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David Sawyer walked into the kitchen of his townhouse and thrust his tablet at his husband James.

“I’m running for city council,” he said.

James neither took the tablet nor looked up from his coffee and toast. “The elections were last month,” he said. “And we already have a councilman. Please inform those responsible for maintaining your information bubble that they are falling down on the job.”

“We had a councilman,” David said. “Note the tense.” He thrust the tablet at James again.

James took it, frowning. “Councilman Krugg is dead? When did that happen?”

“Last night,” David said. “He’d been molting and he went out before his new carapace stiffened up. Was talking on his phone and not paying attention and walked in front of a bus. They say the death was instant.”

“And messy,” James said, glancing at the picture accompanying the story.

“He should have stayed off the streets until his carapace grew in,” David said.

“When you walk in front of a bus I don’t think a full suit of chitin is going to help you much,” James said. “As a general rule when it’s a city bus versus any biological creature, it’s safe to bet on the bus.”

“The point is,” David said, “Krugg’s seat is now open.” He leaned over and pointed at the news story on the tablet. “They’re going to hold a special election in three weeks so the winner can serve the full term. And I’m going to run.”

James glanced over. “You’re going to run? Isn’t this one of those things where spouses have a discussion about the pros and cons?”

“We’re discussing it now,” David said.

“You bounding into the kitchen and saying ‘I’m going to run,’ while I’m eating breakfast doesn’t actually constitute a discussion, you know,” James said. “It’s the opening scene of a situation comedy.” He slurped his coffee.

“Do you object to me running?” David said.

“No—” James began.

“Well, then,” David said.

“But I think we need to have an expectations management discussion,” James finished. “Because, my love, you have no chance of winning.”

“I don’t think that’s true at all,” David said.

“No?” James said. “Tell me. Which city council district do we live in?”

“The third,” David said.

“And what do we know about the demographics of the third district?” James asked.

“It’s a human-minority district,” David said. “I know—”

James held up his hand. “How long has it been since a human councilperson held the third district seat?”

“It’s been a few election cycles,” David admitted.

“A few?” James asked.

David threw up his hands. “Fine. It’s been forty-four years,” he said.

“And, since I know you’ll know this, because it’s the sort of political geek you are,” James said, “how long has it been since a human even ran for the third district seat?”

“Thirty-six years,” David said.

“So you weren’t even alive the last time it happened,” James said.

“I’ll be thirty-six in five weeks,” David said.

“There’s a relevant bit of information,” James said, and slurped some more coffee.

“So you think I shouldn’t run,” David said, after a second.

“I think it’s fine if you run,” James said, setting down his mug. “You’ve been wanting to get elected to public office for as long as I’ve known you. God knows why, but you do. I just want you to go into this with the understanding that the term ‘underdog,’ probably overstates your chances. You’re more like an ‘underamoeba.’ And I need you to know this because you’re intolerable when you lose.”

“That’s not true,” David said.

“Student body treasurer race,” James said.

“Oh, come on,” David said. “Totally not fair. That was fifteen years ago. I was twenty.”

“And you almost didn’t make it to twenty-one, because I swear to God I was going to smother you with a pillow,” James said. “You don’t know how close your mopey ass came to death.”

“That election was poorly run, anyway,” David said. “I know some of the fraternities voted twice.”

“Tell me you do hear the words that are coming out of your mouth right now,” James said.

“All right, fine,” David said, and held out his right hand. “I, David Sawyer, do solemnly swear not to be a pain in the ass if I lose this election.”

“‘When I lose this election,’” James said.

“I could win, you know,” David said.

“Say it,” James said.

David sighed. “When I lose this election. There, I’ve said it.”

“Thank you,” James said, and reached for his coffee again.

“I could use a campaign manager,” David said.

“Student body treasurer race,” James said.

“You’re never going to let me live that down, are you,” David said.

“Not if we live to a hundred,” James said, and finished his coffee.
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“I’m here to file my candidacy for the third district council seat,” David said, pushing the paperwork, the filing fee and the hundred required signatures at the city hall clerk.

 

The clerk blinked at least two of her eyes at this. “The third district,” she said.

“That’s right,” David said, and smiled.

“You live there,” she said. “You live there and actually look around at the people on the street who live there with you.”

“I do,” David said, and tapped the papers. “Everything’s in order.”

The clerk glanced down at the small pile David provided her, looked back up at David, and then did what David supposed was the equivalent of a shrug. “All right,” she said, taking the papers. “We’ll take a look at these today. If you don’t hear from us by noon tomorrow, you can assume there are no issues and you can begin campaigning. There will be a candidate’s debate here at City Hall in two weeks; if you haven’t dropped out of the race by then you may participate. We’ll mail you all the details. Do you have a campaign manager?”

David glanced back at James, who had accompanied him to the clerk’s office. The two of them were the only people in the office other than the clerk and another woman at a side desk, filling out a form. “I’m still putting together my team,” he said, turning back to the clerk.

“Uh-huh,” the clerk said. “Well, if you get one, let us know so we can forward the debate information to them, too.”

“Has anyone else declared yet?” David asked. Behind him he heard the door of the office open.

“Three so far, plus you,” the clerk said. “We’ll probably get at least one more. Anything else, Mr. Sawyer?”

“No, I think that’s it,” David said.

“Then good luck,” the clerk said.

“Thank you,” David said. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to live in the third district, would you?”

The clerk rolled at least three of her eyes. “Oh, honey,” she said. “Don’t.”

“Fair enough,” David said, holding his hands up. He backed away from the clerk’s station, stepping on something squishy as he did so. He turned around to see a large pink gelatinous mass, holding a briefcase. David was stepping on one of the gelatin’s pseudopods.

“Whoops,” David said, and moved his foot.

From the inside the gelatin at mass of bubbles formed, rising to the surface to make a series of pops and squeaks that sounded suspiciously like language.

“I’m sorry,” David said. “I don’t speak…” he almost said I don’t speak bubble, but stopped himself in time.

“He’s asking if he heard correctly that you are running for the third district seat,” said the woman at the side desk.

“Oh!” David said. “Yes, I am. I’m David Sawyer.” He held out his hand to the gelatin. “If you live in the third district I hope you’ll consider me for your vote.”

The gelatin did not take his hand and instead snapped out another series of bubbles. David looked over to the woman again. “Could I get you to translate again?” he asked.

The woman set down the pen she was using and walked over to David and the gelatin. “He’s saying that he won’t be voting for you because he’s running against you.” More bubbles. “He also says that you are foolish to consider running in the third when it’s obvious you don’t know much about the district.”

“Hey, now,” David said. “There are at least a dozen languages spoken in the third. Not knowing his doesn’t mean I don’t know the district.”

“I think he’s suggesting that you should know who he is,” the woman said. By this time the gelatin had oozed around David and piled himself up at the clerk’s desk. He opened his briefcase and got out his filing papers.

“Who is he?” David asked.

“That’s Touie Touie,” the woman said. “He’s been Councilman Krugg’s chief of staff for the last fifteen years.”

“Who are you?” David asked.

“I’m Latasha Jenkins,” she said. “I’m a grad student in xenorelations at the university.” She pointed at Touie. “I’m here to apply for an internship in his office.”

“He’s not councilman yet,” David said.

“In fact he is,” Latasha said. “The mayor made him acting councilman today, pending the election. And he’s the odds-on favorite in the election. He’s already got the endorsement of the mayor and the three other council members. You should actually know this. I know this, and I’m just applying for an internship.”

“I can do better than an internship,” David said. “You say you know what’s going on. Okay. I agree. So how about you becoming my campaign manager?”

“You don’t have one?” Latasha said.

“I’m still putting together my team,” David said. “It’s a real grassroots effort.”

“There’s a euphemism for it,” Latasha said. “You’re aware that there hasn’t been a human councilperson in the third for half a century, right?”

“Actually, it’s only been forty-four years,” David said.

“Right,” Latasha said. “You know, I think I’m going to go back and finish my internship application now. Nice to meet you.” She turned to go but then Touie Touie had oozed back up to the two of them, and was popping off a new series of bubbles.

“I was just telling him how I was applying for an internship to your office,” Latasha said, to Touie. This precipitated more bubbles.

“What’s he saying?” David asked.

“Quiet,” Latasha said and turned her attention back to Touie. After a bit she nodded. Touie oozed out the door.

“What was that about?” David asked.

“Okay, I’ll be your campaign manager,” Latasha said.

“Wait,” David said. “What? I thought you were applying for an internship.”

“Mr. Touie said that he’s putting the internship positions on hold until after the special election,” Latasha said. “He said it wouldn’t be fair for whoever won to be given interns selected by a different staff. So now I have some free time on my hands, and I still need to do some sort of community service for my masters’ program. You’re running in the third district, so it’s possible you’ll qualify.”

“I can’t really pay you,” David said.

“Yeah, I got that vibe from you already,” Latasha said. “Look, once I clear it with my program, just give me a document attesting to my community service and we’ll be fine. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” David said, and held out his hand. Latasha shook it, and then let out a whoof of air as David dragged her over to where James was sitting, reading a book.

“Look, James,” he said. “Our new campaign manager.”

James looked up from his book to Latasha. “I apologize in advance for the next three weeks,” James said to her.

Latasha grinned. “You part of the campaign?” she asked.

“It’s worse than that,” James said. “I’m the husband.”

“Oh, no,” Latasha said.

“Stop it, both of you,” David said, and then turned to Latasha. “So what should we do first?”

“The first thing we do is go back to the clerk and get as much voter information as we can,” Latasha said. “Because I can tell we’re going to need it.”

[image: break]

“Okay, now, whose door is this?” Latasha asked.

 

“It’s the door of Norsen Hurken,” David said, impatiently. He was bundled up against the cold and was holding flyers and stickers in his hands.

“And she’s a what?” Latasha asked.

“A Gherkin,” David said.

“No,” Latasha said. “A gherkin is a tiny pickle. She’s a Hegurchin. These are two separate things.”

“You know, it might be cold, but my frozen ears can still register sarcasm,” David said.

“You hired me to be your campaign manager,” Latasha reminded him. “Part of my job is to give you information which will help you make your case to voters. Part of your job is to actually listen to me. For example, when you talk to a Hegurchin—”

“I’m kind of freezing out here,” David said. “I’d really like not to have to go over stuff we’ve already gone over in the warm, out here in the cold. Instead, I’d like to go talk to these voters so that I can get back to my house some time before frostbite sets in.”

Latasha glanced over to James, standing slightly off to one side. He shrugged. “Okay,” Latasha said. “Remember, the name here is Norsen Hurken. You can also call her Ms. Norsen. Go get ’em, killer.” She thumped David on the back in encouragement as he walked toward the door.

“So, what critical piece of information is he missing about Hegurchins?” James asked, as David walked up the porch stairs.

“Wait for it,” Latasha said.

From their vantage point, they watched as David rang the doorbell and a tall creature with an array of facial tentacles opened the door. There was the low murmur of David’s voice, followed by an undulating cry from the creature. The face tentacles extended straight out and then wrapped around David’s head, pulling him into an intimate embrace.

“Oh, nice,” James said. 

Latasha smiled.

Two minutes later David stomped his way back to his campaign manager. “I was not informed there would be suckers,” he said, accusingly.

“Well, you seemed to be in a hurry,” Latasha said, mildly. “Wanting to get in out of the cold and all.”

“I get it,” David said. “Point taken.”

“I think those suckers gave you a rash,” James said, looking at David’s face.

“Don’t you start,” David said, and then touched his face where the suckers had landed.

“Do you want me to tell you about the Svorszens?” Latasha said. “They’re Cmuufs. They’re next on the list.”

“Do Cmuufs have suckers?” David asked.

“Not unless they’ve had some really interesting grafts,” Latasha said.

The Svorszens were graft-free, and appeared delighted—inasmuch as their faces could register any sort of emotion at all—to meet David. “Finally, someone who might actually do something about the aliens,” said Mrs. Svorszen.

“The aliens,” David said, face carefully blank.

“Yes, the aliens,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “They’re ruining the neighborhood.”

“What a mess,” Mr. Svorszen said. “Their spawn run around everywhere.”

“They make these noises like you wouldn’t believe,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “Keep us up half the night.”

“Don’t forget the smells,” Mr. Svorszen said.

“Oh, God, the smells,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “They say it’s just their cooking. And I say to myself, I don’t make you smell what I cook for dinner. Close your damn windows.”

“But this is what happens when you let anyone live anywhere,” Mr. Svorszen said.

“I don’t even think they’re in the country legally,” Mrs. Svorszen said.

“We complained to Councilman Krugg about it, but he said some nonsense about plurality and everyone making everyone else welcome,” Mr. Svorszen said. “And I said, sure. But you have to draw the line somewhere.”

“Exactly,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “You start letting everyone in and then it’s a slide into chaos. We’ve lived here in the third district all our lives and it’s never been this bad.”

“You have to have standards,” Mr. Svorszen said.

“We’re not bigots,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “We just think they should go back to live with their own kind.”

“In Canada,” Mr. Svorszen said.

“Canada,” David said, after a moment.

“Yes,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “That’s where they said they were from.” She turned to her husband. “Calgary is in Canada still.”

“Far as I know,” Mr. Svorszen said.

“They have a whole country to let their spawn run around in, and to make noise in, and to cook horrible things in,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “I don’t see why they need to do it here. Tell us you’ll work on this problem, and you’ve got our vote.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” David said.

“Wonderful,” Mr. Svorszen said. “We’ll take a sticker.”

“Wow, that jammed the cheap irony meter right into the red,” James said, after the Svorszens had closed their door. After the incident at the Norsen house David had insisted James and Latasha be within tentacle range at all future stops.

“I can’t believe I promised to investigate Canadians,” David said. “I didn’t mean to say that. It just sort of came out.”

“Welcome to politics,” Latasha said, looking at her papers. “I would expect they’re talking about the Andersens. They live two doors down.”

“And to be fair, I do think I smell cabbage,” James said.

“Should we go back to your house for some torches?” Latasha asked.

“Can we just keep moving, please?” David asked, plaintively.

At the next house, a small and mousy Blidden named Fuin Suh answered the door.

“Hello,” David said. “I’m David Sawyer, and I’m running for the third district council seat. Can I talk to you about my platform?”

“Oh, yes, please,” said Fuin. “And I will also talk to you. About your soul. And how it is forfeit to the spears of the Penetrating Gods.”

“I’m sorry,” David said. “I’m not a follower of your religion.”

“That’s the best part!” Fuin said. “You don’t have to be! You’ll still be impaled! Isn’t it wonderful. Come in, come in.” Fuin looked past David to James and Latasha. “You don’t mind if I borrow this nice young man for a few moments, do you?”

“Will we get him back unimpaled?” James asked.

“At this time, yes,” Fuin said.

“Then by all means,” James said.

“I couldn’t possibly come in without my friends,” David said.

“Don’t be silly,” Latasha said. “This is a special moment for you and a constituent. We’ll just wait here on the porch. You have fun now.”

I hate you both, David mouthed silently as Fuin took his hand and pulled him into the house.

“This is a lot more fun than I was expecting,” James said, to Latasha, as the door closed.
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“Well, the local news just did a poll,” Latasha said, walking up to David, who was descending from the city hall stage where the evening’s debate would be held. The hall was beginning to fill up voters, press and political lackeys.

 

“Tell me I’m not in last place,” David said. He sounded tired, because he was. Two weeks of walking the district for votes had worn him out.

“You are in fact not in last place,” Latasha said. “Of the five candidates for the third district council seat, you are fourth. You are two tenths of a percentage point ahead of Nukka Farn Mu.”

“Remind me which one he is again,” David said.

“He’s the one whose entire platform is that we should be allowed to eat our neighbors’ pets,” Latasha said.

David rubbed his forehead. “So after two weeks I’m just barely ahead of the pet-eater,” he said.

“Yes,” Latasha said. “Although in the interests of complete honesty I have to tell you that the poll has a three percent margin of error.”

“So it’s possible I could actually be two point eight percentage points behind him,” David said.

“Well, no,” Latasha said. “You’ve only got one point six percent of the vote.”

“How the hell did he get the hundred signatures to get on the ballot, anyway?” David asked.

“How did you?” Latasha asked.

“I gave away cookies in front of the supermarket,” David said.

“Maybe he did the same thing,” Latasha said. “Just with cat jerky.”

“There’s something wrong with you,” David said, to Latasha.

“Look,” Latasha said, nodding toward the door. “Here comes Touie Touie.” The two of them watched as the interim councilman sludged his way toward the stage, followed by an entourage.

“Dare I ask what his poll numbers are?” David said.

“Ninety percent,” Latasha said. “Although remember they could in reality be as low as eighty-seven percent.”

“I think I need a nap,” David said.

“No time,” Latasha said. “The other thing I need to tell you is that I now have the notes for the debate. The moderator is going to introduce you all and each of you is going to have a minute for your opening statements, followed by questions from the moderator, for which you will again each have one minute. For the introductory statement, they’ll be going from right to left on stage, which means you’ll be going fourth.”

“Are we going by poll rankings?” David asked, bitterly.

“No, they’re putting you between the two Lideh candidates,” Latasha said. “They’re sisters, and apparently they hate each others’ guts. I think they’re hoping that by putting you between them you’ll keep them from having a brawl on the stage.”

“Any idea why they hate each other?” David asked.

“Sibling rivalry needs a reason?” Latasha said. “Don’t you have any brothers or sisters?”

“No,” David said.

“When I was twelve, I cut the brakes on my sister’s bike on her birthday,” Latasha said. “And she deserved it.”

“I’m not sure I need to know this,” David said.

“The irony was that our parents got her a new bike for her birthday and gave me her old bike as a hand-me-down,” Latasha said. “And then they wanted to go for a family ride together. I plowed right into a parked car as I came down off a hill. Broke my arm in three places. Trini laughed her ass off at that.”

“Latasha,” David said.

“I got her back, though,” Latasha said. “Believe that.”

“I think I want you to resign,” David said. “You’re beginning to make me nervous.”

“Don’t be silly, that was years ago,” Latasha said. “My point was that even they probably don’t know why they hate each other. They just do. So you get to be the heat sink between them. It’ll be fine. Now, you remember what you’re not going to talk about in your introductory statement?”

“I won’t talk about being a human in the race,” David said.

“And you’re not going to talk about it because?” Latasha asked.

“It’s not relevant to being able to represent the people of the third district and to bring them the services and care they deserve and should expect. And so on,” David said.

“Very good,” Latasha said.

“Your sister is dead now, isn’t she?” David asked.

“It looks like they’re trying to get all the candidates together,” Latasha said. “Good luck up there. James and I will see you after.”

Twenty minutes later the candidates were standing behind their podiums and the moderator, a local newscaster, prompted them to begin their opening statements.

Touie Touie went first. “To begin, the most recent census of the third district tells me that almost a hundred different languages and dialects are spoken here,” he said, bubbles forming a pure, unaccented brand of English which made David think back to their first meeting and become annoyed. “I’m not sure I can say hello in all of those, but let me try.” Touie’s internal structure went momentarily opaque as a spray of tiny bubbles formed. When they surfaced, each formed a greeting in a separate tongue.

The audience was charmed and amazed, and broke into applause.

Show off, David thought to himself, as Touie finished with the rest of his opening statement.

Nukka Farn Mu went next.

“People of the third district, I will not lie to you,” Nukka Farn Mu said to the audience, baring his sharp, cruel teeth as he did so. “Your pets are delicious to me. I have tasted them. Oh, yes, I have. I resent the local, state and federal laws that do not allow me to prey upon them as I will—or would allow you to do the same to my pets, if I had them, which I do not, because I would have eaten them by now. In the land of my forefathers, the idea that animals as delicious as pets would be kept as companions would be met with derision. I wish to bring that wisdom to this, our common land. If you elect me, I will do everything in my power to make this mighty dream a reality. All other considerations bow before this sacred task. I look forward to the day when we all—every race, every people—feast together on these delicious animals known as pets. Thank you.”

The applause this time was sparse and highly scattered.

The first of the two Lideh candidates, named Ersi snaErvi, spoke next.

“People of the third district, if you elect me, I will do my best to be responsive to your needs, and to be a good and dedicated public servant,” she said. “But even if you do not elect me, I implore you from the bottom of my heart not to elect my sister, Resi snaErvi. She is evil of the sort you have not known before. And worse than evil, she is incompetent! To elect her would be to cut your wrists and jump into a tank filled with sharks, and only as your entrails were shredded and your life snatched from you would you recognize the folly of your action. Please, I beg of you: Vote for anyone other than my sister, the unspeakable Resi snaErvi. Thank you.”

David prepared to make his statement.

“This is outrageous,” said Resi snaErvi. “I realize it is not yet my time to speak, but I cannot let this slander go unanswered a moment longer.”

“Do you see, people of the third district?” cried Ersi snaErvi. “Already she breaks the rules. Already she trods upon the rights of others!” She looked at David and held out a twiglike appendage. “Human, I apologize to you on behalf of my inconsiderate and terrible sister.”

“Uh,” David said.

“No, human, it is I who must apologize for my sister,” Resi snaErvi said. “The filth of her lies already infects your ears, and only the soothing balm of truth will ease the burning.”

“I just have a few notes here,” David said, pointing to his cue cards.

“And here is the truth!” Resi snaErvi said. “My sister is unwell. She has been unwell for years. And more than unwell, she is jealous! Of me! Her own sister. For many years I have tried to ignore it and to love her—”

“Love me!” Ersi snaErvi spat. “You mean, love my intended gene-bond, whom you tricked into mating with you, you pustule of filth!”

“—but as you can see her irrationality precludes such a possibility,” Resi snaErvi continued. “Why, do you know the only reason she announced as a candidate was to run against me? She has no platform. She is as ignorant as a bug.”

“Please,” David said. “Let me just—” His next words were muffled as a large jet of oily brown effluvia ejected from the body of Ersi snaErvi and smacked him on the side of the face, on the way to splash Resi snaErvi across her abdomen. Resi snaErvi screeched an unholy screech and shot out her own gout of effluvia, coating the other side of David’s face while the majority of the spray shot across the stage to drench her sister. The two Lideh then lunged toward each other, making David the confused and disoriented filling of a scratching and clawing sandwich of hate.

From the audience came sounds of both terror and delight. David had just enough time to register both, and another jet of effluvia smacking against him, before losing consciousness.

[image: break]

“The video is up to four million hits,” James said, pointing to the screen, where David was once again being spritzed by Lideh bodily fluids. “And it’s not even been a full day yet.”

 

“Wonderful,” David said, from a supine position on the couch. His tablet buzzed; it was a reporter from the New York Times. David groaned and turned off the tablet.

“When you add that to the news networks, I don’t think there’s anyone on the planet who hasn’t seen the video by now,” James said. “In a way you’re part of the biggest political story in the world.”

“The part that gets his ass kicked for standing in the wrong place,” David said.

“It’s true you’re the comedy relief in this scenario,” James said.

“It’s not what I ran for office to be,” David said.

“At least it’s not about anything you did,” James said, and nodded back to the video. “Look at those two. They made complete asses of themselves in front of an entire planet. And now they’re in jail and they’ve both withdrawn from the race. Overall, this video is good for you. If nothing else you look reasonable by comparison.”

“So you’re saying I’ll ride to victory on the pity vote,” David said.

“I don’t know about victory,” James said. “But you could ride it to second place, which is a lot better than I would have expected yesterday.”

“Thank you for your inspiring words,” David said. He took the pillow behind his back and used it to smother his face.

“Remember I’ll still love you even when you lose,” James said. “That is, as long as you remember not to be an insufferable twit about it.”

David’s reply was muffled into the pillow.

The door opened and Latasha burst through. “Guys,” she said. “Local news. Turn it on now.”

“What’s going on?” James asked.

Latasha grabbed the remote and tuned it to the local news channel. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said. James got her attention and directed it to David, who still had the pillow over his face. She snatched the pillow off David’s head and then smacked him with it. “Pay attention,” she said, and pointed to the monitor. On it was a video of Touie Touie, at a podium.

“What’s he doing?” David asked.

“He’s quitting the race,” Latasha said.

“Bullshit,” David said.

Latasha shook her head. “Not bullshit. Local news found evidence that he’s been running a graft scheme. He’s been asexually budding and having the younger versions of himself bid for city contracts. Then he was bribing his dearly-departed boss to lobby the other council members and the mayor to vote his way. The moderator was going to drop the bombshell on him at last night’s debate, but then your thing happened. So they just broke it a couple of hours ago, and this is his reaction.” She turned up the volume.

“…And so it becomes necessary for me to step down from the council race in order to devote my full attention to fighting these baseless and outrageous accusations against myself and my bud-clones,” Touie was saying. “I’m certain we will all be vindicated, and when we are you can bet I’ll be back to fight for the citizens of the third district—” Latasha muted the sound.

“Holy shit,” James said, after a long minute. “You know what this means.”

“Hold that thought,” Latasha said, and reached into her purse. She took out a piece of paper and a pen, and handed both to David. “Sign this, please,” she said.

David took the paper. “What is it?”

“It’s you telling my Masters’ program that I’ve fulfilled all my community service requirements, so they can give me my credits,” Latasha said.

David signed the paper and gave it back to Latasha. “Thank you,” she said, and then turned back to James. “You were about to say that it means that David will actually win the election. But I don’t think that’s what’s going to happen.”

“Wait, what?” David said. “You think I’m going to lose to Nukka Farn Mu? The guy who wants to eat pets?”

“It’s a very strong possibility,” Latasha said.

“The guy whose only campaign position is to eat pets,” David said.

“Yes,” Latasha said.

“Pet smorgasbord man,” David said.

Latasha sighed. “Look, David,” she said. “I have friends in other city hall offices. In other city council offices. And they’re telling me that the mayor and the other council members are very seriously considering endorsing Nukka Farn Mu. The superficial reason is that the third district is the only district in the city in which a non-human is likely to win a seat on the council, and it looks good for the city to have that.”

“But all he wants to do is eat pets,” David said. “I know I sound like I’m unusually focused on this point, but I do think it’s relevant.”

“And that’s the real reason they want him on the council,” Latasha said. “The rest of the council doesn’t actually care about interspecies diversity, David. Don’t be naïve. They want someone on the city council they can use. Let’s say the mayor and the rest of the council go to Nukka Farn Mu and say, we will pass a resolution funding a feasibility study on the subject of pet consumption, and all you have to do is promise your thumbs-up on certain key votes. Nukka Farn Mu is happy because he’ll get what he wants, and the city council is happy because they get what they want. Then four years from now, when Touie Touie’s beaten the rap, he’ll take over the third district seat, and everything’s back to normal. The only one who loses in this scenario is you.”

“And the pets,” James said.

Latasha glanced at him briefly then turned her attention back to David. “My point is that the fix is already in. Before, when Touie was running, there wasn’t anything anyone could have done about it. But now there’s actually a chance to have someone in the office who isn’t completely corrupt. That’s you, David. You have a chance to do some good. It’s just a matter of getting you in there.” She reached into her purse and brought out a folded piece of paper.

“I already signed that,” David said.

“It’s a different paper, you moron,” Latasha said. “Really. After all the nice things I just said about you. Take it and read it.”

David took it and read it. “This says you’re resigning as my campaign manager,” he said.

“I am,” Latasha said. “David, when I became your campaign manager it wasn’t because I actually wanted to be your campaign manager. It was because Touie Touie told me that if I became your campaign manager, after everything was done he’d give me an internship in his office. He said he didn’t think he’d have any serious competition for the seat, but that if he did, having you in there to peel off the human vote would probably work in his favor. So he wanted to be sure you ran a halfway credible campaign.”

“You just said he was a crook,” David said. “Why would you want to work for him?”

“He was a crook who couldn’t lose,” Latasha said. “And I thought I needed that internship. But it turns out running your campaign satisfies my program requirements just fine. And I have deep philosophical problems with Nukka Farn Mu, not in the least because I have two cats.”

“That’s a very interesting moral compass you have there,” James said.

“I’m not going to argue that point,” Latasha said. “And now you know why I had David sign my program requirement letter first. On the other hand, that moral compass of mine is about to give you a boost.” She nodded to the resignation letter. “Everything I just told you is in that letter, and I also talk about why the mayor and the council are planning to endorse Nukka Farn Mu. They’ll deny it, of course, but it will be enough to keep them from publicly endorsing him. Which is enough to keep you in the race through this next Tuesday.”

“What if I refuse to make this resignation letter public?” David said. “Maybe I want to see if I can win on my own. I’d like to think I can beat a pet-eater.”

Latasha looked over at James. “Hey, don’t look at me for help,” James said, to her. “I love the guy for his clueless gumption.”

Latasha smiled at this. “That’s an admirable thought, David, and I appreciate your faith in yourself. But, yeah, you’d get slaughtered,” she said. “So I went ahead and took the precaution of mailing copies of that resignation letter to local and national news. Thanks to your adventure last night, this race is big news, and this will keep it in the spotlight a little bit longer. That’ll be good for you. And I’ll spin it so it’s good for me, too.” She glanced over to David’s blank tablet. “So I’d turn that on soon, if I were you.”

“I don’t know what to say to you right now,” David said, to Latasha.

“I understand,” she said. “If you figure out what to say later, let me know. But either way, you’re welcome. And good luck, David.” She left the house.

After several minutes of silence David reached over and turned on the tablet. It started buzzing immediately.

[image: break]

“I just want to tell you good luck again,” Fuin Suh said, to David, at the election night party at his house. “After you came to speak to me, I went and told all the parishioners at The Church of the Penetrating Gods. We all voted for you.”

 

“How lovely,” James said, standing next to David, who was too tense to be pleasant. “And how many parishioners might that be?”

“About a hundred,” Fuin said. “It’s all very exciting!”

“Isn’t it, though,” James said, and shook Fuin’s hand. “Thanks again for coming to the party. Please, enjoy yourself. And try the fruit skewers. I think you’ll like them.”

“Oooh, fruit skewers,” Fuin said, and wandered off.

“Your election party will go off better if you actually speak to people,” James said, to David. “It’s just a suggestion.”

“If I talk too much I think I might throw up,” David said.

“Oh, relax,” James said. “You’re not going to throw up.”

“Student body treasurer race,” David said, tightly.

“Okay, point,” James said, and maneuvered his husband to the sofa. “Here, you sit. I will get you a drink. Maybe two. Maybe five.”

“Great,” David said. “Nothing like being tense and drunk at the same time.”

“The first results are in!” Someone said, near the monitor.

“Make it a dozen,” David called to James.

At eight o’clock Nukka Farn Mu led David by eight hundred votes.

At nine o’clock Nukka Farn Mu had pulled away to 1,100 votes up.

“I’m going to go hide the cat,” James said.

“We don’t have a cat,” David said.

“Good God, Nukka Farn Mu’s reign of terror has already begun,” James exclaimed.

“You’re not helping,” David said.

At ten o’clock Nukka Farn Mu’s lead had dropped to five hundred votes.

At eleven o’clock it was down to two hundred.

At midnight David was up by three.

At one o’clock, with all the votes counted, David had won by 105.

“I told you we all voted for you!” Fuin Suh said, around her tenth fruit skewer, as the balloons finally fell.

“So you did,” James said. “Bless you.” Fuin smiled and hopped off to celebrate with her friends.

“I don’t believe it,” David said. “It actually happened. I actually pulled it off.”

“You sure did,” James said.

“Now what do I do?” David said. His tablet buzzed; the incoming call was from Nukka Farn Mu.

“Start by taking that concession call,” James said. “Then give an acceptance speech. Then tell everyone to get out of the house because it’s late. Figure the rest out later.” He gave his hubby a peck on the cheek and then wandered into the crowd to mingle.

David wondered just a moment at everything that happened over the last three weeks, shook his head in disbelief, and took the call from Nukka Farn Mu. “Hello, this is David Sawyer,” he said.

“You may think this is over, but it’s not,” growled Nukka Farn Mu. “I demand a recount.”

David smiled at this. This is going to be a whole new kind of fun, he thought. I think I’ll like it.

“Bring it, pet snacker,” David said, and hung up.
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