, it’s been deep in the temple, Guarded by spells, traps, Guards and more spells, and even more Guards. Impossible to reach.”

“I still don’t understand why you can’t just walk in and take it?” Scabrous the Shoemaker asked the Gray. “I’ve seen you do miraculous things with your magic.”

“It’s not magic, it’s science, and I’ve told you before: The leaking indeterminacy disrupts my instruments. That’s why we have a thief with us.”

“S’impregnable,” Salvra slurred out from her still. “And I know all about pregnabling, so that’s that. No getting in there. Gotta wait for ur chance.”

“Ah,” Malowich said. “But this is the Festival of the Glabulous Pendant, and so they’ll bring it out for a public ceremony at the Palace Chapel tomorrow. It will be exposed, away from the spells and traps, outside its fortress, with only a legion of Guards and a crowd of onlookers. This is the chance we’ve been waiting for. A Master thief, a nineteenth-“

“Ninetieth,” Salvra corrected.

“A ninetieth level Master Thief would have the stealth and cunning to seize it, with no one being the wiser.”

Scabrous the Malevolent had a sudden mental image of the group working together. His skills, the other Scabrous’s shoes, Malowich’s maps and the Gray’s gadgets all combining to infiltrate the palace and stealthily lower the thief down from an air duct into a locked room. In his mind, a twisting musical accompaniment started up. After the long period of waiting, they were about to go into action.
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