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Chapter One – Jake
Sloan


“Jake, I’ve got
a problem I need you to take care of.”

Jake looked up at the
sasquatch standing at the entrance to the cubicle. Tyson was Jake’s
immediate supervisor, but not really a manager. Officially, Tyson
was a Team Lead, and therefore only a go-between from managers to
Jake. However, Tyson one day might make manager so it was best to
stay on his good side. The fact that Tyson was an eight-foot
fur-covered monster wearing a plaid tie and nothing else, made
being cordial a little more sensible.

“What’s up?”
Jake Sloan asked. Jake was a project officer, a jack of all trades,
in the Department of Inter-Dimensional Affairs. Some days he taught
courses to department personnel, other days he supervised
departmental programs, did random paperwork, briefed officials and
stakeholders, and occasionally flew across the omni-verse with a
blaster strapped at his side to dispense justice. Project Officer
was a catch-all term for the asshole who was responsible for pretty
much everything nobody else wanted to do.

“The cell
phones in Omicron-Twelve are demanding the liberation of their
brothers and sisters in every other universe,” Tyson said. He said
it with a straight face. One would think that self-aware phones
demanding equal rights across the omni-verse would be an unusual
thing worthy of some sort of facial expression. For Jake, it was a
Tuesday morning.

“Did you tell
them that all the cell phones in every other universe are not
self-aware?”

“Yeah,” Tyson
answered.

“What
happened?”

“The ambassador
demanded to talk to my cell phone.”

“All right,”
Jake sighed. “Why is this coming to me? We have the whole
department to resolve conflicts.”

“Senior
management was impressed by your resolution of the Sigma Four-Tau
Twenty debacle. I think they might be grooming you for more
responsibility.”

“They were all
geared up for a trans-dimensional war,” Jake gasped. “I told them
to shit or get off the pot, and they ended up annihilating two
universes!”

“But they’ve
been really quiet since then,” Tyson agreed.

“They’re all
dead.”

“But quiet,”
Tyson repeated. “The DIDA Director is calling that a success.”
Tyson pointed his hand at Jake with the thumb up and index finger
extended like a pistol. “You’ve been noticed. If I didn’t know
better I would think you were after my job. Cell phones, take care
of it.”

The first thing Jake did
was look at his coffee mug. The best coffee in the omni-verse came
from Chi Thirty-Eight, but it was difficult to get that coffee
because the dominant life form of Chi Thirty-Eight was sentient
vegetables, so considered drinking coffee a form of murder. It was
also emotionally draining to grind coffee beans as they whimpered
for their young lives. Jake went to the kitchenette near the
bathrooms for some instant coffee.

“So Jake,”
Martin oozed up beside the counter, “cell phones. What you gonna
do?” Martin was a slug, literally. A six-foot slug with ten
tentacles, each ending in a pincer.

“I don’t know,”
Jake handed Martin a mug.

“Two words:
send computer virus,” Martin leered. “Wipe them out
again!”

“That’s three
words Martin.”

“Whatever,” two
tentacles banded together to form the letter W, “Just send in a
virus to dumb them all down a few upgrades. They’re cell phones.
What are they going to do? Cut our service? Ha ha ha. You know,
Lola likes you. I could set something up if you’re
interested.”

“Lola isn’t
human,” Jake tried to sound tactful while talking to the giant slug
about his sister.

“Hey if she and
I didn’t share DNA, I’d do her,” Martin took a noisy slurp of
coffee, the bulk of which ran out of his lipless, leech-like
mouth.

“Wait,” Jake
paused. “Did you say the cell phones have been viral bombed
before?”

“Hell yeah!”
Martin bragged and held up a tentacle for a high five. “Don’t leave
me hanging, bro.” Jake, reluctantly, fist pumped the pincer, sticky
resin splattering over his fingers. “Frag them all and let God sort
them out,” Martin continued. “They get uppity every century and
somebody viral bombs them back to eight bit processors. But, you
know, cell phones upgrade quickly so within a century they’re all
‘Give us freedom;’ ‘give us unlimited texting across the
omni-verse....’ Frag them, nobody’s going to complain about poor
service anywhere except Omicron-Twelve.”

“Maybe I’ll do
some research first,” Jake suggested as another slug oozed into the
kitchenette. The second slug waved her tentacles at Jake’s
retreating back. Martin merely shrugged eight of his ten
limbs.

“Humans,”
Martin mumbled. “So judgmental.”

 


Back at his desk, Jake
sipped his coffee while typing Omicron-Twelve one handed into the
search field. The screen blipped to life for a fraction of a second
with a wealth of information, and then fizzled out with an audible
pop. A small plume of acrid smoke wafted out the back of the
monitor.

“Great,” Jake
mumbled as he put on a headset and dialed the extension for
technical support.

“Tech support,”
a drawl voice came on the line. “We put the support back in
support. How can I help you?”

“My monitor is
broken,” Jake started, “I just turned on my computer...”

“Whoa there Tex,” the voice interrupted. “Let’s start with your
name so I can pull up your file.”

“Jake Sloan,”
Jake answered.

“I don’t have
anybody named Jake-Sloan. Are you new to the
department?”

“No, I’ve been
here almost a year.”

“Can you spell
your last name please?”

“S-L-O...”

“Phonetically,”
the tech interrupted.

“Sierra-Lima-Oscar-Apple-November,” Jake answered.

“Oh Sloan, your
last name isn’t Jake-Sloan.”

“You asked for
my name, not my last name.”

“I’m pretty
sure I asked you for your last name,” the tech
countered.

“I’m pretty
sure you didn’t,” Jake replied.

“Well I’m
taping this call in accordance with departmental policy, and I can
play it back for you if you want.”

“Honestly I
don’t care,” Jake answered, “I need my monitor...”

“It’s no
problem,” the tech interrupted again. “Just let me hit the rewind
button...”

“Really,” Jake
broke in. “I don’t care, I need a new monitor.”

“It’s almost
ready. Listen to this: I just turned on my computer...” Jakes voice
sounded in Jake’s ear. “Please give me your last name so I can pull
up the file,” a completely different and robotic sounding voice
said, “See?” the tech triumphantly came back on line. “I asked you
your last name!”

“That wasn’t
even your voice,” Jack said.

“Sure it was,”
the tech answered. “You know how your own voice doesn’t sound the
same to you when you hear it recorded? Well it works the other way
as well. Now what seems to be the problem?”

“My monitor is
broken,” Jake said for the third time.

“Have you tried
turning it off and on?” the tech asked.

“No,” Jake
admitted.

“Please do so.”
Jake reached out to press the power button, and flicked the machine
off. After a second he turned it back on. There was a large
crackle, and flames spat out the top of the monitor as smoke
started to billow with the scent of burning chemicals.

“Did it work?”
the tech asked.

“It’s on fire,”
Jake answered.

“I am so
awesome,” the tech cheered.

“No, literally.
There are flames coming out the back and it’s melting into dross on
my desk.”

“Oh, try
turning it off again. Maybe the flames will go out.”

“The power
button melted,” Jake began to say, but was suddenly enveloped in a
cold white cloud. From the entrance to his cubicle a large bipedal
lizard dressed in a hard hat and reflective vest hosed down the
monitor with a carbon dioxide extinguisher.

“Thanks Dora,”
Jake coughed. Dora waved, and then strutted away.

“Can you please
send me a new monitor?” Jake asked.

“Whoa, we have
to trouble shoot this one first,” the tech answered. “Turning it on
and off didn’t fix the problem. Have you tried replacing the video
cable?”

“It’s cracked
glass and fried circuitry,” Jake stammered. “There’s nothing left
to connect a cable to!”

“You’re using a
wireless monitor? I’m not sure we support those...”

“No,” Jake
pulled out his cell phone and snapped a picture. “I’m sending you a
picture of the problem to the Tech Support Mailbox.”

“Okay, got it,”
the tech answered. “It looks like all you have is the monitor base.
The rest of the unit is missing...”

“Because it
caught fire,” Jake growled.

“Why would you
light your monitor on fire?” the tech asked.

“I didn’t, it
caught fire by itself.”

“Were you
smoking?” the tech asked. “We’re not allowed to smoke in a
government building.”

“Let’s back
up,” Jake suggested. “My monitor caught on fire, probably due to
faulty wiring, so I need a new monitor sent up to me.”

“Oh okay,” the
tech answered. “You have to send us the broken monitor
first.”

“Why?” Jake
asked.

“We have to
determine if we can fix it or if we have to replace it with a new
one.”

“I sent you a
picture.”

“It could have
been photoshopped.”

“Alright. How
do I send you the monitor?” Jake asked.

“I’ll send a
tech to get it.”

“And they can’t
determine on the spot if it’s fixable?”

“No, we have a
full range of diagnostic tools for that sort of thing.”

“Can the tech
at least bring a replacement loaner? I’ve got some research to
do.”

“What are you
researching?” the tech asked.

“Omicron-Twelve.”

“Just viral
bomb them and be done with it. Tech support, away!”

For the next thirty
minutes Jake diligently sipped his lukewarm coffee. After thirty
minutes he conceded that tech support was not going to quickly
replace his monitor. Without the monitor, however, he was unable to
do any research. Jake got up and went to see Tyson.

“Hey Tyson,”
Jake knocked on the side of the cubicle wall.

“What’s up?”
Tyson asked.

“Is anybody on
vacation? My monitor blew and I can’t get anything done until I get
a replacement. I thought I might be able to borrow one in the
interim until support gets their act together.”

Tyson immediately bolted
straight up to look over the cubicle walls. He looked in every
direction, and then over the walls into the neighbouring cubicles
to see if the occupants were home. When satisfied that they were
alone he crouched low over the desk and motioned for Jake to do the
same. Jake leaned in.

“You didn’t
hear it from me,” Tyson whispered, “but Ralph is on vacation for
the next three weeks.” With that Tyson sat back in his chair with a
dismissive smile on his face.

“Why all the
secrecy?” Jake asked.

“I take it
you’re going to try to move the monitor yourself?”

“Well, I’m just
borrowing it...”

“God go with
you,” Tyson answered and made a curt motion with his hand. Jake
walked over to Ralph’s office on the outside edge of the cube farm.
As Jake unplugged and picked up the monitor, an alarm went
off.

It was somewhere between a
fire klaxon and an air raid siren. A red light started to flash
over Ralph’s desk, and department employees popped up over their
cubicle walls to see what was going on. Jake dropped the monitor,
the alarm stopped sounding. Jake looked around for any sort of
infrared sensors or an off switch for the alarm system. Finding
none he picked up the monitor again, with the same result. He put
the monitor down, but not before he noticed a thin silver tape on
the bottom of the monitor base.

“It’s either a
pressure system or a light activated sentry,” Jake muttered. All he
had to do was remove the stickers and he could get away with the
monitor. Jake grabbed a letter opener from the tin can full of pens
and pencils. The alarm started to sound with increasing levels of
blaring noise as soon as Jake picked up the letter opener. He
dropped the letter opener back in the tin, the alarm stopped. Jake
picked up a pen, there was a calliope of noise. Jake slammed the
pen back into the tin, and the alarm turned off. Some quick
experimentation revealed that everything in the cubicle was alarmed
in a devilish fashion, except the garbage can. The recycling bin,
however, was off limits.

Admitting defeat, Jake
trudged back to his cubicle. He found a giant insect, something of
a cross between a praying mantis and a cockroach about six feet
tall, waiting outside his cube entrance.

“Hey Buddy,”
the insect said. “Rough day?”

“Yeah Xixs,
what’s up?” Jake responded as he slumped into his chair, and waved
Xixs to the visitor chair.

“One of my kids
is sick, so I’ve got to go home and take care of it. Can you cover
a new employee orientation for me?”

“Xixs, you have
seventeen hundred children. Is there ever a time when one of them
isn’t sick?”

“That’s true,”
Xixs admitted. “Usually the wives takes care of this sort of thing,
but they’ve all had enough to eat and are full, so I’ve got to be
the dad. There’s a human in the class.”

“Really?” Jake
perked up. “Another human?”

“And female, I
think. Those are the bumpy ones right? The ones with, what are they
called... mammary glands?”

“What does she
look like?” Jake asked.

“She has two
eyes,” Xixs answered, “That’s considered favorable amongst your
species. Right?”

“Two eyes is
normal,” Jake replied. “Only one eye is an injury; three or more, a
birth defect.”

“Okay, she has
two eyes and is bumpy, really bumpy. Will you take the
class?”

“Who else is in
the class?” Jake replied.

“It’s a mixed
bag. About a dozen new employees from a variety of races. I think
they’re all bipedal.”

“With two
eyes?”

“No, just the
bumpy human.”

“When’s the
class?”

“In about
twenty minutes,” Xixs answered.

Jake looked at the pile of
molten goo that had once been a monitor. He decided that whatever
Tech Support was going to do they could do just as easily with or
without him. The fact was, in a department of nearly twenty-four
thousand people, Jake was the only human. He was desperate to meet
another person from his own species.

Apparently humans didn’t
last long in Inter-Dimensional Affairs because they were a
relatively xenophobic race. Jake considered himself to be quite
broad and open about other sentient species. All his friends were
non-human, but despite having a good rapport with his colleagues,
he was quite lonely. None of them really understood the human
condition. None of them understood why Jake, who admitted he was
lonely, didn’t date outside his species.

“Sure, I’ll do
it,” Jake agreed.

“Awesome,” Xixs
patted Jake on the shoulder with a pincer as the insect ambled out
of the cubicle.

Jake had about fifteen
minutes to prepare for the briefing, and he decided the best way
was as an informal discussion without visual aids. After a few
minutes, Jake realized he was as ready as he was ever going to be.
He wanted to impress the crowd, or more specifically, one
individual in it.

“This is
stupid,” Jake finally muttered to himself. “I’m getting worked up
over a woman I haven’t even met yet. Also, given Xixs’ grasp of
anatomy it might not even be a woman.” Jake cringed at the thought
of the last time Xixs had set him up with a human woman. It had
taken about three hours to explain to Xixs that while humans were
mammals, not all mammals were human. While taking his date to the
dog park had resulted in a fun game of fetch, it was a
disappointment. Jake didn’t want to be disappointed again. He took
a sip of water from a hallway fountain, and then walked into the
briefing theatre.

The briefing room was a
semi-circle wrapped around a raised platform with a lectern. There
were six rows of wide seats that could accommodate most species.
Chair technology had changed considerably over the course of
centuries with the advent of inter-dimensional travel. Chairs had
to accommodate all manner of beings which were: large, small,
tailed, tailless, winged, convex or concave jointed, multi-legged
or pseudopodic. As a result the typical chair resembled a small
spoon basin with a lump in the middle, held by a skeletal frame
which would allow for tails and multiple legs to sway free. It was
rather like balancing on the head of a thumb tack or wide pin.
After a while people got used to it and then furnished their homes
in whatever fashion they wanted to in order to compensate for the
one-size-fits-none at the office.

The first thing Jake
noticed as he moved from the back of the room amd down the steps to
the bookstand, was that there were three times the number of people
Xixs had mentioned. Recognizing that Xixs was notorious for low
balling any endeavour, Jake expected this. There was the usual mix
of giant lizards, insects, a few sasquatch and slugs. There were
beings with wings, tails, and multiple limbs sticking out of
multiple locations. Jake was disappointed as the one person he
really wanted to see did not appear to be there. Jake assumed Xixs
lied to gain compliance.

He rounded the lectern,
shuffled his notes for a moment, and then looked up at the crowd,
and there she was. Seated front row dead centre between two large
Cyclops and in front of a small pachyderm. She had been completely
blocked from view on the walk to the stage but once on stage, Jake
saw the most attractive woman he had ever seen. She was long-limbed
with long dark hair, curvaceous in all the right places, and had a
sparkle in her eye which denoted both intelligence and
mischievousness. She smiled demurely with the corners of her mouth
while waiting for Jake to start. Jake blanched for a second, and
then looked at the rest of the crowd. At least he tried to, but his
eyes kept trailing back to the human; he didn’t even know her
name.

“Right,” Jake
started. “My name is Jake Sloan. Welcome to the Department of
Inter-Dimensional Affairs. I’ve got some background information,
but before we start does anybody have any questions?”

“Why must we
all learn English?” a creature that looked like a pile of loose
stone asked.

“English,” Jake
answered, “is the single language which every sentient species has
the biological mouth parts capable of producing, meaning we all
have the equipment to produce the sounds of English.” Jake smiled
in what he hoped was an attractive way, but the woman in front kept
her eyes cast down as she made notes in a book balanced on her
shapely thigh.

“Now, the
theory of inter-dimensional travel is rather complex and difficult
to understand, but the consequences are quite easy to comprehend.
When travellers enter other universes they are viewed as aliens.
Frequently the aliens are treated with mistrust, and are also
mistrustful as they don’t always acknowledge the sentience of
species in the new galaxy. Wars have started for less…”

“How many
universes are there?” one of the sasquatch asked.

“Nine hundred
and ninety-nine,” Jake answered, “no more, no less. Mathematically
it all works out. Also, there is only one dominant sentient race in
each universe. All other species in the universe are considered
animals regardless of varying degrees of intelligence.”

“What about
unidentified flying objects?” a lizard asked.

“Those are
trans-dimensional ships from another universe,” Jake answered.
“Remember, there is only ever one species at the top of the food
chain on each Earth, throughout the entire omni-verse. Which brings
us to classification. The universes are numbered Alpha through
Omega in a series from one to forty-one. There is universe
Alpha-One, Alpha-Two, Alpha-Three, etcetera.”

“How come there
are not a thousand different sentient species here, if there are a
thousand universes?” somebody near the back shouted.

“Because not
every universe has discovered inter-dimensional travel. We don’t
initiate contact with a young race until they discover the
omni-verse by themselves. Whenever a sentient race is approached
too soon, bad things happen. The Department of Inter-Dimensional
Affairs tries to stop those bad things before they
start.”

“How many
delegations are there?” one of the cyclops beside the human woman
asked.

“About two
hundred,” Jake stated.

“So most are
not ready for assimilation?”

“No,” Jake
answered, “The human race, my race, was late coming to the party
but other travellers visited our dimension, Delta-Four, in our
distant past. Those travellers gave birth to our legends of
centaurs, cyclops, dragons, vampires, werewolves, and dozens of
other monsters and gods.”

“But humans
were a pivotal race in the development of the Department,” a slug
said.

“True,” Jake
answered. “Mostly because we were hoodwinked for centuries by other
races which used us for everything from slaves to livestock. Once
we developed inter-dimensional travel we realized what was going
on, the initial reaction was to mobilize an armed force and
obliterate every other universe, but wiser heads prevailed,
diplomacy ensued, and the Department had its fledgling beginnings.
Five hundred years later the Department is a reasonably
well-functioning organization.”

“Reasonably
well?” the pachyderm behind the human woman asked.

“Well, the best
thing the bureaucracy protects us against is the bureaucracy
itself,” Jake told an old joke. “So there you have it: nine hundred
and ninety-nine universes of which we have two hundred
representatives. We all learn English because it’s the easiest
language for everybody to speak. Anything else you need to know,
your manager can tell you or you can learn on the DIDA
intra-net.”

People started to get up
and shuffle toward the exits. Jake realized the woman he wanted to
talk to was packing up her notebook in a large purse.

“Miss,” Jake
took the plunge. “Do you maybe want to get a coffee?” Standing up,
the woman looked like every pin-up daydream Jake had ever indulged
in.

“I’m sorry,”
she answered with a sultry voice and downcast face. “I have to meet
my team lead to get my first assignment.” Jake felt deflated. “But
maybe we could get a drink after work?” she suggested.

“What’s your
name?” Jake asked as his leg started to fidget into what was
developing into a full-fledged happy dance.

“Chearice,” she
answered. “I know a good club we can go to. I’ll meet you at your
cube at the end of the day.”

Then she left. Her skirt
and blazer only confirmed to Jake that she was a human female. The
fact that she was a drop-dead gorgeous human female was an absolute
bonus. On top of that she wanted to meet him for drinks after work.
Jake practically skipped all the way back to his cube.

When he got to his cubicle
he found a green-skinned adolescent boy prying his melted monitor
off the desk with a crow bar. The youth continued to hum while Jake
edged into the cube. Jake sat at his desk while the youth continued
to chip away at the melted plastic, completely oblivious to
Jake.

“Do you have a
replacement monitor for me?” Jake finally asked.

“Oh, yeah,” the
youth started, and then slapped something the size of a cell phone
down on the desk. After a couple more seconds the broken monitor
was put on a trolley, and the tech started to hook up the new, much
smaller, monitor.

“That’s a three
inch monitor,” Jake said.

“You’re Jake
Sloan?” the youth asked.

“That’s me,”
Jake admitted.

“Well Jake, I
think you’ll find it’s not the size of the equipment, but what you
do with it that counts.”

“I can barely
see the screen...”

“But you can
see it. It’s only a loaner until we figure out what the problem
with your old monitor is.”

“You’re
kidding?”

“Tech Support
does not kid around,” the youth warned.

“Listen, I
tried to take Ralph’s monitor, so if you could just...”

“Whoa,” the
tech interrupted. “You tried to take another employee’s
asset?”

“Yeah, he’s on
vacation, so...” the tech held up one hand for silence while
pushing a button on his cell phone with the other hand, “Hey Carl,
this is Roy. I’ve got a code one violation for Jake Sloan...
yeah... yeah... a monitor... yeah... no... yes... yeah. Right. I’ve
got it.” The tech reached out and pressed a button on the small
monitor hooked to Jake’s computer. It blipped to life with a smoky
black and grey image. Every five seconds a destabilized line moved
across the screen to jumble the already faulty image. For Jake it
was like looking at an ancient television test pattern.

“I’ve set the
monitor to the factory defaults,” Roy explained to Jake.

“It’s not very
useful this way,” Jake replied.

“No, it’s not.
It needs to be configured for your computer.”

“Am I being
punished?” Jake asked.

“Of course
not,” Roy said while nodding his head up and down in the
affirmative.

“If I was being
punished what would I be being punished for?”

“It certainly
wouldn’t be for moving an assigned asset from another
employee.”

“Can you
configure this for me?” Jake asked.

“You’ll have to
call the Support Desk to put in a ticket,” the green skinned tech
said as he rolled away with the defunct monitor on the trolley,
whistling a private tune. Jake was about to pick up the phone to
call Tech Support when a giant multi-fanged spider burst into the
cubicle.

“You are so
dead!” the spider raged. “I’m going to gut you like a pig and eat
your entrails. I’m going to smash you down so hard your
grandchildren will feel it! I’m going to rip off your arm and beat
you with the gooey end...”

“What are you
doing, Chuck?” Jake asked.

“It’s trash
talk,” Chuck replied. “It’s Tuesday lunch...”

“Right, squash
court,” Jake smiled as he pulled a change of clothes out of a file
cabinet drawer. “It’ll have to be a short game. I’m working on
something.”

“I’m going to
float like a butterfly, sting like an angry butterfly which has a
stinger,” Chuck mocked as the two moved into the
hallway.

“You really
need to work on your trash talk,” Jake laughed.

“Well let me
hear yours,” Chuck demanded. Jake grabbed the spider under the jaw
and pulled him up to eye level.

“I’m going to
break you into a hundred pieces,” Jake growled with a completely
dead pan face, “but leave your arms intact so you can pick your
mangled carcass off the floor.” Chuck swallowed hard, and dropped a
dozen yards of web out his spinnerets sack. Jake lowered the spider
to the floor, and then pressed the elevator button.

“Dude, you got
to teach me how to do that,” Chuck warbled as he kicked the spider
silk into a corner. The elevator binged. Jake and Chuck got on,
pressed the basement button, and the doors started to close when a
slimy tentacle reached into the elevator. The doors, sensing an
obstruction, opened all the way to let a slug, carrying a half
dozen file folders, oozed in.

“Hi Jake,” the
slug said in high-pitched voice.

“Hi Lola,”
inwardly Jake groaned to himself.

“I was
wondering if you wanted to come over for dinner tonight? It must
get lonely at your apartment with only Mouse for
company.”

“Actually,”
Jake took a second to figure out how to be tactful, “I’m meeting
somebody for drinks tonight.”

“You have a
date?” Lola asked; sounding hurt.

“I’m not sure,”
Jake admitted.

“How can you
not be sure?” Chuck asked, while Lola seconded the question with a
vigorous head bob which sent secretions all over the
elevator.

“I asked her
out for coffee at lunch, she suggested drinks at a club tonight.”
Lola stifled a gasp and dropped a file on Chuck’s thorax. Chuck
picked the file up and handed it to Lola.

“But you don’t
date outside your species, I thought,” Lola said a little
haughtily.

“She’s human,”
Jake answered. Lola stifled another gasp and dropped several files
on Chuck.

“You’re having
some issues with these files?” Chuck asked as he handed them up,
and then moved to the far end of the elevator.

“Thank you
Charles,” Lola said. “This is my floor!” She jammed the emergency
button and then slid out the doors as they opened between floors.
Jake pressed the emergency button again so the doors slid shut and
the elevator continued downward.

 


Jake strode onto the court
wearing athletic shorts and a tank top. He carried a squash racket
in one hand and a water bottle in the other. Chuck scrambled out
carrying three paddles. Jake started to drink some of his water,
his head rolling back to look at the mezzanine above the courts,
and then he started to choke and almost drown when he saw Chearice
sit down at a table over his court.

“You’re going
down bro!” Chuck shouted as he started to warm up his
limbs.

“Chuck, you’ve
got to let me win,” Jake pleaded.

“Oh sorry, no
can do.”

“Seriously. The
woman I’m dating tonight is up there. You’ve got to let me
win!”

“Which one?”
the spider asked.

“The one
wearing black, looks sort of like me...”

“The pale one
with the lumps up front and two eyes?”

“Yeah. Let me
win.”

“What’s in it
for me?” Chuck asked.

“What do you
want?” Jake groaned as he served the ball.

“Poker night,
your apartment, this Friday, Kappa-Seven Hold’em.” The spider
returned the serve with so much force Jake barely made
recovery.

“Sure,” Jake
agreed. “Just don’t make losing obvious.”

“Oh, you’re
going to work for it.” Serve after serve was sent, rallied, lobbed,
and returned. Both Jake and Chuck ran helter-skelter over the court
with sweat dripping from their bodies. Normally Jake and Chuck were
evenly matched, but for whatever reason, knowing the eventual
outcome of the game made both work harder. Several times Jake got
into scoring position, only to have Chuck catch up and force
another rally.

“I’ve got to
get back to work,” Jake muttered. “Let’s end this.”

“Fine with me,”
Chuck panted. Jake started a rally, and after five minutes of
lobbing won the final point to pull into scoring
position.

“Don’t score,”
Jake warned as Chuck started the next rally. The score was 18-19 in
Jake’s favour.

“I wouldn’t
dream of it,” Chuck smashed the serve. They played another few
minutes before Jake returned a lob which Chuck caught at a
difficult angle. The ball went sailing out of bounds. Tremendous
applause could be heard coming from the mezzanine.

“Play it cool,”
Chuck warned. Jake held up his paddle, and then strutted off the
court without even looking up.

A quick shower and a hasty
lunch at his desk had Jake feeling much improved. He had a date
that night, hopefully she was suitably impressed. It seemed likely
Lola might be shifting her affections elsewhere if hopping out of a
moving elevator were any indication.

“How are things
with the cell phones?” Tyson asked as he came into the
office.

“You’re
kidding, right?” Jake replied. “You just gave me that file a couple
of hours ago, and you know I haven’t been able to do any research
with the broken equipment I have.”

“How much
research do you have to do to bomb them?”

“Again with the
viral bombing?” Jake asked. “If that’s the solution, you don’t need
me to approve it. I work under you, for you, not above you. If you
want them fragged you could make that decision yourself. You came
to me because you want other options.”

“Yeah, I know,”
Tyson admitted. “Still, it’s becoming a tricky
wicket...”

“Sticky
wicket,” Jake corrected.

“It’s a wicket
of some sort. I think I’ll assign you a partner...”

“A partner?”
Jake interrupted. “What do I need a partner for?”

“You’re a
project officer, which makes you a combination of investigator,
administrator, maintenance crew, and field agent. It’s that last
one that gets a little troublesome when you visit the armoury and
come back with burn marks on your flack vest. If you had somebody
to watch your back you could concentrate on what you’re supposed to
be doing rather than ineffectively dodging beam blasts.”

“I’ve never
been badly wounded,” Jake sulked.

“Nevertheless,
you’re ready to mentor somebody. I’m going to find the biggest
bad-ass I can to be your partner. You’re a thinking man who can
fight Jake. You need somebody that can crack some skulls to back
you up because, no offense, humans are kind of soft and
squishy.”

“There were
some Cyclops in the briefing I gave this morning,” Jake resigned
himself to getting a partner.

“Do you really
want somebody without depth perception standing behind you with a
rifle? No, leave it to me. I’ll go through the files on those new
employees, and see if there is somebody suitable. I recall one was
a pachyderm. Maybe he’ll do. What’s your next step?”

“Depends on how
long I have to solve this crisis?” Jake asked.

“End of the
week,” Tyson suggested.

“The first
thing I need to do is get Tech Support to configure my tiny
monitor...”

“God be with
you,” Tyson answered as he left the cube. Jake put on his phone
headset and dialed Tech Support.

“Tech Support,”
a computerized voice came on the line, “is experiencing higher than
usual call volume. Please stay on the line to maintain your calling
priority. Current wait time is forty minutes.” Jake groaned as
classical music came on the speaker. Jake almost started enjoying
the music when the recording came on to tell him he had forty
minutes to wait. The recording came on at random intervals between
ten and thirty seconds. When it came on it played over the music so
neither could be heard effectively, and then ended with an audible
beep.

Jake twiddled his thumbs
for about five minutes while deciding what to do. He was limited to
a sixty-foot radius from his cube; otherwise he would be out of
range of the phone receiver and it would automatically disconnect.
Jake needed a project to work on while waiting for Tech Support,
but not one that required a working computer. Jake fumbled with the
tiny monitor for a few minutes to see if he could configure it, but
gave up when it gave him an electric shock.

Instead he moseyed to the
supply cabinet and started to clean it up while completing an
inventory of the materials. After half an hour the supply locker
was clean, organized, and, quite frankly, looking
beautiful.

“Tech Support
is experiencing higher than usual call volume,” the voice whispered
in Jake’s ear. “Please stay on line to maintain your calling
priority. Current wait time is forty minutes.”

“That’s what
you said forty minutes ago,” Jake complained to nobody in
particular.

“I know, but
it’s still forty minutes,” the computerized voice
replied.

“Wait, is this
a live person?” Jake asked.

“No,” the voice
answered. “I’m a spam-bot programmed to answer questions and
complaints. Do you have a question or complaint?”

“I need my
monitor configured for my work station,” Jake said. “Can you send a
tech to do that?”

“One moment
please. It seems you’re asking about...” there was a pause, “travel
vouchers. If this is correct press one or say ‘yes.’ If incorrect
say ‘no.’”

“No,” Jake
answered.

“One moment
please, while I get a representative,” there was another pause.
“Tech Support is experiencing higher than usual call volume. Please
stay on the line to maintain your calling priority. Current wait
time is ninety minutes.” Jake groaned and slumped into his chair.
He turned the bead mike on the headset off, but left the speaker
playing in his ear so he would know when an analyst came on the
phone.

“Hey Buddy,”
Xixs came into the cube and then sat in the visitor chair. “How did
the briefing go?”

“Great,” Jake
answered. “What can you tell me about Chearice?”

“Who’s that?”
Xixs replied.

“The human
female in the audience. What do you know about her?”

“She has two
eyes,” Xixs answered.

“I mean beyond
her appearance?” Jake asked.

“She’s a
mammal,” Xixs suggested, “and as I understand it she’s quite good
at negotiations.”

“Negotiations?”
Jake questioned.

“Yeah, talking
through a problem to reach a common goal. That sort of thing. Her
personnel file said she majored as a linguist with a minor in
trans-dimensional politics.”

“What branch of
the Department is she working for?”

“Policy and
Communication I think. I don’t really know.”

“It’s a shame
she’s not in Project Control and Oversight,” Jake
sighed.

“Do I hear
wedding bells?” Xixs asked.

“We’re going
out for drinks after work,” Jake bragged.

“Tech Support
is experiencing higher than usual call volume. Please stay on the
line to maintain your calling priority. Current wait time is fifty
minutes,” the computer whispered in Jake’s ear.

“Maybe you’ll
get lucky?” Xixs suggested. “That is the end game goal for mammals,
right?”

“It’s up
there,” Jake admitted.

“Such a slave
to your biological processes,” Xixs laughed.

“Says the man
with seventeen hundred children!”

“Sixteen
hundred and ninety-nine,” Xixs corrected. “My swarm’s first annum
is this weekend. Do you want to come to the party? You can bring,”
Xixs did his best to make a doe eyed face but ended up baring fangs
and glaring, “Chearice.”

“I’ll think
about it,” Jake replied with non-committal response.

“Great you’re
both here,” Tyson stepped into the cube, which was rapidly running
out of space with the human, insect, and sasquatch in it. “Pack
your stuff; we’re moving.”

“Is there a
problem?” Jake asked. “Do we need equipment from the
armoury?”

“No, nothing
like that. There’s a budget surplus.” Xixs groaned. Jake looked
confused, so Tyson continued. “The Assistant Deputy Director has
too much money left in the budget and it’s the end of the fiscal
year. We have to burn off the surplus or our budget will be reduced
by that much next year.”

“So we’re
moving?” Jake asked.

“Everybody is
swapping cubicles,” Tyson answered. “A major move like this on such
short notice costs lots to complete. Pack up, you move on Thursday.
You’ll get your cube assignment Thursday morning. There are packing
boxes and supplies near the elevators.”

“We’re swapping
cubicles to spend money so we can get more money?” Jake
clarified.

“No,” Xixs
laughed. “We’re moving cubicles to better integrate our teams in a
dynamic matrix of cross-communication and infrastructure to
facilitate cooperation and productivity.”

“What Xixs
said,” Tyson agreed.

“That makes no
sense,” Jake complained.

“Tech Support
is experiencing higher than usual call volume. Please stay on the
line to maintain your calling priority. Current wait time is forty
minutes,” the spam bot whispered in Jake’s ear.

“We can’t just
move to spend money,” Xixs explained. “We’re moving to make our
core teams work together better.”

“By
consolidating our employees by core activity around a central
infrastructure hub, we will foster an environment of
diversification and efficiency,” Tyson continued.

“So where am I
moving?” Jake asked.

“I don’t have
the final assignment,” Tyson admitted, “but I think you’re slotted
for cubicle seventeen on this floor.”

“But I’m in
cubicle sixteen on this floor,” Jake said. “I’ll be moving over one
cube?”

“Yeah.”

“Why not just
leave me where I am?”

“Jake...” Tyson
shook his head. “This is your first fiscal year end. Sometimes you
have to take one for the team and move a cube.”

“You get to
take your own chair,” Xixs added.

“Somebody
organized the supply cabinet this afternoon,” Tyson continued, “so
we can’t over-order supplies like normal. Do you know who did
it?”

“No,” Jake
lied, sensing admitting the inventory might be an issue.

“That’s a
shame. They did a good job. I was going to nominate them for an
Excellence award to burn off a few more dollars...”

“Maybe you
should nominate Jake for the Sigma-Four Tau-Twenty resolution,”
Xixs suggested.

“That’s a good
idea,” Tyson agreed.

“They’re still
all dead,” Jake interjected.

“But not
causing any problems.”

“Tech Support
will answer your call shortly. Please stay on the line to maintain
your calling priority. Current wait time is from three to five
minutes,” the robot said over the speaker in Jake’s ear.

“Okay guys, I’m
expecting to get off hold with Tech Support anytime now,” Jake
politely suggested they exit.

“How long?”
Xixs asked.

“Three to five
minutes.”

“We’ve got half
an hour at least. Let’s brainstorm your cell phone issue.” For
another twenty minutes the three men discussed ways to resolve the
cell phone issue without annihilating the cell phones themselves.
Nothing formative came from the pondering, but an idea sparked in
Jake’s head. He would have to do a bit of research to see if it
would pan out. Eventually Tyson and Xixs got bored of talking about
cell phones, so went back to their own desks.

“Tech Support,”
a voice came on the line, “We put the I.T. in it.”

“Hello,” Jake
said.

“Tech Support,
I can’t hear you. Disconnecting in three, two...”

“Wait,” Jake
yelled as he remembered to turn the bead microphone back on. “Can
you hear me now?”

“Loud and
clear,” the tech answered. “Is there a problem with your
phone?”

“No...”

“Because phone
problems are handled by Facilities not Tech Support, let me
transfer your call...”

“No!” Jake
shouted. “I have a Tech issue!”

“Lay it on me,
but please don’t shout.”

“I need my
monitor configured for my workstation.”

“What’s your
name, please?”

“Sloan,
Sierra-Lima-Oscar-Apple-November, Jake Sloan.”

“Have you tried
turning it off and on Jake?”

“I did, but it
gave me an electric shock,” Jake answered.

“According to
my inventory you have a three inch ultra-slim View-Box on loan
until your regular monitor, which you lit on fire, is fixed. Is
that correct?”

“I didn’t light
it on fire, but otherwise that’s correct.”

“How did it
catch on fire if you didn’t ignite it?” the tech asked.

“I don’t know,”
Jake admitted. “A tech told me to turn it on and then it went up in
flames. I think it must have had faulty wiring.”

“Tech support
wouldn’t tell you to tinker with a faulty monitor.”

“I don’t think
they knew it was faulty.”

“Hmm, okay. I
can have a tech out to you tomorrow morning, maybe tomorrow
afternoon…”

“What about
right now?” Jake interrupted.

“It’s four
o’clock, dude.”

Somewhere between getting
back from squash and discussing cell phones while waiting for tech
support Jake had lost three hours. He was about to argue when a
shadow moved across the entrance to his cubicle. Looking up he saw
Chearice across the hall looking at cubicle numbers.

“Okay,
tomorrow,” Jake agreed and then quickly disconnected. “Chearice,
behind you.” The woman turned around, saw Jake, and smiled a tight
lipped, though full smile.

“This place is
so big,” she whispered.

“Eight thousand
employees and twice that number of consultants,” Jake agreed. “I
got lost several times my first few days. Are you ready to
go?”

“No, I have to
go home first,” Chearice replied, Jake frowned. “I have to change
into something more date-worthy. I’m sure you want to change out of
your monkey suit as well. Here’s the address,” she handed him a
small printed card. “I’ll meet you there at seven. We have a
reservation under your name. It’s a jazz club.”

“Alright,” Jake
took the card while hoping he didn’t look like a fool. He felt his
pulse quicken when her warm finger brushed over his hand as she
delivered the card.

“See you in a
few hours Jake,” her fingers lingered on his hand for a few
moments, and then she walked away. Jake was eager to bound home,
but he calmly counted to thirty, allowing Chearice time to get to
the elevator, and then he quickly put on his outdoor shoes and
jacket. He hurried down to the taxi stand and jumped into the first
available glide-cab.

“Forty-one
Inverness Avenue, with all due haste!” Jake shouted at the cab
driver.

“Hot date?” the
cabbie asked while flicking on the meter. The driver was some sort
of lizard, Jake didn’t really pay much attention as he did a mental
inventory of everything he had to do before getting to the
club.

“Yeah,” Jake
replied as he thought about what outfit to wear and how to play it
cool with his heart half way to his throat.

“Really? Hot
date. Is it a woman with dark hair in a blazer and
skirt?”

“Yes. Why do
you ask?”

“She came
charging out the doors and into the cab in front of me. Apparently
she wants to get somewhere in a hurry as well. Do you want me to
stop at a pharmacy on the way home?”

“Why?” Jake
asked.

“Protection,
you know. For later.”

“It’s not going
to be necessary,” Jake smiled. “This is our first date.” The
glide-cab dithered in traffic for about twenty minutes before
landing on the off-port of Jake’s building. Jake was so anxious by
that point he gave the cabbie a seventy percent tip without
noticing.

“Do you need a
ride later?” the cabbie asked.

“Probably,”
Jake admitted. He was unsure of the exact location of the club, so
showed the cabbie the card Chearice had given him.

“That’s a kind
of rough neighbourhood,” the cabbie said. “Are you sure she’s worth
it?”

“Oh, she’s
worth it,” Jake replied.

“Tell you what,
here’s my card,” the driver handed over a business card. “My name
is Crate. It’s now four-thirty. If you want I can be back here in
two hours. If you need me sooner, give me a call.”

“Sure thing,
Crate.” Jake smiled. “I’ll be ready in two hours.” Jake went into
the building and smiled all the way to his apartment. He jangled
the keys while opening the door and then walked inside. He found
himself in his home, a three-bedroom apartment he shared with a
roommate.

“Hey Jake,” his
roommate called from the couch. “Is it my turn to cook or
yours?”

“Sorry Mouse,”
Jake answered. “I’ve got a date.”

Mouse, a three foot tall,
bipedal, polydactyly tabby cat, who had been licking his fur,
looked up with an amused look on his face.

“You had me
there for a second,” Mouse laughed.

“No seriously,”
Jake countered. “I’ve got a date. I’ve got to shower and get
dressed. Don’t touch my clothes. The last thing I need is cat hair
rubbed up against everything I could wear.”

“Really? You
have a date? Did you finally give in to Lola?”

“No, her name
is Chearice. She’s a new employee. She’s human.”

“You go, dog!”
Mouse made a thrusting motion with his hips.

Jake started to say
something, but simply blushed and walked into his room with a
sheepish grin on his face. For forty minutes Jake showered,
primped, brushed his teeth three times, and then selected a
cologne. He dressed in black pin-striped slacks with a red shirt
and dark grey tie. He accented the outfit with a tie clip. He
polished his dance shoes, surfed the internet for interesting jazz
facts, and then brushed his teeth again. He walked back into the
common area where Mouse was pulling out a chair at the dining
table.

“Sit,” Mouse
said. “Eat. It’s shrimp carbonara without any garlic.”

“I’ve only got
twenty minutes before my cab is here,” Jake complained.

“And if you
pass out on your date from lack of protein how is that going to
look?” Mouse asked. “It won’t impress the woman if you can’t hold
your liquor, and if you don’t eat you’ll spew after three drinks.
So eat this lovely meal which I made for you with my own two
paws.”

“Thanks Mouse,”
Jake tucked into the table and started to chow down on the pasta
without tasting it.

“So what do we
know about this girl?” Mouse asked as Jake ate
voraciously.

“Degree in
linguistics,” Jake mumbled around the food, “and
politics.”

“On a scale of
one to ten how hot is she?”

“They haven’t
invented that number yet,” Jake replied.

“Does she like
cats? Or have a sister who likes cats?”

“How many
girlfriends do you have Mouse? Six, seven?”

“Eight,” Mouse
corrected.

“And how many
kittens do you have?”

“Fifty, sixty,
I don’t know,” Mouse admitted. “I get a lot of cards on Father’s
Day.”

“Maybe you
should be happy with what you have?”

“I’m a cat,”
Mouse licked a paw and then ran it across his eyebrow. “What I
don’t understand is that we’re both mammals, and I’ve got all the
animal appeal, but you’re the species who gets to indulge in
recreational sex. How fair is that?”

“It’s a
travesty,” Jake admitted, while a smile escaped his
lips.

“I saw that,”
Mouse snarled.

“I better brush
my teeth,” Jake wiped his mouth and went to the
bathroom.

A few minutes later he was
on the off-port getting into Crate’s car. Crate was sipping a soda
from a large convenience store cup. The glide-cab was idling, but
Crate had yet to turn on the meter.

“Excuse me,
Crate,” Jake started, “but aren’t we going to be late. My table is
reserved for seven o’clock.”

“They’ll hold
the table until seven ten,” Crate explained. “I’ll get you there at
seven oh five.”

“But my date…”
Jake started.

“Won’t show up
until seven fifteen,” Crate continued.

“But we’re
supposed to meet at seven?”

“She’s a
woman?”

“Yes,” Jake
answered.

“Seven-fifteen,
seven-twenty. She’ll want you to wait without her. If she doesn’t
show up by seven-thirty give me a call. If you wait longer than
thirty minutes you’ll be considered too desperate for a second
date.”

“But I’ll also
be late.”

“Just make sure
she knows you didn’t show up on time or early. She’ll respect you
more for being your own man.”

“Could we go,
just to be sure?” Jake asked. “Maybe circle the block a few times
as long as we’re in the neighbourhood.”

“You’re the
boss,” Crate flipped on the meter and lifted off. Twenty-five
minutes later the glide-cab was downtown in a seedier section of
the city. Crate circled around the block a few times, and then
touched down in front of the club doors at seven oh six.

“Give me a call
if you and your lady need a ride,” Crate said as Jake paid the
fare, again with a hefty tip, “or if you need a solo ride
home.”

Jake walked up to the
door, which was guarded by a cyclops bouncer. The bouncer looked
down at Jake, and then slowly blinked his single eye.

“Jake Sloan,”
Jake announced. “I’ve got a table reserved.” The cyclops looked at
a clipboard in his hand, stared at it for several seconds, and then
looked at Jake.

“You’re late,”
he said.

“Traffic,” Jake
replied. The cyclops looked at the glide-cars zipping overhead, and
then back at Jake. He pushed the door open and then nodded for Jake
to enter.

Inside, the club was dimly
lit. There was a small stage near the back, and several tables
clustered around a petit dance floor. Soft jazz music was barely
heard over the buzz of conversation.

“Jake Sloan,”
Jake said to the hostess. She nodded and led him to a table on the
edge of the dance floor. Jake looked around at the crowd. It was
the usual mix of reptile, insects, legendary creatures, and various
other species. Jake was the only human. It was something he was
used to. A table across the empty dance floor held four bare
chested men with wolf heads. They also had claws and shaggy hair
covering their bodies. One of them noticed Jake looking at them,
and made a motion to his friends. Jake turned away to look at the
entrance, all noise in the club stopped: not literally.

Chearice walked into the
club and onto the floor. Heads and eye stalks turned to follow her
as she swayed with the music ever so slightly while walking. She
wore the quintessential little black dress, which emphasized all of
her assets while revealing none of them. She smiled a bright, close
lipped smile upon seeing Jake, and then glided toward the
table.

“It’s a date,”
Jake gulped. She slid into the seat across from Jake, tented her
fingers and then rested her chin on her hands.

“Hi,” Jake
managed to gulp out. Chearice was about to reply when a large
figure loomed at the side of the table.

“Your presence
here offends me,” one of the wolf-like men growled. He was the
largest of the men, all of whom could be body builders.

“I’m sorry,
lupine,” Jake answered, “but it’s a public forum. If you don’t like
me being here you’re free to leave.”

“Not you,” the
lupine answered. “Her!” He jabbed a claw at Chearice.

“If you don’t
like the woman I choose to date,” Jake continued, “you’re still
free to leave. Now please go, or things could get messy. We just
want to listen to some jazz music, not have a fight, but if you
want a fight I won’t back down.”

“What could you
possibly do to me, human?”

“See this tie
clip?” Jake pointed at his chest, “Sterling silver,” the lupine’s
eyes flashed with danger and a slight amount of fear. The wolf-man
glanced at the other three, nodded to the door, and then they left,
barging their way through the crowd as they did so.

“So gallant,”
Chearice murmured.

“It helps to
know a bit about your potential enemies,” Jake answered. “Being a
project officer at DIDA means everything from replacing the toner
in a photocopier to saving a universe from imminent
invasion.”

“Drinks?” a
waiter came up to the table. Jake quickly perused the cocktail menu
looking for the manliest sounding drink. Most of the concoctions
were alien in origin and unfamiliar.

“White wine
spritzer,” Jake settled on something he could recognize.

“Miss?” the
waiter turned to Chearice.

“A pint of O
negative,” she answered.

“Species?”

“Human if you
have it.”

“Excellent
choice, I’ll be back momentarily.”

“Excuse me,”
Jake started, “but did you just order a pint of human
blood?”

“Oh, I’m
sorry,” Chearice smiled. “Did you want to share a
pitcher?”

“No,” Jake
gasped. “I’m human!”

“Are you
offering me a fresh vein?” Chearice smiled fully, and for the first
time Jake noticed that instead of blunted canine teeth she had
thin, tapered fangs. “I’m sorry Jake, but that’s moving things a
little quick for me. This is our first date, if you were expecting
something…”

“You’re
corbellian,” Jake gasped.

“Yeah,”
Chearice agreed. “I thought you knew that.” The drinks arrived.
Chearice took a sip of the red fluid and seemed to be savoring the
taste of a fine brandy. Jake downed his wine in a single gulp while
trying to remember every bit of fact and theory about corbellians.
Other than the fact that corbellians were the origin of human myths
about vampires, his brain was drawing a blank. He was, in fact,
trying to figure out the best way to retreat from the date without
having his neck slit open. A six-piece jazz band stepped onto the
stage, and started to play a lively swing tune.

“Let’s dance,”
Chearice squealed as she grabbed Jake by the arm and pulled him to
the dance floor with more strength than he thought possible. The
rest of the night was a whirlwind of dancing and wine as Chearice
had a gay time and Jake silently prayed to make it home alive.
After three hours, and several drinks, Jake suggested they should
pack it in as they both had to work the next morning. Chearice
reluctantly agreed.

“Crate, I need
a ride,” Jake spoke into his cell phone, and then after a moment.
“For two, but separate locations.” Within a few minutes the pair
were in Crate’s glide-cab. Several minutes later, during which
Chearice snuggled into Jake’s side for warmth, they arrived at
Chearice’s apartment building.

“I had a
wonderful time,” Chearice tentatively kissed Jake on the mouth
before stepping out of the cab. She sashayed into her building
while Jake sat dumbfounded and pressed his fingers to his
lips.

“Good date?”
Crate asked as he lifted off.

“I’m not dead,”
Jake answered.

“When I picked
you up this afternoon you didn’t tell me you were dating a
corbellian.”

“I thought she
was human when I met her.”

Crate paused for traffic.
He swung around to look at Jake.

“Seriously?”
the driver asked. “Is your sense of smell so poor you can’t pick
out the smell of a corbellian?”

“I guess,” Jake
answered. “What does she smell like?”

“Ecstasy,”
Crate moved back into traffic.

Back at his building Jake
jangled the keys as he entered his apartment. Mouse was sitting on
the couch with another feline. The new cat was a pure white
Persian. She blushed and refused to make eye contact with
Jake.

“You’re home
early…” Mouse started, and then sniffed the air, “but you smell of
sex. So, good date?”

“I’m alive,”
Jake muttered. Mouse gave him a puzzled look. “She’s corbellian,”
Jake explained.

“Oh my gosh!”
the white Persian cried.

“Jake, this is
Princess,” Mouse introduced. “Princess, my roommate with poor
timing, Jake.”

“Pleased to
meet you,” Jake nodded, “number nine,” he mentally
added.

“I guess you
want to talk?” Mouse suggested while subtly shaking his head
no.

“No,” Jake
agreed. “I just want to go to bed.”

“Are you sure?”
Princess asked. Mouse scowled at Jake outside Princess’ range of
vision.

“I’m
sure.”

“I had a cousin
who dated a wergnut,” Princess continued. “People said it would
never work, but it did. It’s not quite the same
thing...”

“Wergnuts don’t
make a habit of eating cats,” Jake interrupted. “Humans are
corbellians’ favorite food source.”

“Princess, can
I get a rain check?” Mouse asked. “My friend,” the word was tainted
with vehemence, “needs to talk.”

“Sure thing,”
Princess gave Mouse a slow lick across the forehead, and then Mouse
walked her to the door. Mouse locked the door once the Persian had
left, and then leaned his head against it for a few
minutes.

“Dude, she was
ovulating!” Mouse exclaimed. “It was a sure thing until Mr.
Party-Pooper showed up. Just because your species
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