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Salvra, half-Elf, three-fifth’s-Halfling, foursixteenth’s Dwarf, exiled Princess and sixth level thief sidled up to the bar, where she tried to catch the eye of the one-third Orc, but otherwise pretty human bartender, Logo Longlegs.

The bartender gave her a baleful glare, his eyebrow furrowing in disgust. 

“Here to clear up your tab?”

“I’m good for it,” Salvra replied nonchalantly.

Longlegs grunted.

“Give me a mug of your best Aelvish Ale,” she said confidently. “I’m a bit hung over, and I need a pick-me-up. On the tab.”

“No.”

“Dwarf Mead then,” she said, “the good stuff!”

“No.”

“Regular Dwarf Mead,” she said.

“No.”

“Beer?”

“No.”

She sighed and gave him a cold look. Something that tried to convey ‘If I weren’t so hung over, I’d pick this place clean.’

It didn’t work.

She sighed and felt through her purse. She thought she’d had more in there. Someone must have picked her pocket while she’d been drunk. She found a lone bent coin. She looked at it in disgust and slapped it on the bar. Longlegs eyed it doubtfully.

“What will this buy me?” she asked.

“A flagon of drunken Orc’s piss,” he said.

She wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic, but she decided to give it a try.

“I’ll take it.”

Longlegs grunted once. Using tongs, he tossed the coin into a small register, then he grabbed a mug and turned his back to her, fiddling with his trousers.

“Is this going to take long?” she said.

“No more than a minute,” he called back to her. Then he sighed deeply, and she heard the hissing sound of the mug being filled. A second later, he turned back to her slapped the mug on the bar in front of her, careful not to spill any of the thick green liquid in it.

She eyed the mug critically. There was a good head of foam on it, which meant it was fresh. And there were things swimming in it. That was a good sign. She grabbed the handle, threw her head back, and quaffed a deep draught, gasping as the foul liquid slid down her throat. There was a moment when the rest of her stomach contents, appalled at this new visitor, tried to escape. But she’d been down this road before, and held her nostrils closed and lips sealed until everything, including her liver, had resigned itself to fate.

“I’m starting to like the taste,” she said conversationally.

Longlegs gave her a long baleful look.

“There’s work for you,” he said.

She made a face.

“I’m a ninth level thief,” she said, “and an exiled princess. I don’t clean outhouses.”

“Not what I meant.”

“Not that either!” she said indignantly.

“No,” Longlegs said. “That guy.”

He pointed.

She looked. In a corner of the bar, a figure was hunched over a table.

“Nah .. .” she said, after a long look. “I don’t hook up with mysterious strangers in a bar, unless they’re paying up front.”

She hesitated.

“That didn’t come out how I meant,” she said apologetically.

He stared blankly at her.

“Oh all right.” She swallowed the rest of her mug with one deep draught, and when she could breathe again, she ignored his horrified expression, and staggered over, plopping herself into the chair.

“I hear you’re looking for a thief–” but her announcement trailed off as she got a good look at the stranger.

The being in front of her was gray. All gray. Its skin was rubbery. Its head was immense with two huge black almond shaped eyes. The rest of its facial features were tiny, the mouth a mere lipless slit, two tiny notches for nostrils. The rest of it was also incongruously off proportion with its head, the chest narrow, the limbs mere sticks, ending in hands with incredibly long spidery fingers. The sight of those fingers gave Salvra shivers. She wondered if other parts of him were as long and spidery.

“What the hell are you?” she asked breathlessly.

“I’m an Elf?”

“Nope.”

“Drow?”

“Nope.”

“Dwarf?”

“Nope.”

“French?”

“Nope.”

“Chartered accountant?”

“No such thing,” she thought for a second. “Doesn’t matter. Do you have money?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent!” Salvra leaned back in her chair, waved her hand, and called, “Another round, the good stuff this time! He’s paying!”

Turning her attention to the stranger, she demanded, “So what’s your name.”

“My species does not use personal names,” he said. “We consider it primitive and insulting.”

She thought about that.

“Hmm,” she said, “we’ll call you Darkeyes. Where are you from?”

“My ship suffered a reality core misfunction,” he explained. “It descended from overspace, breaking up, and discorporated widely in this realm.”

“Sailor then. Darkeyes, the Sailor man, that’s you,” she announced confidently.

“Not that kind of ship.”

“I know all about sailor stuff: Swabbing! Poopdecks!” she said brightly.

“Not–”

“Arr arr matey!” she crowed. “Shiver me timbers! A pocket full of rum!”

“Not–”

“Where’s your parrot? All sailors have parrots,” she announced loudly.

“But–”

“And a pipe!”

“I left them all at home.”

She nodded sagely. “I knew it. When you’re a Master Thief, you don’t miss much.”

“Apparently,” he said.

She stared.

“Funny how you talk without moving your lips,” she observed.

“Telepathy.”

“Pshaw!” she replied, “I know a ventriloquist when I see one.”

The big almond eyes blinked once, and then he clearly decided not to pursue it.

“So,” she said loudly enough to be heard several tables over, “you need a thief? You’ve come to the right place. Capable and discrete! I warn you though, I don’t come cheap.”

There was snickering from a nearby table. She glared, but didn’t recognize any of them. Oh wait, that bachelor party! Joke was on them, she’d gotten all their wallets. There hadn’t actually been any money in them, just a few coupons. But she considered it a success.

“Actually . . .” Darkeyes began. He made a move, as if to get away. Quickly, she laid a hand on his arm to fix him in place.

“Although my rates are quite reasonable,” she followed up hurriedly, “and you won’t find a better ninth level thief in the warrens.”

“Ninth level?” Darkeyes seemed confused.

“I have a certificate,” she said, and passed him over a card.

“It says fifth level.”

She passed her other card.

“Fourth level.”

“Fourth level plus fifth level equals ninth level,” she announced.

“I’m not sure that’s how it works,” Darkeyes said. “Who certifies you?”

“Oh,” she said, “that’s simple. No one does. You steal your certificate from another thief. If you can get away with it, you’re at that level.”

The gray-skinned being stared at her. Its expression was impossible to read, and no ventriloquism uttered forth.

“All right,” it said, after a distressingly long pause. 

Longlegs brought the drinks. Salvra glanced approvingly at the two mugs. High quality Dwarf Mead. If only she still had taste buds. The bartender gave her another dismissive glance. 

“Whatever price you agree to pay her, you pay it to me. I’ll pass it on to her,” he rumbled, “if anything’s left, after I take what she owes.”

The huge black eyes blinked, but again, no ventriloquism issued forth.

Salvra grabbed her flagon of mead, just in case the bartender was minded to take it away, and spat in it. Satisfied she’d established her claim, she took a deep drink.

“Don’t mind him,” she told Darkeyes, “we’ve got a thing going. There’s a lot of unresolved sexual tension.”

“No there isn’t,” Longlegs said. “It took me a week to get rid of the fungus infection.”

“Worth every second,” she replied.

“I stopped drinking after that,” the bartender said, tersely. “I take opium to sleep at night.”

He took his leave.

“So what’s the steal?” she asked.

The gray-skinned creature’s lips quavered, but there was no sound. 

“I don’t think I need a thief actually,” he said.

“What?” she laughed. “Nonsense. Everyone needs a thief for something. Thieving is the biggest growth sector in the economy. If people couldn’t steal . . . I don’t know what they’d do? Work, I suppose. Buy things. You definitely need a thief! So no more shillyshallying, what’s the job?”

“There is a person named Scabrous.”

“The Malevolent?”

“Is there more than one?”

She swallowed her drink in one gulp, and tried not to look sick.

“Actually, yes,” she said. “It was a popular name with mothers back when the pox came through. There’s Scabrous the Apothecary, Scabrous the Demented, Scabrous the Shoemaker, Scabrous Who Lives with his Aunt, Scabrous the Occasional Prostitute – she doesn’t get much business.”

She looked up hopefully, and said, “So . . . the deal would be to steal some nice shoes?”

“This Scabrous lives in a tower of black and purple stone, with a dark cloud perpetually above, and surrounded by hellish rape beasts.”

“Oh him,” she said, “well . . . Could I interest you in shoes instead?” she asked brightly. To emphasize her point, she reached into his robes and felt around. Always a sure-fire winner. There was nothing there. No anatomy. No reaction. Disturbed, she withdrew her hand.

“He has possession of an object I require,” he said, ignoring the gesture.

“That would be the Paw of the Golden Monkey?”

“No.”

“The Glistening Emerald Eye of Doom?”

“No.”

“Nose-Pick of destiny?”

“No.”

“Help me out here, Scabrous the Malevolent is a total pack rat when it comes to mystical junk. What exactly do you need stolen?”

Maintaining eye contact with the gray being, she switched her empty mug for his full one, sleight of hand being a particular skill of hers. Satisfied that he hadn’t noticed, she spat in his drink and then put it to her lips.

“A tesseract information core,” he said finally.

“Ah . . .” Salvra nodded wisely, taking another drink. He still wasn’t noticing – she’d gotten away with it. She congratulated herself on being such a brilliant thief. “From the Gods?”

“No.”

“Cursed?”

“No.”

“Old family heirloom?”

“No.”

“Any long and storied history at all?”

“No,” he said. “Just a piece of technology.”

She made a face.

“Monetary value?” she asked. “What’s it worth in gold?”

“Irrelevant.”

“So junk! What’s the point of even stealing it? Who’s even going to care?”

“It is a fragment of my ship,” the gray being said. 

Salvra rolled her eyes.

The being paused as if thinking it over.

“It holds great sentimental value for me,” it said finally.

“Somehow,” she said, “you don’t strike me as a sentimental sort.”

“Nevertheless.”

“I charge double for sentimental steals,” she said finally, “in advance.”

“I will pay the bartender,” he said.

Salvra kicked herself, he’d agreed far too readily. Should have tripled the price. She’d have to make it up somehow. She surreptitiously eyed the weightless bag of balloons that he seemed so fond of. Surely there was something valuable in there. Some perk or benefit that she could keep for herself, and that Logo Longlegs wouldn’t cut himself in on.

“Go ahead,” she waved, “he’s right over there.”

As an afterthought she called, “And have him bring more drinks. These were so full of foam they were practically empty. The cheat. These should be free!”

There was no expression, but she sensed something vaguely akin to distaste. The small gray creature slid off its chair and ambled over to the bar. Logo Longlegs bent down to talk to him. From his gestures, she could tell he was urgently trying to talk the creature out of something.

Excellent!

While they were distracted, Salvra toed the great leather sack of balloons closer to her. Surreptitiously, she undid the clasps that sealed the cover. Just a quick look inside, she thought, scope out any possible valuables, and then decide later what to take and how to fence it.

Without anyone noticing, very casually, she peeled back the cover, inclined her head, and took a peek. Odd. It was glowing...

And then she didn’t have any thoughts at all.

***
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“. . . So as I was saying,” Salvra continued, “you have what is essentially a post-scarcity society. With weak or nonexistent governmental structures, theft is the only reasonable way to effect the necessary equitable redistribution property. Ergo stealing is the basis of civilization.”

“Why do you need redistribution in a post-scarcity economy?” Darkeyes complained. “Your whole economic structure makes no sense.”

“Because otherwise you develop concentrations of wealth and power, and then you’re back to a scarcitybased society. Every society requires a redistributive mechanism, and they stand or fall on the efficiency of those mechanisms. Nothing is more efficient than stealing.”

She scratched her bum absently.

“You know,” she said thoughtfully, “it’s the weirdest thing. First my chrono said it was early-noon, and then suddenly it was mid-noon, my clothes were on backwards, and my bum hurts. Isn’t that strange?”

The gray being absorbed this, eyes blinking thoughtfully.

“But aren’t there alternatives to thievery?” he said quickly, with sudden enthusiasm.

Salvra shook herself. “Usually that happens when I’m drunk . . .”

“We were discussing economics?”

“Oh right! Sure,” she said cheerfully, “there are alternatives. Allowing unrestricted accumulation, well, that’s never worked out. Mark my words, when a civilization allows a significant proportion of its wealth to concentrate in the hands of a fraction of a single percent of the population, that civilization is doomed. Hah! Primitives more like it.

“The first step to true civilization is robbery. Barge in, chop some heads off, take off with whatever you can carry.”

“Seems barbaric.”

“Barbarism is the foundation of Civilization,” she offered primly.

“That sounds violent.”

“And unhygienic,” she agreed. “Thieving is much better. No one gets hurt, the rich are liberated from the burden of possession, the poor are ennobled. It all works out.”

“It seems rather chaotic,” Darkeyes groused.

“What’s the alternative?” she asked. “Setting up a state to collect and redistribute wealth? Arrange for public projects? Social programs? Next thing you know, we have record keeping, which leads to bureaucracy, and then . . . socialism!”

She shuddered.

“I’ll stick with honest thieving, thank you. You know the old saying... You can always trust a thief. Remember our motto: That hand in your pocket is a friendly hand.”

“I thought that was the Prostitutes’ Guild’s motto.”

“Sort of, they claim we’re infringing. But we’re litigating over it right now.”

“You have lawyers?”

“We’re a theft-based society! Of course we have lawyers! Oh look, we’re here.”

The gray being and the thief looked up at the great tower, a full eighty feet in height. Salvra pointed.

“See that window there, with the purple ledge,” she told him. “That’s the thieves’ entrance. All we do is throw a rope with a grappling hook, and quietly rappel up the side.”

She looked doubtfully at the gray. He had no discernible muscle on him.

“How are you at climbing? I can haul you up, but it will cost extra.”

“Why not just go through the regular door?”

He pointed.

“It’s probably locked.”

He walked over and pushed. It opened.

“It’s booby-trapped!”

The gray looked it up and down carefully. He tossed a pebble through the door.

“It’s not.”

Just then, a young man came by with a small flat box, from which the odor of cheese and fried meat wafted.

“Oh, hullo Salvra,” he said. “Who’s your friend?”

“Hi Wendell,” she replied. “This is Darkeyes. He’s a ventriloquist.”

Wendell nodded cheerfully.

“I was just making a delivery,” he said. “You setting up to rob the place?”

“You know how it is,” she said, “it’s the old in and out.”

“I thought that was the Prostitutes’ Guild?”

“No, we settled that one out of court, joint usage.”

He nodded.

“Ah, I’ll remember that.” Wendell glanced up at the thieves’ entrance. “Well, looks like you’ve got a climb ahead of you. Good luck.”

Then he went in.

The gray being stared at her.

“Can we get on with it? My bum hurts when I’m standing still for some reason.”

The climb, as it turned out, was not that arduous. The hook caught after only a half dozen tries, and Salvra carefully and quietly scaled the wall, with what she considered to be the epitome of feline grace, knocking over only a few stones, and disturbing a pack of crows, when she accidentally stepped in a nest and crushed some eggs.

Wendell left, waving to her as he proceeded down the path.

The ledge was covered with birdshit, unfortunately, causing her to lose balance, particularly with the egg yolk smeared under one boot. But luckily, she fell inwards, breaking her fall on some old furniture. After a successful penetration, she set up a rope and pulley system, so that she could haul up her thieve’s gear and, finally, Darkeyes and his sack of balloons.

“We could have just used the door,” the creature protested.

Salvra rolled her eyes, as she scraped birdshit off various parts of her clothing. It was amazing how it spread around.

“This is a lot more inconspicuous.” She had to raise her voice because the crows still hadn’t settled down yet.

The gray creature seemed unimpressed. Amateur, she told herself. No appreciation of the art and subtlety of a good heist. Why, this one was practically an award winner so far.

“So what now?”

“Now,” she smiled dazzlingly, “we sneak into the Wizard’s Treasure room, taking care not to disturb him or any of his traps, grab your time–” she hesitated “–and whatever tempting valuables there may be.”

No response. Good. She figured she might throw some freelancing in on the side. Some clients were so narrow-minded. ‘Take the gold rat, and only the gold rat,’ and then later, as they were being chased down a sloping maze by giant rolling boulders, it would be nonstop complaining over some inoffensive trinket she’d pocketed along the way.

“How do we find it?”

Grinning, she produced a parchment from her jacket, wiping a bit of birdshit off. It got everywhere. Her boots were ruined; she’d have to steal another pair. She spread it out on the floor in front of them, pushing aside the broken pieces of furniture.

“All right, here,” she said. “We go down three levels.”

“So if we’d gone through the door, we’d only have needed to go up one level?”

Salvra rolled her eyes. “Down three levels, past the pit of acid on the left, then past the master bedroom.”

“Why does Scabrous the Malevolent keep a pit of acid next to his bedroom?”

She didn’t even bother to reply to that.

“Then down this corridor, down these stairs, into this chamber, then up the ladder, into the service tunnel, and then down the laundry chute. Avoiding this trap, of course... Wait, that’s just a bug I squashed. Okay, this, this, and these are the traps. Got it?”

Although the creature had no expression at all, she could tell he looked dubious. Salvra grinned and patted him on his boneless shoulder.

“Trust me,” she told him, “I know what I’m doing.”

***
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Scabrous the Malevolent was eating a slice of pizza in the kitchen when Salvra and Darkeyes walked in on him. The foul wizard was seated with one bandaged foot up on a chair. At the sight of them, he leaped to his feet, and began making a series of mystic gestures. Salvra’s eyes bulged. Quick as lightning she reached for her pouch, but the dark sorcerer’s magic was too fast. Both she and her companion were seized and lifted in tendrils of blue light.

“What are you doing in my kitchen? Why are you covered in birdshit?” Scabrous demanded. He glanced at Darkeyes, did a double take, and looked again. “And what the hell is that?”

“My client,” she said. “He’s a ventriloquist.”

“I’ve heard of those,” he said, “in storied tales of yore. Where’s his dummy?”

“He said it’s with his parrot.”

“Aha, a sailor? I’m surprised at you, Salvra.”

“Why? I’m happy to accept seamen, for the right price,” she retorted.

Scabrous rolled his eyes. “You know I’ll have to report you to the Prostitutes’ Guild for infringement.”

“Oh come on!” she protested, “I’ve already three citations! One more and I’ll be dragged up for a review hearing. Cut me a break.”

“Never mind that,” he said, “your petty disputes don’t concern me. Why are you in my kitchen?”

“It’s supposed to be your treasure room,” she said. “Your architects have clearly made mistakes.”

“What? Nonsense!”

“I have a map,” she said primly.

Scabrous harrumphed, “We’ll see. Hand it over.”

She unfolded the parchment and passed it over to him. He examined it carefully, studying her notations.

“Ah,” he said. “Here’s your problem. You’ve been reading it upside down.”

The gray glanced at Salvra, great almond eyes squinting. She affected her best ‘I’m innocent, it could happen to anyone’ look. It wasn’t actually very effective.

“Wait,” his brow furrowed angrily, continuing to examine the map. “I didn’t put a trap here!”

Salvra looked over.

“Oh no,” she said, “that’s a bug I squashed.”

The sorcerer gazed at the stained bit of parchment. “Are you sure?”

“Totally.”

“Hmm,” the wizard finally said, “all right.”

“What happened to your foot?” Salvra asked.

“Mmm?” The wizard looked down. “Oh that? Stepped into one of my own traps.”

“It’s actually a leading cause of death for wizards,” Salvra told the gray being. “Falling into their own traps.”

“Perhaps,” the gray said thoughtfully, “it might be best not to fill your home with random lethal death traps?”

Scabrous and Salvra stared at each other.

“You see what I have to put up with?” she said. “He’s been like this since I met him.”

She paused thoughtfully, seeing an opportunity to do some bonding. The ventriloquist was a dead fish anyway. Probably something to do with being a sailor, no sense of humour.

“So,” Salvra said, “saw your nephew the other day.”

“Oh,” Scabrous said, “how’s he doing?”

“Same as always,” Salvra said, “can’t decide what he wants to do with his life. One day it’s paladin, the next day it’s archer, the day after, he’s decided to be a scribe. You know kids.”

“He never comes to visit.”

“Probably all the ravenous rape beasts,” she said.

Scabrous shrugged, “Well, he’ll never be a paladin if he’s bothered by a few little ravenous rape beasts.”

“He’ll figure it out – we all do.”

“I suppose,” Scabrous sighed thoughtfully. Then he seemed to clear his head, focusing on the prisoners. “Well, it’s all very nice chatting, but really, I should interrogate you. Why the birdshit?”

“Thieves’ entrance.”

“What? No! Thieves’ entrance is the window on the second level, next to the guest bedroom.” The malevolent wizard squinted. “Did you come in through the aviary? I have some prize crows nesting just below that. You didn’t disturb them did you?”

“Uhm . . .” she said, “no. They were all out, before we got there. Flown off for something. Quite strange.”

Her glance at Darkeyes pleaded ‘Back me up!’

“Hmm,” he said. “Treasure room. Usually you try to hit the wine cellar.”

“Never!” she said.

“Every time,” he said. “What do you want in the treasure room?”

He rubbed his chin, then snapped his fingers, with a look of elation.

“The Foreskin of Magnus Groan, Dark God of the Apocalypse.”

“What?”

“Magnus Groan, Adversary of the Quoll Pantheon. Was going to destroy the universe, but then the other gods all piled on and dismembered him. His parts have been scattered to the four corners of the cosmos, and his acolytes ceaselessly search to recover and reassemble them.

“The legends say, if he is ever reassembled, then he will destroy the cosmos . . . or give everyone a kitten. The scrolls are obscure on this point, but apparently he was quite fond of kittens.”

“No,” Darkeyes said.

“No?” The dark wizard seemed disappointed.

“I require the return of a component of my ship,” the gray said. He described it in detail.

“Oh,” Scabrous said, “that’s not in my treasure room. It’s in my lab.”

The gray turned its unblinking gaze upon Salvra. She shrugged elaborately.

“I like the blinking lights,” he said. “They’re pretty.”

Darkeyes seemed to sigh.

“Each blink of light represents megaterabytes of information,” he told them.

Scabrous thought about that. For a moment it looked like he was going to try and count it out on his fingers, but then he shrugged.

“Too bad,” he said. “It’s mine now.”

He smiled.

“We are not pleased with these developments,” the gray told Salvra. “We should have simply purchased it.”

“If I wanted to sell,” Scabrous pointed out. “I’ve become quite fond of it.”

“Where’s the fun in buying things?” Salvra sneered.

“Nevertheless,” the gray being said, “we are captured, and facing an uncertain fate. This is not optimum. We are in the hands of a wizard.”

“Well,” she said, “he might kill us.”

“I was thinking of it,” Scabrous admitted.

“But usually in these situations,” she said, “we buy our way free. If we have the gold.”

She narrowed her eyes, and tried to whisper towards Scabrous, “He’s loaded! Let’s cut a deal, you and I, we’ll split the take, sixty-forty.”

“I’m standing right here,” the gray being said.

“Right,” Salvra said, sorry, “that’s the easy way. Sometimes we’ll just get a geas laid out, and have to do some sort of service. Usually it’s pretty skill-specific. For me typically it’s a mission of thievery.”

“That’s not what I heard,” Scabrous said. “I heard you usually end up shoveling out stables.”

He turned slightly as if to whisper, “She’s actually quite good with the horses.”

Then he did another double take. The gray creature was now standing normally with his sack of balloons. The twisting coils of blue magic, now reduced to threads, were dissipating even as they watched.

“Once!” she snapped, not noticing, “and it was part of my plan!”

She glanced over at Darkeyes, her eyes widened. “You couldn’t get me out too?”

“Anyway,” she said confidently, returning her gaze to Scabrous, “I’m sure we’ll work out something.”

She smiled and winked.

“I remember the last time we ‘worked it out’ after I caught you passed out in the wine cellar,” Scabrous snarled. “You got cited by the Prostitutes’ Guild, and I got a fungus that took a week to get rid of.”

“But it was worth it!” she said brightly.

“I stopped drinking after that! I had to take opium to sleep. Never mind! I will not be distracted.”

Scabrous shifted his gaze to peer suspiciously at the little gray being.

“There’s no magic in you. You’re not a mage, a sorcerer, a wizard, a cleric, an acolyte . . . How did you do that?”

The small gray creature shrugged.

“Any sufficiently complicated form of magic, no matter how ridiculous, is essentially technology,” Darkeyes said.

Scabrous looked puzzled.

“What does that mean?”

Salvra had a sense that the little gray being was rolling its eyes, although of course, that was impossible, it was practically all eyes, and there were no whites anyway, so it was just rolling from black to black.

“Primitive cultures embrace magic as an uncontrolled and uncontrollable force. Magic is a thing of mysticism, unknowable, intuitive,” it said, “with ambiguous applications and subtle unverifiable results. Advanced magic, no matter how preposterous and ludicrous the underlying principles, achieves measurable and tangible physical results, and thus requires management systems to operate . . . essentially software, and protocols for activation, namely forms of encryption – passwords and instructions, levels of authorization.”

Scabrous looked blank.

“To use a phrase from a primitive pre-civilization,” it said, “you don’t have to be an electrical engineer to flick a light switch. Or computer genius to operate a remote control.”

Scabrous looked to Salvra.

“Light switch? Computer? Remote control?”

“It’s a sex thing,” Salvra said with blithe assurance.

“Did you understand any of that?”

“Totally,” she said confidently, “it’s a nautical thing. I know all about seamen.”

The little gray being stared at them.

“If I had emotions,” it said, “I would hate this planet.”

It paused, waiting for a reaction.

“You have no idea what a planet is, do you?”

“It’s a recipe,” Scabrous said confidently.

“No, no,” Salvra told him. “Don’t try and fake it. A planet is a green leafy vegetable with a pulpy fruit, used by sailors to ward off scurvy. They wear it in their shoes.”

She smiled.

There was a long dead pause from the gray being.

“It’s very impressive,” she said, “how you can intensely not say anything, without moving your lips. That’s high order ventriloquism.”

For a moment, she felt a flash of irritation from the being’s impassive face.

“I am not a sailor. My name is not Darkeyes, I have no name. This is not my world, this is not my civilization, you are not my species, you primitive screwheads. I am not human, or elf, dwarf, drow, stockbroker, halfling, muppet, or any other failure of local evolutionary processes. Any resemblance to human is a rather appalling coincidence. I am not from this section of space and time. Our race comes from Zeta Reticulon, we have crossed light years to assess and catalogue the mysteries of the universe, life in all its myriad forms, which unfortunately includes sample collection and species tagging, no matter how disgusting or hygiene deficient, you self-absorbed mounds of carbon sludge.

“I am not part of your primitive rudiment of a civilization, I have no interest in it. I do not care about your thieving, your enforced servitude, free market economy, socialism, feudalism, nor any other way you have organized your sexual practice. I have no interest in your drinking habits, your endless inane chatter, and the way you all pretend to be experts at everything despite your utter incompetence at anything. As far as I’m concerned, your planet made a horrible wrong turn at paramecium, and it’s been downhill ever since, you hemorrhoid-based life forms.

“I crashed, my ship has been dismembered, and I need to retrieve the components in order to eventually return. I will do it, with or without the cooperation of life forms so rudimentary that they believe professional wrestling is real!”

They stared at him, astonished.

“You know,” the wizard whispered, shaken, “I didn’t see his lips move, not even a little.”

“Yes,” Salvra agreed, “it’s pretty uncanny.”

“Did you understand any of that?”

“Sailor talk,” Salvra said confidently. “Something about parrots, ships, sea chanties, sails and whatnot. Also, he has to go to the bathroom.”

“Enough of this!” Scabrous the Malevolent announced with sudden drama. He made a series of mystic gestures, comprising curling one hand into a claw, drawing the other arm back as if stringing a bow, and then tapping the side of his nose.

With a puff of brimstone, a demon materialized in front of them.

“I await your command,” it said.

“A trans-universal automaton,” the gray noted. “Simulant variety.”

The gray being  withdrew a small brightly colored object from its sack of balloons and pointed it.

A bright spot appeared on the demon’s forehead. It was there for only a fraction of a second before the demon’s brain was cooked. The creature didn’t have time to cross its eyes before the laser burned through the bone, instantly turning cerebral matter into a puff of greasy putrid smoke, and punching out through the other side.

The demon toppled.

Scabrous stared at the quickly liquefying body in horror.

“What have you done?” he cried out. “Do you think open-ended service contracts for demonic intervention are cheap? I’m going to lose my deposit! And my insurance deductible!”

Scabrous turned angrily to the ventriloquist, a storm of magic gathering under his fingertips.
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