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I would like to take credit for writing this
story, but the truth is that I did not. I realize that by placing
my name on it I seem to be taking credit for its authorship, and I
do apologize for that. In my own defense I feel justified in
claiming some ownership because in a way, this story is about me.
Oh, it isn’t about the me that is writing these words in this time
and place, but if I am not mistaken, the hero of this story is
another me from another reality.

I realize how confusing this must be to you.
It certainly confused me when I first began to try to understand it
all. And the story itself, not just the details surrounding it, is
strange and a little mystifying.

For one thing, it seems to have been written
by an alien. And as if that wasn't difficult enough to take in, the
alien in question has a tendency to ramble on and then suddenly
veer from the course of his own narrative to go shooting off in
some completely new direction. He also has a penchant for leaving
important details out and then coming back to them at a later time,
at least when he isn't going into incredible depth of detail over
some seemingly insignificant bit of information.

If you can manage to make it past these
idiosyncrasies the story is absolutely incredible. Moreover, I
believe that every word of it is true. I have not edited or changed
the story in any way despite the unusual style of the writing. I
want it to unfold for you in the same way that it did for me. I did
not feel that it was my place to second-guess the author's choice
of words nor the order in which he placed them. Once you get used
to the manner in which he wrote, the style has a certain grace,
elegance and flow that is really quite charming.

Perhaps I should begin at the beginning.

The manuscript containing this story showed
up on my front porch about a year and a half ago. Someone dropped
it off, rang the doorbell, and then disappeared. It arrived wrapped
in a large leather pouch. I am assuming that the pouch was some
type of leather, although unlike any that I have ever seen. For one
thing, it was a deep, rich purple color. I don't mean that it was
dyed or otherwise colored purple. I mean the skin of whatever beast
the strangely textured hide came from was actually purple.

The paper on which the story was written was
likewise otherworldly, and I do not use that word lightly. The
paper, if paper it was, was a bright, shiny white and was thinner
than any tracing paper, and yet I could not tear it with my bare
hands. It could be cut with sharp scissors, but it would not burn
even when held in the flame of a candle, nor would it be dirtied by
the soot of the smoke.

The words themselves, in English, were
written by hand. But as I have stated, I have come to believe that
the hand that wrote them was not the hand of a human being. The ink
used was red, and glowed with a faint inner light. You can read
them in a completely darkened room.

As you read the story you will come to
understand that the narrator is describing events that he actually
witnessed and yet he takes no active part and the participants in
the story seem to be unaware of him. I am convinced that the being
who wrote these words did indeed observe all the events that
transpired without being a part of them, if that makes any sense at
all.

Of course I thought this was all some
elaborate hoax when I received the package, a practical joke being
played on me by some particularly clever friend. But I rapidly
understood, as the miraculous properties of the ink and paper made
themselves known to me, that this was not the answer to this
mystery.

Once I began to read the words themselves,
written in a beautifully flowing script, I ceased to worry about
the origins of the documents and became instead enthralled by the
story itself. Oh, the style of the storytelling can be trying but
once you get past that, the story begins to sweep you along. You
are floating on a raft in a river of words, and you begin to wonder
what strange places this magical river will meander to next. Yes,
you get delayed by swirling currents or sidetracked into small
tributaries, but even these diversions from your journey offer
panoramic vistas or unexpected delights. They add to the adventure
rather than detract from it, and you never know when something that
you learned during one of these interludes will become important
later in your voyage.

The story is like a river in one other way.
As it progresses it becomes deeper and wider and swifter in its
passage. The journey becomes ever more exciting as you pass through
rapids and dodge jutting rocks. And if, as I believe, it all
actually happened, or will happen, or is happening, then there is
hope for all of us. And I don't just mean all of us here on this
planet.

I found this hope in the hero of the story
who happens to share my first name, and if he is real, a great deal
more than that. Oh, on the face of it he is a most unlikely hero.
He is over 50 years of age. He works as a custodian on an alien
space station and is in no way important or even special. He isn't
particularly strong or brave or clever or smart. He is, when you
get right down to it, quite reluctant to take on the role of hero,
and yet take it on he does despite his feelings. And in a strange
way that is the most heroic thing about him.

He is lazy, sarcastic, irreverent, irritable,
stubborn, self-centered and quirky. But he can be funny and
charming, loyal and even brave when it is required. But he also
refuses to take himself too seriously, and this goes a long way
towards making up for his less than stellar qualities. He may well
be, as I said, the most unlikely hero ever born of our species, and
yet somehow that just seems to make him more human.

It slowly dawned on me, as I began to read
about this other Arthur, that he was in fact me. There are facts in
the story that only someone who knows me intimately could possibly
know. Many of the facts are just a little bit wrong, the details
just a little bit different, but the similarities are overwhelming.
This is me. But another me from another reality, another
dimension.

I realize this is all hard to believe. I know
that it requires you to accept as fact that there are endless
otherwheres and otherwhens and countless other yous out there. I
was forced just then to use words that do not exist to try to get
you to accept the existence of places that do exist but that you
cannot see or touch. If you cannot bring yourself to see the truth
in all this, I cannot blame you. I wasn't sure that I wanted to
believe either.

But once I got past all that, and I accepted
the fact that we are not alone, that the universe is populated with
a multitude of other beings, and that this isn't the only universe,
I began to realize that being alone on our planet is much worse
than being a part of a much larger family. And not only you, but
each and every one of those beings out there around us also has
their own endless version of themselves in other universes,
universes quite like ours and universes so different that we would
recognize not one bit of them.

It is that very endlessness that gives me
hope. Because endlessness, by definition, never ends. And that
means that we will never end, no matter what befalls us in this
reality that is all that we know.

So believe or not as you choose, but the
aliens will find us sooner or later. They will come and most of
them will be friendly. And if some of them are not friendly, just
know that somewhere out there is a man named Arthur who has a way
of keeping bad things from happening.

I am fairly sure that I am not the only me to
get a copy of this manuscript. That other me, the one around which
this story centers, now has the ability to cross between realities.
I think that he is giving the story to as many other hims, or us's,
as he can in his spare time. I am not entirely sure of his motives.
It might be his way of telling us that momentous events are coming
our way. But I suspect that the main reason he is doing it is that
he just thinks it's funny.

-A.H. Browne


 


 


 


Characters and Races

 In Order of
Appearance

 


 


CHARACTERS

 


Xoo Xoox

People call him Warlord/the Warlord. He is a
Xxo. Humans sometimes call them the Giant Broccoli. He is the
dishwasher at the saloon. He is green, very large, and has
tentacles on both the top and bottom of his body.

 


Candybar Venezuela

She is human. She is a waitress at the
saloon. She fiercely loves the warlord. She is both sweet and warm,
as her name implies.

 


Baan Veen Var Steen

People call him the Prince, or ‘your
Highness’. He is of the Tribes of Taaleem. Humans call them Bats,
or Trexes. He is a host/greeter at the saloon. He is fat and
pop-eyed, with huge Prince Charles ears. He is Arthur’s friend.

 


Meen Veel Var Steen

People call him the Baron. He is a Bat, or a
Trex. He is the head waiter at the saloon. He is older and rather
thin. He is Arthur’s friend.

 


Arthur Blacke

His name is pronounced ‘Black’, but he ends
up being called Blake or Blackie by those who don’t know him yet.
He is human. He is the custodian at the Saloon at the Edge of
Everywhere. He is the host of poker nights. He is cynical,
sarcastic, but basically a nice guy. He has a problem with
authority. Strange things seem to happen around him.

 


The Qualm

They are empathic, but can’t actually read
minds, just pick up emotions. They have a group personality, always
in mental contact with one another. They have beautiful, veil-like,
floating bodies, but faces like a bowl of spaghetti.

 


Professor Fernando Finalis

He is human. People call him the Professor.
He is an Historian, writing the history of everything but Earth. He
is a sweet old guy with hair like a clown. He found the memory
stone which has access to all the historic information of the Giant
Flying Pickles.

 


Ned Perkins

He is human. He is the owner of the saloon,
and head bartender. He is a crusty old varmint, but nice enough in
his own way.

 


A Shann

He is a Shann. Humans call them Giant Flying
Pickles. He is the first alien visitor to Earth.

 


Oxo Xxoxo

People call him Ox. He is an Xxo. He is the
bouncer at the saloon. Arthur doesn’t like him that much. He is
very competitive. He can’t hold his liquor and is a little bit of a
jerk.

 


Jimmy Doolittle

He is a human. He left his job on a freighter
when he found out that the cabin boy was supposed to serve more
than just breakfast to the captain. He is Arthur's friend.

 


Ssseeeet

He is a Muccassim. Humans call them Slugs. He
has no hands. He is Arthur’s friend.

 


He has three Helper-Friends;

1.Mr. Toad

He is a Brain-Friend; He is one and a half
feet tall, bright blue, and looks like a toad. He does the
remembering and the talking for Ssseeeet.

2. Frodo

He is a Hand-Friend; He is 3 feet tall,
bright red, hairless, has four arms, no tail, and looks like a
monkey. He does the work that requires hands for Ssseeeet.

3. Gollum

He is a Scout-Friend; He is 3 feet tall,
thin, pale green, and has huge luminous eyes. He helps Ssseeeet run
errands, and find things.

 


VarnTa

He is a Stleeb. Humans call them Dick-heads,
but try not to. It is not easy going through life with a large
penis sticking out of the top of your head! He is Arthur’s
friend.

 


Mof

He is a Tarry. He is head cook at the saloon.
Orange, fat, and bald, he is five feet tall. He was burned, but
it’s hard to tell.

 


Ken Bower

He is human. He is the piano player in the
saloon.

 


The Reporters

Floating globes, they record and broadcast
news and events. They may be a life form, or they might be
machines.

 


Asa

He is human. He is the ship's purser off the
Disney space liner, Disney Star.

 


A Velox

He is a Velox. Humans call them Whalepedes.
They are huge, and have big, sticky tongues.

 


Molly

She is human. She is a brave child. She
escaped from the hijacked ship and the pirates.

 


The Warlord

Not the old Warlord, the new one. He is a
Xxo. Offspring of the Warlord, he inherited the title of Warlord
from the Warlord, who used to be the Warlord, get it? He is very
young and still learning. He is a natural warrior and
tactician.

 


Beeltee

He is a Wasp Whip. He is the Captain of the
pirates. He is bigger than the other juvenile delinquents.

 


Gup

He is a Morlan from Morla. He is a comm tech
and a techno genius. He is blue and rather short. He has boney
forehead ridges.

 


Oratee

He is a Wasp Whip. He is second in command of
the pirates.

 


Sarloo

He is a Wasp Whip. He is just a regular
pirate.

 


Captain Janet Browne

She is human. She is the Captain of the U. S.
S. S. (United States Space Ship) Obama.

 


Jeetar

He is a Wasp Whip. He is just a lowly pirate
crew member, with a Saturday night special.

 


2nd Lt. Mathew
Sarota

He is human. He is an officer in the Space
Marines, serving on U.S.S.S. Obama.

 


Qweej

He is a Wasp Whip. He is just another
pirate.

 


 


RACES

 


The Xxo

Humans call them ‘Giant Broccoli’. No one
knows how to pronounce Xxo. If it helps, here is how I pronounce
it; it rhymes with ‘show’, but starts with a soft ‘j’ sound, or
‘zh’ maybe. They look a little like two-ended giant broccoli, or
two sea anemones stuck together at the base. They are at least
eight feet tall, just to where their top tentacles start, eleven or
twelve feet tall to tip of tentacles. They have tentacles on top
and bottom. They have eyes all around the center of their torsos,
and can focus any or all of them. They have multiple mouths that
are vertical slits that circle trunk between each eye. They are
green with purple swirls and veins like marble. They give birth by
dividing from top to bottom. The larger half maintains the original
personality, while the new half makes a new individual. They live
for thousands of years. They tend to sway back and forth when drunk
or angry. They have a very Sun Tzu style thought processes. They
think in terms of strategy, and have a very military mindset.

 


The Tribes of Taaleem

Humans call them ‘Bats’ or ‘Trexes’. They are
two feet tall or so. They are small bat-like creatures with black,
scaly skin and vestigial wing membranes under their arms. At one
time they adapted to flight, but they didn’t like it. They have
three-tipped tails. They have a feudal, very hard to fathom social
structure. They are masters of court intrigues and plots. Royal
families make up perhaps 98% of race. There are almost no
commoners. There is no money left in royal coffers. There has been
much inbreeding. This has weakened the bloodlines, and caused a
trend towards freakish genetic traits. Huge ears, overbites,
slopping foreheads, and so on, are quite common. They are very
sociable, but pompous and stuck up. They like to put on airs. They
were the second alien race to land on Earth. Females lay eggs.
Males fertilize eggs using their sperm-producing tongue. There is
no sexual contact with the females.

 


The Qualm

They are empathic. They have no individual
names. They have beautiful bodies. They are six feet or so in
height, thin, blue, and translucent, like floating veils. They have
faces like a bowl of spaghetti. They feel the emotions of most
races, but they can't really read minds. They tend to react to
alien thoughts incorrectly and misinterpret things. They are prone
to quick judgments, overreaction, hysterics, and melancholy. They
worry about everyone’s moods. They are gossips and busybodies. They
love to help, they just don’t usually know how.

 


The Stleeb

Humans call them ‘Dick-heads’, but not
usually to their faces. They look almost human in basic shape,
except the males have penises two or three feet long emerging from
the tops of their heads which hang back like a ponytail. They do
not wear clothing. Their color is similar to that of Caucasian
humans, and they are hairless. Their huge testicles are located on
their chests, and look a little like human female breasts. Their
knees bend backwards, the opposite of our knees. They have three
fingers on each hand. Females stay on their home world.

 


The Shann

Humans call them the ‘Giant Flying Pickles’.
They look like giant pickles, but they can fly. They are
multidimensional. They are virtually indestructible. They can grow
to be 300 feet long, but the young ones are only 30 to 40 feet in
length. They travel and explore through space and other dimensions.
They live forever, or so some folks say. They were the first alien
race to discover Earth.

 


The Muccassim

Humans call them ‘Slugs’. They look like
giant slugs. Their mouths are not good for speech. They have no
hands. They are roughly five feet long, mottled, stripy brownish
yellow and black, and tend to be a little slimy. They rely on their
Helper-Friends in many ways.

 


There are three Helper-Friend Races.

1. Brain-Friends

They look like toads that can stand up. They
are bright blue in color. They stand about one and a half feet
tall. They are very wise and remember almost everything they ever
see or learn. They translate and speak for the Slugs.

2. Hand-Friends

They look like three foot tall, bright red,
hairless monkeys with 4 arms and big muscles. They build and carry
and fix things for the Slugs. They wear little silver vests with
lots of pockets to carry things for their Slugs.

3. Scout-Friends

They are about three feet tall. They are pale
green in color, and have huge eyes. They tend to be scrawny. They
find things and run errands for the Slugs.

 


The Tarry

Fat, orange, and bald, they look a little
like melted Buddha candles.

 


The Reporters

They are floating white spheres the size of
bowling balls. They observe and report on all interesting events,
and then they pass this information instantly through space to each
other. They also pass the news to any race that wants it, projected
in the needed language and utilizing the technology required.
Nobody knows if they are a race or an invention.

 


The Velox

Humans call them Whalepedes. They are very
large, and have lots of legs. They are a lovely shade of Burgundy
red. They use their tongues to drag themselves forward. They tend
to show up places and then just graze, ignoring anyone around
them.

 


The Wasp Whips

This is the name given to the pirates by
Arthur. Their real name is long and unpronounceable by most races.
They are thin, and the teens are ten feet tall or so. They are
wasp-striped in gold and black. Teenage males are tossed off the
home planet when they reach puberty. They start causing too much
trouble for the adults to put up with. Like becoming pirates for
example.

 


The Morlans

They look like generic Star Trek aliens. They
are blue, four and a half feet tall, and have boney ridges running
sideways on their foreheads. They have just holes for ears. They
also happen to be experts at technology.


Chapter One




 


 


 


He, and I call him a he but he really isn’t,
liked how the bubbles glinted in the harsh overhead lights. And
there was the squeaky sound as his tentacle tips wiped around the
rim of the wine glass that seemed somehow to sooth his troubled
spirit.

She, and I call her a she because she was oh
so definitely a she, in the way that only some human females can be
a she, sat on a stool behind “him”, and watched as “he” oh so
gently washed the last trace of lipstick from the edge of the glass
and held it up for inspection before rinsing it and placing it
beside the others in the drying rack. Her name was Candybar
Venezuela, which derived, so she claimed, from the fact that her
dirt-poor mother had traded her to a Catholic nun for adoption for
the price of one candy bar in the country of Venezuela back on
earth. Whether this story was true or not, that was indeed the name
she carried on her identity documents, and in all the computer
records kept on her anywhere, as near as anyone who cared to look
could tell.

Like her name, she was both sweet and warm,
and she loved the Warlord wholeheartedly.

The Warlord was unable to return this love on
any level, but it did not bother him. In fact he thought he might
even enjoy it, and was surprised to find that he had begun to
harbor a certain protective urge toward the human female.

How strange, he thought. Would I defend her
like some forgotten outpost castle? He put these thoughts aside and
picked up another glass. But he also let the eyes facing the sink
fade out of full focus and paid more attention to two of his eyes
on the side of his body facing the girl. His thoughts mulled as he
watched both the work he was doing and the slim figure sitting near
him.

How unlikely humans look, he considered
briefly, and what possible interest could she have in him anyway?
But again he felt a tiny pang of a warm feeling, such as he might
have felt for a loyal war beast. Such as he used to feel for his
long dead biter. Not affection, perhaps, but more than mere
acceptance.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked
suddenly.

He nearly dropped a soapy plate so startled
was he. Did she read feelings as those annoying Qualm were able to
do? He managed to stumble onto the same answer that male humans had
evolved after careful millennia of consideration.

“Nothing,” he muttered out of one of his
vertical mouth slits facing her.

Candybar snorted. She seemed no more inclined
to accept that answer than if it had come from a male human but she
did not press the point.

Two Bats scurried by, chirping excitedly back
and forth in their own language. She gave them a friendly wave.

“Good day, your Highness, and to you Baron,”
she said with a smile. Small black- clawed hands waved back in
unison.

“Good day, Candybar” squawked the Prince and
the Baron together in harsh sounding but genuinely friendly
Standard English. Everyone liked Candybar. But they did not slow
their hen-like strides as they passed on through the scullery
area.

He refocused three sink-facing eyes and kept
the girl only in the partial focus of one other. Likewise he tried
to unfocus his thoughts, drifting off from the notion that she was
a nice enough kid for a human, and kid she truly was to a being
that measured its life in eons. He tried somewhat successfully to
keep his mind on the task in which the smallest divisions of his
tentacle tips were involved, but removing tiny bits of organic
matter from a variety of eating implements and utensils did not
require a vast amount of mental concentration.

“Want me to help?” she broke the silence
suddenly. The vent above him also took this moment to intrude,
letting out a loud clank followed by a tortured groan as cool air
tried to wiggle out through the clogged arteries of the Hub.

“That is not required,” he rumbled, even
while wondering if that had sounded curt or even rude. He was no
linguist, by the suns, nor did he feel that he had an overly firm
grasp on the intricacies of human behavior. They were such vexing
creatures, such an unending flood of emotion and chaos. Once he
might gladly have smitten the humans with the flaying fury of the
Combined Fleet’s heavy gun broadsides...but that thought flitted by
like a ving-wasp. Those days were gone, and all for the better he
found himself stating out loud within the silence of his own mind.
One or two of his mouth slits let out a sputtering exhalation, as
close to a sigh as one of his kind was ever likely to get.

Candybar laughed delightedly. “You sound just
like a horse.” She had a habit of putting a hand in front of her
mouth when she laughed, as though she were ashamed of her teeth,
though her teeth were fine and white, and her smile lit her
face.

What, by the ancient seas of home, those
glorious rolling and shifting plains where his ancestors had
mastered sky and storm, sail and gun, was a horse?

A new character ambled through the kitchen
and approached the dishwashing station. He was a human, and he was
a he, male in the earthian sense, though perhaps not a particularly
impressive example of either maleness or humanity.

He became more purposeful as he came nearer,
altering his customary lazy but quick stride for a parade ground
march-step. Three paces from the sink his knee came up as he
stopped abruptly, stamped a foot down, snapped his heels together,
came to rigid attention and gave a fine British army salute, elbow
out, palm forward, his forearm giving just the slightest quivering
bounce.

“How’s it hangin’, Warlord?” the new arrival
said with a straight face. “Still doing battle with the insidious
forces of filth and grime?”

How is what hanging, the dish washer began to
ponder? But that question was immediately thrust aside by an
overwhelming sense of unease. His view of the sink seemed to zoom
forward as if he were adjusting a long range scanner on a bridge
consol. He felt as if he were flying forward in a fast recon craft,
tracking rapidly to hover just above the towers of suds and dishes.
Spread out below him he saw each tiny bubble. For a horrifying
moment the glistening spheres did indeed seem to be marshaled
armies, marching forward to storm the towers of stacked flatware,
to slaughter each smear of grease and spot of mustard. Here a bit
of gristle sold its life dearly, bursting tiny warriors by the
score before being at last overwhelmed. There a fleck of some green
vegetable slowly disappeared beneath the ravaging onslaught of
bulbous heroes in sparkling armor. His conditioning made him
momentarily nauseous. This sparked a flash of anger which only made
him feel worse.

He sought the calming mantras, controlled his
breathing, and pictured a calm sea in triple moonlight. He let out
another snort.

Candybar laughed gaily.

“Hello, Arthur,” said the Warlord. All well
and good to be polite, though there had been a time when he would
have enjoyed sending this particular human to his information
gathering specialists. But no sense dreaming and he put the idea
aside as well.

At that moment, and many other moments as
well, unbeknownst to any present, a marvelous and awesome event
occurred. It was an event so rare that it is safe to say that it
never quite happened before, and most likely would never occur
again, and yet only a bare handful of sentient beings were even
aware of it, or ever would be. Those few who were aware, those
beings with the ability to see or travel through all the multitudes
of timelines and alternate realities, each took note with varying
levels of interest and intensity.

In this one brief instant, in every single
parallel existence where they existed and where it was possible,
the same three figures, two humans and a Xxo, all said and did what
they all said and did. A moment that had to happen everywhere and
everywhen. There was no overlap or slippage. No divergence. No
hiccup or stray hair out of place. A perfect nexus point in the
time streams. A Big Bang of the timelines woven into the very
fabric of the cosmoses. A point where the threads of time came back
together as the strands of a vast spider web all converge and
anchor below the spider at the center.

Who could say how or even if this event
affected any of the participants, or those nearby, or even anyone
at all ever? But these three beings all at once seemed to be a
central turning point of momentous happenings. It remained to be
seen whether they would stay in the quiet eye of the storm of
forces coalescing around them, or whether they would be swept away
as flotsam and jetsam on the churning seas of fate.

In that timeless moment, if I may be allowed
such an inelegant term, Candybar continued to gaze wistfully at the
Warlord, wondering if she were doomed to only have real feelings
for men, as she continued to think of the Warlord, who could not or
would not return her love.

Arthur stood with a smile on his face,
enjoying his little joke on his fellow employee. Arthur thought
himself to be quite clever. One of the empathic Qualm sort of
floated by, by which I mean he was walking in that strange
lighter-than-air way they have, his lower tendrils dragging the
floor like the tentacles of a jellyfish in a shallow earthly sea.
Arthur turned to nod at the radiant and yet still somewhat
repulsive creature as it glided by on its ghostly way, then turned
back to the Warlord’s tall form. Though he had met several of the
Xxo in his time on the Hub, he still found them to be fascinating,
and the Warlord was the most fascinating of them all. There was
something almost stately in their movements and postures, a sort of
natural regal bearing. They had a certain grace and elegance. And
they could be more than a little intimidating as well.

“Arthur, my boy,” boomed a loud voice. It
belonged to a short and rather pudgy fellow with a crown of curly
reddish hair surrounding a large bald spot, a curious combination
that gave the man the unfortunate look of the love child born of a
Franciscan Monk and a circus clown.

His name was Fernando Finalis, Professor
Fernando Finalis, and he was perhaps even a less impressive version
of the human male than was Arthur, who at 6 feet 4 inches in height
was tall for a male human. The professor topped out at nearly a
full foot shorter, while carrying about the same weight.

Arthur, being 50 years old, always secretly
delighted in being called “my boy”.

“I have some interesting new information
which I fear will cause me to alter the entire opening of my book,”
said the historian all in a rush. The professor was involved in
compiling ‘The Complete History Of Everything’. This was the
somewhat grand title of his masterpiece, and perhaps slightly
misleading as well, as it dealt with humanity’s history only
insofar as it related to other life in the universe.

“Our history has been written,” he was fond
of saying. “If anyone cares to read it, let them go to the
library.”

“If I am interpreting this new data
correctly,” the historian sputtered on, “our big bang theory was no
one-time event. There is a bang, and the universe expands, and then
it stops expanding and begins to fall back on itself, reaches
critical mass, and explodes again. It is like the great beating
heart of everything. Then some multi-dimensional beings, who
survive the bang by dropping into some otherwhen where the bang is
early or late, re-seed life back into the forming planets. They do
this every time, and they have been doing it forever, or near as
makes a difference. They reintroduce life back into the cosmos, so
they are the true gods in many ways. And the only reason they do
this is to liven things up, no pun intended, and to have something
to watch. But this seeding of life follows a pattern, and we, I
mean we humans, do not fit into the pattern. Do you understand what
I am saying to you, Arthur? We may be the first unseeded life to
evolve naturally, on our own as it were. I don’t suppose anybody
but me knows about this.”

And me, thought Arthur.

“It explains why we are so different, so
wild; I mean we actually are wild.” The professor broke into a
slightly crazed chuckle. “Oh, and on a side note, my boy, it turns
out that there is more truth to your theory about the milk than I
at first was willing to give credit.” Here the professor cast a
scrutinizing look towards Arthur.

Arthur shrugged. “Just a lucky guess,
professor.” For years, since before the aliens ever came to Earth,
Arthur had been making the joke that to most races, holding another
species captive and forcing it to give up its milk to feed to
yourself and your children was inherently sick and wrong. That
there was a general intergalactic taboo towards this sort of
behavior, and mankind’s relationship with cows was bordering on
unwholesome. Well, it was supposed to have been a joke.
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“I only found out by accident, you see,” said
the professor. He continued, still in a rush, but at least in a
hushed whisper, “I was cleaning out a storage closet in the rear of
the area I am going to use as my office, and I found this
triangular stone. Well, it looks like stone anyway. It was only a
foot or so tall, and it didn’t look that heavy, so I attempted to
move it myself. But when my hand came in contact with the surface,
my mind was flooded with images and information. It seems to be a
memory stone of some sort. I believe that one of the
multi-dimensional races uses them as an emergency knowledge
archive, a back up memory, as it were. You know, in case everything
everywhere does somehow cease to exist, and they need to start over
from scratch, so to speak. I perceived that they leave these
devices scattered about the universe, and this particular unit was
picked up by someone and brought here as a mere curiosity. I got
the feeling that this object was not meant to be accessed by any of
the short term races, but for some reason it was confused by my,
ummm, humanness, and it allowed me to utilize it. Then it just,
well, provides answers for what you are most interested in. Since I
am by nature an historian, it flooded my brain with so much history
I thought my head would explode. It is obviously designed by and
for an alien intelligence much vaster and far different from our
own.”

The professor looked to be gathering oxygen
for an even longer speech. Arthur again glanced at his two fellow
employees. “Maybe we should keep this quiet until we figure out
what it all means,” was all he could think of to say.

But the little fellow was not to be dissuaded
so easily. “I couldn’t form my thoughts quickly enough to keep up,
and my memory could not contain the huge amount of data, but I have
learned many interesting things, and parts of many others. For one
thing, I am quite certain that we, the human race that is, have
developed at a much faster pace than any that have existed
previously, and all that exist now. It is entirely without
precedent. And of course they had help and a head start. But our
last few decades of scientific and cultural advancement is just off
the scale. We have a creativity and drive that propel us forward
and that is entirely lacking in any other species. In fact it seems
that some of our research into bending light waves and particle
physics were on the right track towards eventual faster than light
travel in another 100 years or so. That is orders of magnitude
faster than any race anywhere or anywhen has managed to stumble
upon it.

“Alright people, I don’t pay you to stand
around jawin’, so get back to work.” This new voice belonged to a
tall thin fellow with a bristly gray beard, and a bristly gray
mustache, and a bristly gray personality to match. His long iron
gray hair was tied in a pony tail behind his head, and he had one
eye that cocked off to the side just a little. Taken all together,
he was another interesting example of the human male.

This human was named Ned Perkins, and he was
the owner and proprietor of the Saloon at the Edge of Everywhere.
He was very fond of the name of his establishment, because, as he
never tired of telling anyone who would listen, he came from the
middle of nowhere, and this was a distinct improvement any way you
looked at it.

“We got two freighters tied up at the Hub,
and there is a cruise ship full o’ tourists docking in a few hours
who may be hankerin’ for some homemade Earth-grub,” Ned grumbled in
his bristly gray voice.

Arthur winced within himself. Between the
down-home lingo, and the fact that Ned had taken to dressing like a
prospector from an old western vid, and had swinging wooden saloon
doors and a stuffed buffalo head brought from Earth to complete the
old west theme of his bar, it was all getting to be a bit much.
Just don’t make us all start wearing the hats, he prayed
silently.

The professor did not work for Ned, so he
gave Arthur a halfhearted wave and a wink that promised that he was
by no means done discussing these new developments, and ambled off
in the direction of his cluttered office.

Candybar slid off the table she had been
using as a chair, gave a little sigh and one last look at the
Warlord, and headed back in the direction of the main saloon.
Arthur watched her appreciatively. True, she was wearing cowboy
boots, but they went well with the short black skirt and her long
brown legs. So far Ned had not established an actual western dress
code for the cocktail waitresses or his other employees, and Arthur
wondered briefly where the Warlord would put a cowboy hat if asked
to wear one, let alone the boots. The Warlord was still actively
involved in washing dishes, and therefore had no need to return to
work. He was already working.

Arthur gave Ned a smile that may have had
more than a trace of smirk in it, and also strolled off towards the
bar. He figured he could look busy just about anywhere. And yet,
despite a certain laziness inherent in his personality, he felt a
strange fondness for this castoff remnant of Earth’s historical
drinking establishments. He liked his job as custodian to this
misplaced location, though from his constant grumbling you would
scarcely know it. He liked being able to show up when he wanted or
leaving early if he felt like it. He had few real responsibilities,
and no one looking over his shoulder as he worked. Arthur also
liked being allowed to eat all the bar food he wanted, although now
that he was trying to lose a few pounds, he found the constant
temptation sorely trying. In his own way Arthur felt a little
protective towards this place where he spent so much of his time.
And towards the people he worked with as well, if he were to admit
it to himself. As he was fond of saying, “Custodian comes from the
ancient Latin word custodiae, which means, ‘he who watches,’ so I
sort of keep an eye on the place.”

Arthur passed out of the kitchen and through
an automatic set of doors, and into the main lounge and dining area
of the saloon. Once again the overall effect of the place hit him
in the face. The swinging doors and the buffalo head over the bar
were just the finishing touches in Ned’s purposeful design aimed at
capturing the authentic tackiness of a cheap knock-off of old
western culture. If you opened this place in Texas, he thought
peevishly, they might still hang you or at least shoot you. But
culture didn’t need to be good to be popular. Aliens just seemed to
love everything humans ever thought of. The dim haze of tobacco
smoke drifting in vent currents gave clear evidence of that, as
members of quite a few races sampled yet another of Earth’s
vices.

Arthur had the unkind notion that the smoke
was the most authentic aspect of Ned’s historical ambitions at
realism.

Again Arthur felt the weight of what could
only be called embarrassment for the planet of his birth. “We are
guilty of importing disco music, line dancing and the Big Mac to
the stars,” he mumbled under his breath.

Now tourism was another singularly human
invention that was becoming popular. Oh, other races traveled for
trade or to exploit resources, to explore and or conquer. But the
notion of going places to have experiences and record memories, let
alone the buying of souvenirs, had never occurred to any of them.
Between star faring races flocking to Earth in various stages of
rapture, and the humans flooding outwards to see the marvels of the
universe, the Saloon at the Edge of Everywhere was doing a brisk
business. Somehow this oasis of the Wild West in tawdry miniature
drew alien human-watchers and homesick humans. Arthur spotted a
Dick-head wearing a tie-dyed shirt seated at the bar.

“Ah, sheesh.” He let this out as half sigh,
half bemused curse. He reminded himself not to refer to them as
Dick-heads, even in his thoughts. We might as well export political
correctness along with all the rest, was his considered
opinion.

This intergalactic contagion of human ideas
had begun just over a decade before, and it all started with the
Flying Pickle. In the year 2012 A. D., as reckoned by some Earth
calendars of the time and much to the delight of doomsday prophets
and Mayan calendar followers, the Earth had at last received its
first extraterrestrial visitor. It is noted here that many
earthlings now are supporting the idea that Earth as a whole
commence with a new calendar, with 2012 becoming the year 1, and
dates either before the arrival of the Pickle, or coming after it,
should henceforth be referred to as either B. F. P., for Before the
Flying Pickle, or A. F. P., for After the Flying Pickle.

Much to the dismay of science fiction buffs,
this first contact did not go according to the most popular
scenarios envisioned by any of the luminaries of either science or
fiction. It was, in just about every sense, hugely
anti-climactic.

On a sunny summer day, the arrival of a 48
foot long Flying Pickle shocked the world into, well, nothing much
more really than mass speculation and a great deal of chattering.
Ironically, the only aspect of this visitation that coincided with
our notions of how a visitor might be expected to behave was that
it did drop into a hover over a small farm in rural Kansas.
Needless to say the crop circle aficionados were thrilled.

In actual fact, to say that the giants of
writing and thinking were wrong about how your first alien
encounter would go may be overstating the case just a little. Their
insights into how the human race would react were in many cases
startlingly accurate.

The Government of the United States of
America, on being told of the arrival of an alien ship, leaped into
action with, for them, remarkable speed and even some tact. True,
the military was mobilized and every weapons system ever devised by
man was immediately if surreptitiously slewed around to point at
Kansas. The owner of the farm, one Farmer McGregor (hey, you can’t
make this stuff up), happily had no idea that his wheat field was
now ground zero for everything from rifle bullets to thermonuclear
devices that could, if need be, turn most of Kansas into a molten
crater the size of most of Kansas.

With remarkable and commendable restraint,
tanks were not the first vehicles to approach the visitor, but
rather a convoy of limos containing a deputation of ambassadors of
good will, as well as representatives, officials, and bureaucrats.
The fact that the tanks were held back a good dozen miles or so in
an attempt at good manners turned out to be necessary, as this
extra space soon began to fill with crowds of scientists,
specialists, linguists, medical professionals, and government
representatives, along with their thousands of tons of monitoring
equipment and other gear thought essential to the situation. These
now formed a huge pulsating bubble around the space craft. Much to
their dismay, the members of the world press were kept back behind
the ring of tanks along with the sightseers, gawkers, alien lovers,
false prophets, and those who sold hot dogs and “hug an alien” t-
shirts.

A truly vast array of scientific instruments
and military hardware (and software), as well as multitudinous long
distance camera lenses were all focused on this hovering vessel. It
did not take long for the geniuses with all this technology on hand
to discover one startling fact. The UFO did indeed look a heck of a
lot like a pickle, right down to the bumpy and slightly shiny green
color of its exterior. If a pickle ever did reach the astounding
(for a pickle) length of 48 feet, and attained the even more
unusual (particularly for a pickle) ability to fly, this is exactly
what it would look like.

Now here is where we get to the anticlimactic
part. The Flying Pickle just sat there...well, floated three feet
above the ground really, for three whole years. With never so much
as a peep. Oh, you probed the hell out of that thing. You x-rayed
it and used many other waves upon it. You scanned it and measured
it, fondled it and pleaded with it. You even used a stethoscope on
it. People began to get bored and wander off.

Eventually, after two and a half years, some
think-tank decided that the crew was trapped inside, perhaps in
some deep sleep or maybe even injured or sick or dead. Then you
tried to open it. And I mean you tried everything. Laser cutters,
diamond drills and saws, shaped explosive charges, you name it. Not
even a scratch.

At long last, after just a few weeks over
three years of seeming to do absolutely nothing, the Pickle also
got bored and wandered off. It just began to rise into the sky
slowly gathering speed, continued on through the stratosphere, and
still accelerating, departed your galaxy in just a few hours.

It wasn’t until later that you learned that
the UFO, while indeed unidentified, and obviously an object that
could fly, was not a vehicle at all. It was in fact a very young
and very curious member of an ancient multi-dimensional race.

Fortunately, you were hardly the first
species to try to cut one open before finding out what it was, but
still you must admit, it was a trifle embarrassing.
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Nothing much else happened for five years, at
least insofar as alien visitations were concerned. The people of
Earth had just began to stop asking each other questions like,
“Hey, what was that all about?”, and “What was the deal with that
Flying Pickle?”. And that was when, in the year 2020, the Bats
showed up. Well, some people called them Bats, and some called them
Trexes, which was supposed to be short for T-Rexes, though it was
really more of a question of removing the hyphen and pronouncing it
as one word.

The Bats, or Trexes, who really did look like
a cross between a bat and a very short Tyrannosaurus Rex with shiny
black scales, were known to themselves as the Tribes of Taaleem.
They arrived on earth not because of any contact with the Flying
Pickle, but more due to what amounted to a cosmic wrong turn. Not
to put too fine of a point on it, but they were, frankly, lost.

Stumbling upon your planet, the Bats decided
that France must indeed contain the most advanced of the people of
Earth. Naturally the French were delighted because this was the
conclusion that they had reached for themselves, but it turned out
to be more due to the coincidental resemblance of the Eiffel Tower
to a standard Bat ship- docking tower. The French, on learning this
fact, refused to be dismayed. Obviously, Monsieur Eiffel’s design
was yet more proof of French superiority as well as farsightedness,
which all sounded even more impressive when spoken in French.

For this visitation, things ran much more in
accord with the predictions of the science fiction community. It
helped that the new visitors arrived in an easily recognizable
space craft rather than as one space-traveling individual. Indeed,
things could not have run more smoothly if the whole event had been
planned by diplomats and travel agents who specialized in small
group tours.

The ship, which was in fact a Royal party
barge, and measured only 170 feet in boxy length, popped through
the atmosphere and was hovering beside the rail of the center
viewing platform of the tower before anyone had time to panic.
There was also no time and no seeming need to bring in the
military, and when the hatch irised open and the aliens scrambled
out, the one security agent in the forefront of the milling crowd
of awestruck tourists did not even draw his weapon.

The new visitors were all of two feet tall.
They scurried about like chickens, and were only a little more
frightening. They also smiled and waved and made little ‘wait a
minute’ gestures while two of them tugged and pulled at a small
box. At last one of the little beings managed to wrench the box
from the grasp of the other, and he held it to his chest. He began
to make chittering, ratcheting sounds.

The box, which was actually a translator unit
not designed by the Bats themselves, now boomed out the following
comment:

“From our monitoring of your broadcasts, we
have determined that this is the dominant language of your
planet.”

This comment was spoken in English, a blow to
French pride which echoes to this day as English is well on its way
to becoming the intergalactic official language.

“Can you understand me?” the little alien
asked through the box.

The French policeman sighed and admitted he
could.

“I am Vinn Vexx var Voxx, first minister to
his Highness, Prince Viin Veen var Taxx.” Here the little creature
paused to indicate one of the reptilian beings who was much plumper
than the rest of them. He finished with this classic line: “We come
in peace.”

I told you that this time things went much
more according to script.

The two groups stood facing each other,
neither quite sure of how to proceed, and the whole matter was
taken out of their hands when a four year old Australian girl on
vacation broke from the human ranks and ran straight up to the
pudgy Prince from outer space and grabbed him in a huge bear
hug.

“Oh, Mummy,” she cried with delight, “isn’t
he sweet? I want one of these.”

The Prince, whose feet were now dangling off
the ground as the much taller human child gripped him, stiffened
for a brief moment as he considered that perhaps his dignity might
be suffering just slightly. But the warmth and smell of the young
girl were simply wonderful. What might have been a diplomatic
disaster turned into an ice-breaking moment as aliens and humans
let out a collective “awwwww”. The Prince gave in to being treated
like a stuffed teddy bear and found that he quite enjoyed it. In
all of mankind’s history, perhaps our most effective diplomat
turned out to be a small child named Katie.

That was the beginning of the love affair
between Earth and just about everyone and everything else in the
universe. Paris loved the Bats, and the Bats loved Paris. The world
loved the Bats, and the Bats loved the world.

By the time the French President and a small
selection of ministers arrived at the tower, nineteen of the twenty
Bats from the ship were being shown the sights of Paris spread out
below them, and sampling French delicacies as they picked up
language lessons from excited tourists in at least eight different
Earth tongues. The Prince was comfortably settled in Katie’s lap as
she sat on a bench cuddling him and feeding him small bits of
chocolate and banana crepes.

Proper diplomatic introductions were
initiated and it did not take long for the French to discover that
the Bats were even fonder of pompous titles and ponderous diplomacy
than were the French themselves. In the end the French were forced
to admit that the Bats could out-snooty even them.

The French were very impressed by the fact
that a member of a royal family had chosen, or not chosen exactly,
to visit their capital city. This was before anyone on earth had
learned that fully 98 percent of the Bat race was a member of one
royal family or another. The odds of meeting a Bat who was an
actual commoner were really rather slim.

So the Bats and the French, both of whom
delighted in titles and feeling slightly superior to everyone else,
got along famously. But it was mankind’s fantastic creativity that
enthralled the visitors more than anything else. As the French
government took over the task of escorting their new friends about
Paris, the Bats became more and more excited. Each new revelation
was more incredible than the last. For example, alcohol had been
made by virtually every race, and was common as a fuel or cleaning
solution, but surely humans were the first ever to actually
consider drinking it. And as for prostitution, well, that was
simply brilliant. The humans just had a knack for getting the most
out of common everyday materials.

And word of this surprising new race spread
rapidly out amongst the stars.
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