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        To my present and future grandchildren:

        The Universe belongs to you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Make the most of it.

        And treat aliens with respect

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Based on a true story.

        Well, not really.

      

        

      
        The inspiration for this story came from a prairie dog town in  Berthoud, Colorado, that I pass by regularly. One day, I noticed a sign announcing that the land was slated for commercial development.

        As I watched the little fellows going about their busy lives—digging, foraging, and standing sentry—I found myself wondering what they would think if they knew what was coming.

      

        

      
        So I decided to change the narrative.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Somewhere

      

      

      

      They all agreed that this was a good opportunity. They are intelligent. In fact, they have vastly unrecognized and untapped brainpower and are incredibly adaptable. And if the plan failed, their size and subterranean habitats would be advantageous if the planet went south.

      Did they have a consensus?

      Nods all around.

      Who should they recruit?

      They concluded that mungos were exceptionally well-suited for the task.

      They sent a dispatch to Valmor. A request for a responder.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Here

      

      

      

      I spot the marker first thing Monday morning. Approved For The Exploration of Natural Gas: Elkview RelEnergy, Inc., it says on a big white sign stuck in the ground by the road. There is some contact information in smaller print. I don’t see the text immediately, just the signpost, but I figure something ominous is up. Which I confirm as I walk up to the road and read the text on the other side.

      “Fucking two-leggers,” I complain to Frank later that day. “I feared this was coming. They’ve got their eyes set on this parcel of land. It won’t be long until they force us out of here.”

      “Well, there’s really nowhere for us to go,” Frank responds wearily. “Unless, of course, they take pity on us and arrange transport.”

      “Not a chance in hell,” I think to myself. My mind drifts to what happened to Dogwood, the town west of here, by a small county road. That’s where a fucking filling station cropped up. And what about our friends? They were all dispersed and vanished. —Arranged transport. Kiss my ass!

      I don’t spell this out to Frank—he’s not strong, my friend Frank. “Yeah, that could be,” I say instead.

      No, I think to myself, anger boiling through my veins. The same thoughts have been circling through my head all week: We need to take action. We need to find a way to earn respect. We need to find someone who can help us.

      And that’s when the alien talks to me.

      

      
        
        ———

      

      

      

      I apologize. I may have come on too abruptly here. Let me start from another vantage point. Name’s Rupert, by the way. And … I’m a prairie dog. I know this probably gives you pause, but that’s the fact of the matter; there’s no way around it. I’m a prairie dog, and I go by Rupert. Kind of wish I wasn’t—named Rupert, I mean, I don’t mind being a prairie dog—but I am, and that’s that. I live with my friends in Crossroads, which is the name of our town. Crossroads sits on a nine-hundred-square-meter expanse at the intersection of two heavily trafficked roads: a major county road and a U.S. highway north of a two-legger city called Elkview at the Front Range in northern Colorado. “Two-leggers,” that’s what we call humans such as yourself.

      We don’t exactly dislike two-leggers, but we don’t necessarily like them either, I mean, as a population. Like many things in life, there’s a spectrum. Some two-leggers drive by with their wheels, slow down, or even stop. Those on one end of the spectrum do so while looking longingly at our town and deliberating on how to utilize this ample open space for some form of development. They see an almost perfect rectangle of bare areas interspersed with buffalo grass and other short-grass prairie plants, such as western wheatgrass, and bushes like sand sage, scattered throughout. To them, it’s an unused countryside wasting away when, instead, it could be converted into something useful. If they even notice us prairie dogs, it doesn’t occur to them that this space is our home.

      Then there are those on the opposite end of the spectrum who gaze at us and utter words such as “cute” or “adorable.” However, the vast majority just zip by, paying little or no attention to us or the town itself. That’s the way we prefer it. Leave us alone and let us live our lives in peace!

      There are nearly eight hundred family groups, or coteries, in Crossroads. My coterie—a relatively small one—consists of me, Cassandra, Henrietta, Mona-Lisa, and seven small ones who don’t yet have names.

      As a population, we’ve lived here in tranquility and harmony for hundreds of years. But that’s likely about to change since two-leggers are determined to exploit the whole globe and cover all land with infrastructure and dwellings for themselves.

      As I mentioned, I was aware that this threat was imminent. Why? Well, we prairie dogs are a clever bunch; we’re brilliant and industrious—much more so than you’d first realize. For example, we’re probably the only other land-living mammals on the planet, besides two-leggers, that can claim to have a complex verbal language. Our burrows feature kitchens, nurseries, bathrooms, storage areas, guest rooms, and escape routes. Some burrows are dedicated to conferences or visitors, or are designed as spas. We maintain a sophisticated social structure with coteries and groups of coteries organized into wards, supported by a sentry system, daycare providers, and burrow maintenance workers. We have constructed a wide-ranging network of subterranean passageways—subways—that provide access to several local establishments, including the Elkview Community Library and City Hall. Seven of us—Frank, Socrates, Alan, Marie-Louise, Hassan, Merriweather, and I—sneak into these spaces every so often, listen to conversations, and report back to our colleagues. We hold regular meetings in our conference burrows to discuss a wide range of topics.

      I use the subway to spend a lot of time at Elkview Library, absorbing knowledge and information. I love the smell of the library: musty and woody, with tones of dry grass and a faint, vanilla-like scent. —Yeah, I know the smell of vanilla. One of our side tunnels opens near a vent in the bakery, and when they’re baking their famous vanilla scones early in the morning, the scent drifts down: warm, sugary, and a little floral.

      How do I gain access to the library? Well, we have made entrances through imperfectly sealed floor vents and gnawed holes in walls behind bookshelves and fixtures. I can’t grab books from the shelves, of course, but I can watch people from hidden spots while they work on computers or read books and magazines. I learn a lot just by observing what interests them. I can also use computer keyboards. I prefer laptops with trackpads, but I’ve learned to operate mice as well. It took some practice. Our front paws—built for digging and scraping—are like tiny shovels with black claws. The claws work for typing, and each digit has enough padding to use a trackpad or mouse.

      I’ve managed to pick up several library passwords by watching two-leggers log in, and I’ve committed them to memory. Like a stealthy thief, I can now surreptitiously log in to the library’s computers, search for books, and read books to my heart’s content whenever the library is closed. I like to think I’m part of a covert operation stealing wisdom from the two-leggers.

      How do I know how to read? Through deduction and focus, in the same way, we learn to understand two-leggers talking. Not all of us prairie dogs have these skill sets, but quite a few do, to varying degrees. I would say I stand out from the masses; I’m a highly educated and cultivated prairie dog. Frank is far behind, but he’s learning. Once a week—usually Tuesday nights—I take him to the library for a teaching session. I should probably take him there more often.

      One thing we prairie dogs can’t do is speak two-legger lingo; our vocal apparatus simply isn’t built for it. So, how you, dear reader, can understand what I’m telling you, I leave entirely for you to ponder. After all, I’m just a prairie dog.

      

      
        
        ———

      

      

      

      We first learned about the natural gas plan at the Elkview City Council meeting in the City Hall over a year ago. Hassan and I sat behind a large knot hole in the wooden ceiling paneling, surveying the meeting. Frank would also normally be here, but was busy with an urgent expansion project in his burrow. His coterie was blessed with four new small ones the night before, and he was busy making an extra room in his burrow. The council chair is the arrogant and unlikeable Trevor Dhumpinen, a Finnish expat who has lived in Elkview for less than seven years but acts as if he owns the place. At several council meetings and elsewhere, he has expressed the opinion that prairie dogs should be exterminated. That’s also how he started this meeting.

      “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: prairie dogs don’t belong in suburban areas, or anywhere, for that matter. They destroy farm- and ranchland, and they spread horrible diseases.”

      He’s a big, corpulent man, Trevor Dhumpinen—or Trevor the Dump, or, simply, the Dump, as I’ve heard people call him behind his back—in his mid-fifties, red-faced with poorly concealed spider veins and a surprisingly big head of straw-blond hair that looks as if it belonged to a much younger man. I sometimes wonder if it’s fake. —And, if you’re unfortunate to be close enough, he smells: a revolting body odor of stale sweat and poor oral hygiene.

      “What did he say?” Hassan asked, covering his nose. He couldn’t stand the smell even from up here, so he’d been out scouring the city hall for other activities of potential interest.

      The thing with Hassan is that he has a supersensitive olfactory system, far more advanced than mine. —And he knows it. Not a day goes by without him bragging about it in one way or another. He comes up to you, adopts a posture as if he were about to give an oration, and starts sniffing the air in all directions. There’s a female coyote in the foothills. If she continues downhill, you should be able to smell her by nightfall. Or, I guess, you can’t smell it yet, but there’s a severe thunderstorm moving in from the west. But, of course, his keen sense of smell also makes him an exceptional scout; he can detect an approaching predator or a weather front long before anyone else, which has served us well on several occasions. One time, his superior sense of smell allowed us to rescue some of our friends who had been kidnapped by two-leggers.

      “He said that we prairie dogs don’t belong here,” I told him.

      “What the fuck! Don’t belong here. Of course, we belong here. We’re prairie dogs, for crying out loud. Crossroads used to be a prairie. In fact, as I understand, the whole Elkview area and its surroundings used to be prairie before the two-leggers moved in.”

      He’s right. I know that after reading Colorado history at the library.

      “Prairie dogs were here before Elkview was even on the map,” Hassan continued.

      “And long before His Royal Asshole Trevor the Dump was born,” I added.

      This brought down such a loud chuckle from Hassan that I had to admonish him to be quiet so the two-leggers below wouldn’t notice us.

      “First of all, we’re here not to talk about prairie dogs but to discuss the funds from the American Rescue Plan that Colorado State has bestowed upon us.” That’s Monica Deskalos, the CEO of the Elkview Community Library and one of the seven city council members. She emits a pleasant herbal scent, unfortunately, mostly overpowered by the Dump’s stench.

      “But since the topic was brought up,” she continues, “I want to add my two cents, and I’d like it noted for the record: Colorado’s black-tailed prairie dogs are considered a keystone species. With their burrows, they aerate and till the soil and help spread seeds. The burrows also serve as hiding places for rabbits and other small animals.”

      I like Monica—I like her a lot. I’ve listened to her at the library, during board meetings, city council sessions, and other events. I often see her from my hideout when she leaves the library in the evenings. Once, I lingered too long by the entrance, and she saw me.

      “Well, aren’t you a little cutie,” she said, smiling.

      Her voice is soft and soothing. I’ve heard plenty of two-leggers in and around Elkview and on library computers, so I know what I’m talking about when I say “soothing.”

      “You’re quite attractive yourself,” I countered quietly. But of course, she couldn’t understand me. She is, though, attractive. Again, I’ve sampled enough humanity to recognize a good-looking two-legger when I see one. Monica definitely is one; she’s a stately woman with about sixty summers behind her—at least that’s my guestimate from listening to her and her colleagues in the library—robustly built, with steel-gray hair framing a face with harmonious proportions, pouty lips often sculpted into a beautiful, slightly asymmetrical smile, and big, alert, brown eyes—the same color as her skin—set noticeably wide apart. Inside the library, those eyes are often behind silver-framed glasses. I remember the faint scent of mint that always lingers near her, likely from the tea she sips while working late. Altogether, she’s quite striking.

      Here, you might argue that there’s no fucking way a prairie dog (a burrowing rodent!) can have any sense of what makes a human attractive or have a soothing voice. And you’d be right. I’m inclined to agree that the average prairie dog, although we’re brighter than most other species, has little sense—or interest, for that matter—in how two-leggers look or sound. But there’s this spectrum again. And because of my genetic makeup, fondness for the library, and inquisitive nature, I’m at the edge; I’ve acquired a fine-tuned understanding and appreciation of two-legger qualities. Frank and some other chums are on the same side of the spectrum, albeit closer to the middle.

      As you may have noticed, Monica stands up to the bullish Trevor the Dump. She’s the only one on the city council who dares to do that on a regular basis. The rest, five in total, are followers and usually fall in line with whoever talks the most or the loudest, which invariably is Trevor the Dump himself. He—the Dump—has managed to attain a position on the council that allows him to exert control over most discussions and decisions. A prominent example is Trent Sheen, the manager of the local WestSide Bank, an institution that has been on the verge of collapse at least once a year. The local ranchers have repeatedly shown an inclination to favor the larger Wells Fargo branch in Longmont. However, Trevor the Dump, who owns a large ranch south of Elkview, continues to convince the ranching community to maintain their business at WestSide. Of course, this casts a nice reflection on the Dump, supporting local businesses. But it’s also a power move; Trent knows full well that getting on the wrong side in a dispute with the Dump may leave him without a bank to manage. The Dump has tried to arm-wrestle Monica into the same position by dropping hints that the allocation of funds to the library may need to be scrutinized and reprioritized. But Monica is immune to the Dump’s feebly veiled threats. She has integrity. Like I said, I like her a lot.

      “And,” Monica concludes, folding her hands and looking at Trevor the Dump, “prairie dogs are important prey for the endangered black-footed ferret and other predators, such as eagles and hawks.”

      Well, fuck, that’s information I didn’t need. It’s true, though, and I like her anyhow—Monic Deskalos—and what she’s trying to accomplish.

      “Let me tell you, Deskalos.” Trevor the Dump’s red face gets even redder when someone argues with him. It now took on an almost purple tone. “Ask anyone if they want disease-shattering rodents rampaging around the neighborhood, destroying fertile land, and digging holes that cripple horses and livestock. Not to mention the risk to people. I tried to kill one of these bastards with a stick two years ago when I was inspecting a property in Texas, and the shitbag jumped up and bit me in the hand. I was lucky I didn’t get infected.

      “Now, look and learn.” He held up two papers and looked triumphantly at Monica. “Here are two separate reports from Doctor Petersen, the veterinarian, both from last year. You know what they show? They show one case where a horse tripped in a prairie dog burrow. The horse needed steroids and was out for three weeks. The man on the horse, who was herding cattle, was thrown off, giving him a broken shoulder blade. In the other case, a cow stepped into a burrow and broke her leg. Do you know what happens to horses and cattle whose legs are broken, Deskalos? It means they’re done and have to be euthanized. And that’s exactly what happened to this cow. The financial burden for the ranchers is significant.”

      It's typical of Trevor the Dump to focus on monetary aspects rather than animal welfare. Anyhow, let me make a case here. Yes, we prairie dogs indeed make burrows. It’s who we are; it’s in our DNA. However, far from all prairie dog towns are areas where conflicts with horses or cattle are likely to occur. And even if they are, the prairie dog towns—the majority, anyhow—were there first. Crossroads does not constitute a threat to ranchers, seeing as it is situated on a parcel of land unsuitable for farming or grazing: a dry and sparsely vegetated shrubland, and close to heavy road traffic.

      And yes, it’s true that prairie dogs, like many wild rodents, can be carriers of disease, the so-called Sylvatic Plague, for example, which is a flea-borne bacterial disease. However, I’ll have you know that Crossroads is a health-conscious community. We have established spas—burrows prepared with a system of pools filled with different grades of sand. We have forty-four communal spas and nearly one hundred smaller ones scattered around the town. On Monday mornings, everyone is mandated to clean themselves of fleas in our spas by rolling around in the sand pools. This routine has proven to be an effective measure in keeping fleas at bay. Of course, neither Trevor the Dump nor any other two-legger is aware of this.

      “This, Deskalos, is what they do, your cherished prairie dogs!” The Dump is waving the documents madly in the air.

      By the way, I believe that the Dump’s habit of addressing most people by their last name is a tactic he uses to elevate himself. The first-name basis is for his buddies only.

      “Okay, be that as it may, but I suggest we turn to the business at hand. I have some comments on the minutes from the last meeting. Then, we should get to the meat of the meeting, discussing funding proposals, not prairie dogs.” This was Monica.

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong, Deskalos. As you’ll find out, I already have a proposal ready for discussion, and that concerns Plot 89, which you should know is infested with the damned prairie dogs.”

      Hassan looked at me.

      “Plot 89, isn’t that⁠—”

      “Yes,” Plot 89 is Crossroads.”

      “Fuck!”

      “That about sums it up.”

      

      
        
        ———

      

      

      

      “This is inappropriate, Trevor!” said Monica. “The purpose of this meeting was to float ideas for how we should move forward in preparing proposals, not present or review fully developed proposals.”

      The dump concluded his thirty-minute slide presentation with a smug grin. He proposed developing Plot 89 for natural gas exploitation.

      “This is called being proactive, Deskalos. As I mentioned, the Energy Subcommittee and the mayor have vetted the Plot 89 proposal. Indications suggest that natural gas pockets are located at depths of five thousand meters or less. An Elkview natural gas operation with pipeline transportation to nearby counties would generate stable revenue for the city in the foreseeable future.”

      “Trevor, if I’m not mistaken, the city council operates in accordance with democratic principles. I don’t question the merits of your proposal as such. What I want—and I assume we all want—is a thorough discussion and assessment of possible scenarios, followed by a vote to determine which of the proposed projects should receive funding.

      “That being said, my view of a natural-gas site on Plot 89 is that it would be an eyesore for anyone entering Elkview. —And, Trevor, your proposal also constitutes a conflict of interest, and you know it.”

      I’m sure this was on everyone else's mind as well, but only Monica had the guts to mention it. From my visits to the library and overhearing discussions here and there, I know that Trevor the Dump is heavily invested in the fossil fuel market; for example, he sits on the board for ColoFuel. And he has a brother who runs a global enterprise that identifies sedimentary basins with potential fossil fuel deposits.

      “My concern is for the best of Elkview. This is a win-win situation if you ask me; invest the state money to spawn a long-running income stream for the city and get rid of the damned prairie dogs on Plot 89.”

      “But,” he continued, trying hard to look benevolent—a miscarried attempt, if I ever saw one, “this is what we’ll do: until next meeting in two weeks, on the … twenty-seventh, our to-do task is to develop proposals for review. To make this as objective as possible, we’ll extend the council also to include our alternates, as well as the mayor.”

      “Objective, my ass!” I whispered to Hassan. The Mayor, Liselotte Bestos, is eating from the Dump’s hand.

      There were some additional bullets up for discussion, but none that interested us.

      

      
        
        ———

      

      

      

      I need someone to talk to—someone who can help us, I found myself thinking again and again throughout the week, while at the same time, even as I tried to convince myself that the two-leggers might vote against the Plot 89 project and decide on another way to spend their money.
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      “I can be of assistance,” declares the alien. Well, I didn’t know right there and then that it was an alien, but I would find out soon enough.

      “Uh?” Taken aback, Frank and I look around. I have just told him about the sign by the road, so we’re already a little on edge. There, on a mound, sits a … prairie dog? It looks like a prairie dog, but then again, not really. She’s slightly bulkier, especially her head is larger. Her coat is more dark brown than tan, and her tail lacks the telltale black spots of our species. She smells differently; I pick up a flowery scent unfamiliar to me. Anyhow, from a cursory look, she could easily be mistaken for a prairie dog. She sits with her hind legs crossed. Which, if you consider the framework of prairie dogs, is quite the feat. I say “she”—the gender is tricky here— but from the voice, I conclude it’s a she. There’s a blue tote next to her.

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      “I’m what you would call an extraterrestrial, an alien.”

      Overall, we prairie dogs tend not to dwell too much on the celestial side of things; we focus on things here on Earth—or under the earth, as it happens. That doesn’t mean we’re not curious; in fact, we’re an inquisitive and investigative species, but we don’t sweat about things we don’t understand. So when we hear that our visitor is an alien, we take that at face value. Or, I should say, I take it at face value. Frank, as you may have concluded by now, is a worrywart, one of the few in the colony who gets stressed about things he can’t comprehend. Since he doesn't go to the library nearly as often as I do, he has many things to worry about.

      “What do you mean?” Frank inquires, getting agitated. “Alien?”

      The thing with Frank, also, is his fragile heart. I don’t want him to get too stressed.

      “It’s okay, Frank,” I say, putting a front paw around him. “Just accept it, all right?”

      “Alright,” Frank responds tensely, surveying the surroundings. “Then, where’s your transport?”

      “Nearby, but you can’t see it. It’s hidden by a refraction lattice. —Don’t ask. I’ll explain another time.”

      I look up towards the sky—a clear blue mid-May sky, by the way. “So, what planet are you fr⁠—

      “Gentlemen, I’ll be happy to chit-chat, but I feel kind of exposed here on the mound, where everyone and his grandmother can see me. What do you say we find an empty burrow and continue our discussion?”

      “Sure. Frank, can you check if van Gogh is empty?” We’ve named our burrows after famous two-legger scientists and artists—my idea. “I’ll get some grass, forbs, and root veggies to munch on.”

      
        
        ———

      

      

      “I come from a planet called Valmor in one of your neighboring galaxies, Andromeda,” the alien says. “It’s a little over two and a half million light-years away, as the crows fly,” she continues. “Not that they would, of course.”

      I’ve been to the library, so I’m somewhat familiar with space terminology. Frank, less so, and the concepts of galaxies and light-years don’t sit well with him. He gets nervous and starts to quiver. I pull him toward me and embrace him in a tight hug. As I do, I can feel his heart palpitating at a dangerously high rate. He’s prone to tachycardia on a regular basis, and being confronted by an alien is about as far from ordinary as you can get in prairie dog circles.

      “It’s cool, Frank. All this means is that she comes from a place similar to ours but far, far away in space, all right?”

      Personally, I would want to continue talking to the alien about her planet, but out of concern for Frank, I opt to let it go.

      “How come you know our language?” I ask instead.

      “Well, there’s an app for that. And, besides, we, the intergalactic community at large, have been surveilling your planet for a long time. —And, no, before you ask, I’m not prepared to discuss this right now. Let’s attend to the matter at hand; I’m here to help you.”

      It occurs to me that while we are sitting here, conversing with the alien, we don’t know her name.

      “By the way, what should we call you?”

      “You can call me Gunilla.”

      “OK, Gunilla, nice to meet you. I’m Rupert, and this is my friend, Frank. And you say you’re here to help us? How do you even know we need help?”

      “You told us—repeatedly.”

      Frank and I look at each other.

      “We’ve never met you before, so how can we have told you?” Frank says, blinking rapidly, and starts jumping.”

      “Well, not me personally, but the Inter-Galactic Assembly, or IGA, got your message—or messages, rather,” Gunilla says, looking at me.

      “The inter … what now?”

      “The Inter-Galactic Assembly. The legislative body that governs the universe.

      “Must be difficult to exercise authority over such a vast space,” I suggest. —Not to mention that it’s expanding, I think to myself, looking at Frank. I’ve been to the library, so I know stuff like this.

      “That’s only a problem if you erroneously think of it as a flat and growing expanse,” Gunilla explains. Just consider it a defined but dynamic eight-dimensional system embedded with a transportation network of passageways or tunnels in all directions.”

      Even for me, a frequent visitor to the library, the level of abstraction is becoming challenging. Frank suddenly stops his jump-yips and gets white in the face—a rarity for a prairie dog. I defused a potential situation less than five minutes ago, and Frank is still on the mend. Now, if he tries to wrap his head around a cosmos in eight dimensions with zigzagging tunnels, I'm concerned that he might have a full-blown heart attack.

      I put both my front legs around him and give him another hug. “Frank, just take a deep breath, okay? Forget this eight-dimensional business; I don’t get it either. But for these tunnels, pretend we’re going to the Elkview City Hall aboveground; we would have to climb the big hill, go around the A&W, and then across the dog park—or bypass the hill and go all around Elkview from the backside. That would take us several hours, right? But if we use our subway system, we’ll be there in no time. Same thing with space travel.”

      I’m simplifying things, of course, for Frank's benefit, but it seems to have a calming effect on him. I wish I could find some way to help him with his heart issues.

      We’re quiet for a while, chewing forbs. When we continue the discussion, I gauge Frank’s reactions.

      “Eight dimensions, huh? So, three or four are not enough for you?”

      “No sane individual would rely on navigation in less than eight dimensions to travel through space.”

      I would like to pursue this topic further, but seeing as Frank is getting cross-eyed, I decide to drop it.

      “So,” I say instead, “the Inter-Galactic Assembly; you said they heard me asking for help?”

      “The surveillance staff picked up your plea for help and conveyed it to the IGA.”

      “Surveillance staff?” I ask casually, keeping an eye on Frank.

      “Yes, they continuously monitor brainwave information from planets, screen it, and transmit it to the IGA, which considers it and prepares an appropriate action plan.”

      “Here, have some more grass,” I tell Frank.

      “So, the IGA deployed you as a response to my outcries?”

      “Valmor has creatures like me—you can call us mungos—that can inconspicuously integrate with you, prairie dogs. Valmor is similar to Earth in many ways, which facilitates my visit. The atmosphere and gravity are almost identical to those on Earth. So, yes, we were an obvious choice for the IGA.”

      I look at her. “Are you guys in control of your planet, like the two-leggers here on Earth?”

      “You mean alpha species? No, we’re not the alpha species, but mungos—or prairie dogs, if you want—occupy an exceptional and esteemed niche on Valmor.”

      “Very different from here,” says Frank.

      "In this journey, we call life,” he adds, cutting off Gunilla, who was about to continue.

      Frank, as we voyage through our reading sessions in the library on Tuesday nights, has developed the habit of selectively retaining phrases or excerpts that he finds catchy and sharing them arbitrarily. It’s hit or miss whether they land in a proper context. But I’m proud of him. He’s interested and eager to learn, and his reading skills have improved considerably over the last few months.

      “That’s right, Frank. Life is a journey. —Sorry, Gunilla, please go on.”

      “Well, let me first say that the IGA considers you prairie dogs highly intelligent. That’s another reason I’m here, but more about that later.”

      I stretch. Of course, I know we’re intelligent, but it’s always good to get it confirmed. And from the Inter-Galactic Assembly, no less!

      “As for us mungos,” Gunilla continues, “we operate a unique position on Valmor: manufacturing and distribution of vital food products, medical components, and⁠—”

      Gunilla stops talking and looks at Frank, who appears fatigued and is getting restless. I take his cue. Meeting an alien and trying to digest Cosmology 101 is getting too much for Frank.

      “This is very interesting,” I say. “And we’re grateful for you being here. But it’s getting late, and Frank and I need to go to our home burrows. Can we please continue tomorrow? Is it okay if you stay here for the night? We have reserved⁠—

      “No need. I’m heading home right away. My partner in life and I are on the local committee for Valmor’s annual dance festival, and we’re also competing in our city’s couples’ dance championship. I need to prepare him for the administrative side of things and, more importantly, show him his moves so he can practice while I’m gone. He’s not nearly as coordinated as I am—a little clumsy, actually—but together we can pull off one hell of a freestyle performance. This trip was just reconnaissance to get a lay of the land, so to speak. I’ll return in a few weeks. In the meantime, I suggest you keep my involvement secret.”

      “We should at least inform everyone about what’s going on.”

      “Yes, that’s fine. Okay, I’m off. I need to focus on the dance festival.”

      Said Gunilla, then departed.

      
        
        ———

      

      

      “Yahoo, Yahoo!” My little ones come running toward me with joyful cheers as I return to my burrow. Cassandra, Henrietta, and Mona-Lisa greet me with hugs and kisses. Our typical evening ritual begins in the living room, where we review the day's events. For my part, I simply say that Frank and I have been discussing the threat of the potential natural gas exploration.

      I fall asleep in the bedroom, nestled between Cassandra and Mona-Lisa, with Henrietta on top. I prefer to have Henrietta on top; it’s my favorite position. —Okay, I know what some of you might be thinking, and frankly, it’s embarrassing. We prairie dogs mate only once a year, in winter, and only for an hour. It’s now peak spring. I like Henrietta on top when I sleep because she’s light and fluffy, and she has unusual fur for a prairie dog, which serves as a cooling blanket. Our sleeping quarters keep a pleasant, warm temperature, and Henrietta’s fluffiness is a perfect cover.

      As usual, I have lots of dreams. And, as usual, I can’t remember them. In one snippet that stays in my foggy brain after waking up, I’m on a spacecraft zipping through our subway system.
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      “They’re talking about developing Crossroads, or Plot 89 as the two-leggers call it,” I told the attendees at one meeting in a conference burrow the morning after Hassan and I heard about the project. I described what we learned at the city council meeting.

      “If that project materializes, they will drive out with trucks and send sound waves throughout town to explore natural gas deposits. That will shatter our burrows and subway system. And, as if that’s not bad enough, later, if they confirm that there’s gas underneath our feet, they will get rid of us before extracting it.” I knew this because the night after the council meeting, I went to the library to study the process of extracting natural gas.

      There was an eerie silence in the group. They all looked at me. I should add here that I’ve become our colony’s natural leader—the town’s mayor, if you want. Not through an election or anything like that, but just by an organic process. Not sure how or why. But I am knowledgeable and sophisticated, as you should know by now, so that could be it. And I have a charming personality; I’m personable, easy-going, and trustworthy. I also carry myself well; I’m gracious, well-mannered, and have good posture. And⁠—

      But I digress. Sorry.

      At any rate, for whatever reason, I’m Crossroads’ natural leader. That comes with many responsibilities, and I’ve appointed a committee, the Crossroads Steering Committee (CSC), with pals such as Frank, Socrates, Alan, Hassan, Marie-Louise, and Merriweather to assist with planning and decision-making. It was through the CSC that we decided to construct sand spas and enforce mandatory weekly sand baths.

      “When?” and “What will happen to us?” were questions thrown at me in the meeting.

      “Not sure when. I nurture a faint hope that more alternative prospects might pop up, and they forget about Plot 89. But, of course, that’s just wishful thinking. As for what will happen to us, that’s anyone’s guess. I’ve got a pretty good hunch, though, and it won’t be pretty. “

      I looked out over the crowd. “Make sure you spread this information to all coteries. And let me know of any ideas you might have about how we should proceed. We need to find a way out of this predicament!”

      Outwardly, I’m sure I came across as confident and in control. That’s important, not least for Frank’s sake. But inside me, there’s frustration. I felt helpless. I’m the one other prairie dogs confide in and seek advice from. I have no one to go to. There’s the CSC, of course, but I’m also expected to have the final say there. It’s lonely at the top. I guess that’s the price you pay to be a leader. “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.” That’s Henry IV. —Act III, if my memory serves. I’ve been to the library, so I know a thing or two about Shakespeare.

      

      
        
        ———

      

      

      

      “I have an idea,” I told Frank and the rest of the CSC gang. I had called the committee for an emergency meeting. I’d decided to be proactive, rather than waiting for Gunilla to arrive. We didn’t know when or if she could help us. Also, I hadn’t yet made up my mind about what to think about this alien; she seemed more interested in her dancing routine than in helping us prairie dogs. At any rate, I had come up with a possible way to quash the natural gas project, and I wanted to test it.

      “As I understand, one way to stop the Plot 89 Project is for the city council to approve another proposal. This got me thinking. I recall a discussion in the library last year about the potential for reviving an old plan to start an Elkview Symphony Orchestra, the Elkview Symphonics. A group of two-leggers, with Amanda Raleigh from the bakery and Monica Deskalos at the front, discussed setting up a fundraising committee and requesting funds from the city to acquire and repurpose the old train depot and turn it into a concert hall. They had an excellent slide presentation ready and were all gung-ho about socializing the concept with the city council.

      “But the idea never got legs. It was killed in its infancy by people who argued that it would be too difficult to compete with the Colorado Symphony in Denver and the Fort Collins Symphony Orchestra. Then, at the Fourth of July parade and music festivities a year later, I heard people in sporadic conversations mentioning that, with all the musical talent in Elkview, the idea of a symphony orchestra might not be so bad after all.

      “A few months ago, when I was rummaging through computer files at the library looking for material on Roman history and classical mythology, I happened to come across the Elkview Symphonic presentation. If I can find it again, I can display it on Monica’s computer.”

      I paused to let this sink in, and also because I was tired of talking.

      “So, what about it? Frank asks.

      “If she sees it, it might jog her memory and get her thinking about the Elkview Symphonics as an alternative proposal to the fucking Plot 89 Project, is what I’m driving at.” I love Frank like a brother, but he can be dense at times.

      “Oh, yeah, great idea!

      And so it happened that the very same evening found me in the library, in Monica’s office, browsing through computer files in search of the Elkview Symphonics slideshow. I entered through an imperfectly sealed floor vent hidden beneath the computer desk and tucked away in the corner. I finally found the presentation and left it on her screen. When Monica wakes up the computer the next day, she should see the presentation pop up. She would, of course, wonder how it got there in the first place, but hopefully this question would take a back seat to realizing what an opportunity it offered.

      
        
        ———

      

      

      

      “Thank you both! I think we have two worthy proposals.” That’s the Mayor, Liselotte Bestos. She looked over the city council, now fifteen souls strong.

      I admit I’m quite proud of my plan with the Elkview Symphonics. Monica did indeed take the bait—or fell into the trap, if you want—and delivered a smash presentation with bravado. She emphasized that Elkview Symphony would be a not-for-profit organization, just like many symphony orchestras, and that the gain for the city was not meant to be financial but to create a musical experience and infuse more culture into the neighborhood.

      Trevor the Dump, who followed Monica, delivered his usual spiel with grandeur and showmanship. The Plot 89 Project—the Elkview Reliable Energy Incorporated, or Elkview RelEnergy, Inc., project—had an estimated annual net revenue of five percent, which would flood the city with a steady income stream.

      Frank, Hassan, and I were at our usual overlook. During the ensuing discussion, I sensed that most two-leggers down there backed Monica’s proposal. Certainly, many of the alternates, who were less influenced by Trevor the Dump, seemed to favor the idea of the Elkview Symphonics. However, when it came to voting, the Elkview RelEnergy, Inc. proposal sailed through as the winner, with nine votes in favor and five against. The mayor, who expressed unconcealed support for the gas project, didn’t vote.

      

      
        
        ———

      

      

      

      “So, this is it, then?” Frank panted heavily and stamped his hind paws.

      I’d called another emergency meeting with the Steering Committee. We’d been chewing forbs for some time, contemplating the dire consequences of the natural gas project.

      “Let’s think this through,” I said. Not that I thought it would do any good. I just didn’t want to sound defeated in front of Frank. “Let’s make a list of anything that could prevent this project from happening.”

      “Remove Trevor the Dump from the equation,” said Alan, a prairie dog with an affection for radical ideas.

      “Well, as appealing as that sounds, I don’t think it would help us; the council has blessed the project. Anyhow, we Crossroads prairie dogs are known for our moral compass, so whatever we do has to be done with finesse.”

      “Digging a wide, deep hole by his front door might …” muttered Alan, averting our looks.

      “Alan, we’re not going to do any such thing. For one, the approach greatly lacks in the way of finesse. Also, the project would go on with or without the Dump being there to cheer it on.”

      “Well, he can go and fuck himself,” was Alan’s eloquent response.

      “That doesn’t help us either.”

      I should add here that Alan had a dramatic experience in his youth that left him with a somewhat cynical, sour outlook on life.

      Anyhow, Alan’s foul-mouthed comment stirred a string in my brain.

      “I have another

    

  
OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Preface
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Thierty-one
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/fulllogo_transparent.png
CHRISTER JANSSON

Life ic good





