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THE NEXT THING I KNEW

 

The afterlife is the last thing on Lucy's mind until she and every other human on the planet drop dead and find themselves in the hereafter.

 

Talk about rotten timing.  No high school graduation, no law school, and forget finding out what happens next on her favourite TV series.  But Lucy refuses to take death lying down even if, technically, her corpse is.  She drags her social life back from the grave and enlists her friends to figure out the rules of the afterlife and, more importantly, to discover who or what killed everyone and why the heck anyone would do such a mean thing.

 

The "who" turns out to be the last "what" she would have imagined and if Lucy doesn't find a way to put her newfound ghostly powers to work, humanity will be extinct for good.

 

 

 




  

Chapter 1
 

 

Life pulled the plug on humans at two on a Sunday afternoon.

The last thing I remembered before the end (besides a particularly juicy day dream involving me, Chris Rogers, and the Halleluiah Chorus) was a blinding headache of the brain freeze variety.  Everything blurred for a second and then I was on an endless grassy plain, hands pressed to my head.  Other people stood nearby with headache-contorted expressions twisting their faces.

My head didn't hurt anymore but I still said "Ouch" to make things official.  Others echoed the sentiment.  I looked around and got my bearings.  People dotted the gently undulating terrain like lost sheep.  Even though the place looked like Kansas, I didn't need to tell Toto that my Facebook Places status wasn't anywhere on the planet Earth, much less Kansas.  The sun looked pale, white, and totally alien.

The first person I recognized was Ms. Tate, the neighborhood Bible thumper, who, unfortunately for my sanity, was naked and sagging like rotten fruit in places I didn't think could sag.  I jerked my head away before I contributed the contents of my stomach to her wardrobe.

Ms. Tate wasn't the only fashion victim in the vicinity.  A scrawny wrinkled dude showed his stuff in tight cutoff jean shorts, a pot-bellied guy terrified nearby children in his red banana hammock, and a middle-aged woman sauntered past in nothing but a pink fishnet unitard.  I glanced down, half afraid I'd be strutting my birthday suit or wearing something atrocious like a striped sweater skirt, but I wasn't.  I wore a yellow summer dress like the ones I'd loved to wear when I was little.  Thankfully, this one wasn't kiddy-sized.

Kyle, my best friend, ran over.  He wore jogging shorts, black tennis shoes, and a t-shirt with a Linux penguin on it.  That was pretty much what he wore all the time, attire that stuck its tongue out at the mainstream while maintaining the ability to escape enraged mobs.  He glanced at Ms. Tate and just as quickly looked away.  His eyes looked like they wanted to jump out of his head and run away screaming.  "Lucy, what the hell is going on?"

"I'd use Google to find out, but I seem to have misplaced my house along with my laptop."

"It's like everyone in the neighborhood got teleported right out of their homes."

I reached out a hand and touched his arm.  He felt solid, warm.  The hairs on his arm pricked up at my touch.  He stared at my finger as it traced his skin.  Then he reached over and pinched me on the rib.

"Ouch!"  I pinched him back.

He jumped away and laughed.

"What are you two laughing about?  This is no joke."  Ms. Tate's face twisted into a scowl and her hands latched onto her hips.  A frumpy checkered dress with a choke collar now covered her droopy bits.

"Sorry, Ms. Tate," I said.  "Just making sure we're not dreaming."

Kyle snapped his fingers.  "I'll bet that's it.  Drugs in the water or something.  We're having a mass delusion."

"Terrorists," Ms. Tate said.  "Heavens to Betsy, we're under attack."

Seeing Ms. Tate nude definitely qualified as terrorism but I couldn't count on Homeland Security to lock her away.  "I think Betsy is already in Heaven."  I groaned.  "I just want to go home."

So I did.  Just like that, I was home.  But home wasn't a warm safe place full of life, noise, and activity anymore.  Mom and Dad were there.  I was there.  If I checked the backyard my little brother was probably there too.  Mom rested in a heap on the kitchen floor, a thin stream of drool leaking from her mouth.  Dad lay face down on the floor in front of the TV.  Dead news anchors stared blankly from the TV.

My forehead rested on the edge of the kitchen table, masked by my dark brown hair.  One arm hung limp at my side.  The other arm was propped on the table, a pen in hand.  Correction:  my body was doing that.  My ghost stared at the scene and started screaming.

I rushed out of the backdoor and saw a small body half-hanging out of the tree house my dad had built for Robby.  I screamed some more and waved my arms like I was fending off a swarm of bees.  Tears burned my eyes and I collapsed into a ball.  I bawled for a good while until the illogic of a crying ghost hit me.  Ghosts shouldn't be able to feel or cry or laugh.  If I was dead, I should either be burning with demons or singing with angels.  Somehow I was doing neither.

I couldn't just leave our bodies lying around to rot.  I turned Mom's cooling body over and left it to rest against the cabinets.  Food had stained her blue sari.  I turned Dad over, trying to ignore how death had robbed the sparkle from his blue eyes, and dragged him to the couch.  I had no desire to lug our bodies across town to the graveyard but we deserved a proper burial, maybe next to Licks, our last dog, in the backyard.

Dad's body blipped like a skipped frame in a movie and reappeared facedown on the floor again.  Mom returned to her original position.  It was just like I'd never moved either of them.  I probably should have been surprised, but at that point emotional overload tripped a breaker in my brain.  I whimpered.  I walked to my body and took the pen from my dead fingers, dropped it on the floor.  About ten seconds later, the pen reappeared back in the clutch of my ashen hand.  I squatted and looked into my unseeing eyes, their usual sharp hazel color now dulled and fogged.  I'd always liked my eyes.  They'd been my best feature.  I figured they weren't my eyes anymore.  My old body seemed like a dear friend that I'd never see again.  I brushed the hair from its eyes, slapped its cheeks.  Why was I dead?  A stripe of blood had crusted under my nose.  I'd noticed blood on my dad's ear.  I checked my mom and saw a streak of red under her nose.  What the hell killed us, simultaneous aneurysms?

Another flood of tears hit me.  I rushed into the front yard and gulped a few deep breaths, trying to fight back hysterical hiccups.  Outside, a cool wind blew.  My summer dress billowed in the breeze.  My hair danced in the wind.  I felt alive.  In fact, I felt better than I'd ever felt before.  Well, aside from the nauseating depression hammering in my chest.  Movement down the road caught my eye.  I ran over and spotted Kyle pacing in the front yard of his house.

"Please tell me this is a dream," I said.

He stared at me, eyes haunted.  "Everyone.  It's everyone."

"Everyone?"

He grabbed my hand and marched down the street.  His grip was tight, manic.

"You're hurting me."

"Impossible.  You only think I am."

"Kyle, stop it.  You're squeezing my hand too hard."

He stopped and spun to face me.  "You can't hurt ghosts, Lucy."  He grabbed a landscaping brick from the side of a driveway and pressed it into my hand.  "Hit me."

"Are you crazy?"  The brick vanished from my hand and reappeared on the ground. 

He rolled his eyes and grabbed my hand again.  We walked the streets of our Candler Park neighborhood, a quaint area just east of downtown Atlanta.  Bodies inhabited the houses. Crashed cars littered the roads, the drivers and passengers dead.  Dead clerks manned the registers in stores, and dead shoppers lay in the aisles.  Dead joggers lay on sidewalks.  Dead construction workers slumped over power tools.  Dead, dead, dead.  Everyone.

Life had jerked the carpet out from underneath us and left a shattered mess.

Aside from the wounds sustained from falling or crashing, the bodies didn't show signs of trauma that would indicate why they'd died.  They didn't look bloated or diseased.  The streets slowly filled with mourning ghosts as people returned home or to that last familiar place they were visiting before the end came.

Animals seemed to have survived the apocalypse.  We saw dogs licking the faces of their dead owners and cats rubbing against the unresponsive legs of corpses.  A potbellied pig squealed and curled up next to the body of a young woman with spiky green hair.  Squirrels played in the trees and bird songs filled the air.  We could walk right up to wild animals.  Some would sniff the air and look at us but they didn't run.  I picked up a cute little chipmunk but it popped back to its earlier position just like everything else in the real world did when I took it, which kind of sucked.  I'd always wanted a pet chipmunk.  I raised my fist and shook it at the universe.

We stopped at the Flying Biscuit where my cousin Jane worked.  A sick greasy odor drifted from the back.  I imagined a dead cook frying atop the gas stove and choked back puke.

"Can ghosts barf, you think?" I asked Kyle.

"I have no idea.  I think ghosts can probably do whatever they want."

"Jane wasn't working today.  I don't see her body."

"Want to go into town?"

Jane's dad had a condo in Midtown.  She'd used it for parties since he was always away on business.  Jane liked things too crazy for my tastes.  She'd already done pot, cocaine, and just about anything else that would alter her state of mind.  She'd lost her virginity at the ripe age of twelve to Richie Sanders who was fifteen at the time.  They'd done it in my parents' bathtub when we were out of town on vacation.  I'd always wanted to be a free spirit like she was.  I'd wanted to give up the haughty pursuit of valedictorian and go crazy for once instead of fretting all the time about graduating early and getting into law school.  But I was too much of a control freak, OCD about everything when it came to planning my life.  My short little life.  Maybe Jane had it right.

It should have been a long walk to the condo, but the world blurred around us and suddenly Kyle and I stood outside the high rise building just in time to see someone jump off the roof.  I screamed the second I saw the body, arms wind-milling as it plummeted thirty stories.

A man in a charcoal business suit face-planted into the ground about twenty yards away.  The pavement cracked around his body.  Blood and brains splattered, pooled, and raced along the cracks.  I was still screaming and running in place.  Kyle hollered a string of curses.  The cracks healed.  The blood vanished.  The man pushed himself up and stared at the unblemished asphalt, felt his undamaged face.

"Are you okay?" I asked between gasps.

"No."  He brushed himself off, although the dust had already vanished from his cheap slacks.  "This can't be real.  This can't be death."

"It's something," Kyle said.  "Maybe something in between."

"This is worse than death.  Now I have to spend eternity with my nagging wife and mother-in-law.  What did I do to deserve this?"

"I don't think there are rules anymore.  Do what you want."

"I might just jump off this building again."

Kyle shrugged.  "Might as well."

The man looked up.  His body blurred upward to the roof.

"Wow."  I wanted to do that.  So I did.  The surface of the high rise shot past and I joined the man on the roof.

Kyle arrived a second later.  "This is too much," he said.

"Understatement of the year."  At that moment I stepped on the road to acceptance.  This was happening.  I was dead.  All my hard work and dedication toward a better future had been a total waste.  And, wouldn't you just know it?  The finale to my favorite TV show was tonight.  Couldn't the apocalypse have waited one more day?  I ground my teeth.  Yep, this was Hell all right.

After reigning in my anger and disappointment, I realized that I hadn't seen my parents or brother since dying.  Those first few hours of death had blurred together and I hadn't even thought about looking for them.  Most of my neighbors had been there on that grassy plain, but not my parents and they'd died only a few feet away from me.  It was possible I'd overlooked them in that initial flurry of confusion.  Another prospect frightened me.

They might not be in the afterlife.






  

Chapter 2
 

 

Kyle and I returned to the grassy plain, aka Not Kansas, in search of my parents.  People milled about aimlessly.  Some clumped around the natural organizer types, asking advice from those who were just as ignorant but made up for it by being high energy and supportive.  Where the heck was Oprah when we needed her the most?

Kids ran free all over the place, digging in the dirt and dodging through the discombobulated adults.  The plain seemed changeable to us ghosts unlike Earth.  I recognized one of the filthy tikes laughing and screaming with pure joy as he chased another child in an impromptu game of tag.

"Robby!"  I caught up with him and gave my dirty little brother a hug.  I felt warm tears streak down my face.  He squealed with joy as his little arms wrapped around me.

Breathless, he rattled off a list of questions about the sky's color, our location, and why there were panicked naked grown-ups looking for fig leaves.  Finally he asked one thing I could answer with something other than a shrug.

"Lucy, where's Mommy and Daddy?"

"I don't know.  I'm looking for them."

"Angie says we're dead and this is Heaven.  Is she right?"

Angie seemed to have it right as anyone.  "I don't know if this is Heaven, kiddo, but we aren't on Earth anymore."

"I like being dead.  We can play and the grown-ups don't yell at us and nobody's made me take a bath either."  He held up a grimy hand as evidence then looked back to the crowd of manic kids, his attention span for me all but gone.  I wasn't quite ready to lose him back to the insanity just yet.

"Want to see something really neat?"

His eyes lit up and he nodded.  I wished to hover a few feet off the ground.  So I did.  Robbie squealed high pitched enough to shatter glass and grabbed my dress, leaving muddy handprints.

"Show me, show me."

"You just have to want to do it really bad, and you can."

"Like Peter Pan?" 

"Exactly."

So he did, and bobbed a few feet off the ground.  "Can I fly?"

"Umm."  I hadn't considered that possibility.  He didn't wait for an answer but started zooming across the plain just a few feet off the ground.  The other kids chased him in a riotous laughing mob.  One by one they lifted off the ground and joined him.

Nearby adults watched, some in horror, others in fascination.  Most of them looked plain jealous.  It didn't take long for one of them to snag a low-flying girl and demand the secret from her.  Kyle shook his head and laughed at the wingless angels swooping through the sky.

"Maybe things won't be so bad after all," he said.

Death became fun, for a while.

More people learned to fly.  Teenage boys pretended they were super heroes and fought brutal battles worthy of major blockbuster films or video games.  The old adage: "It's all fun and games until someone gets hurt," didn't apply anymore.  None of the old rules did.  We were free from war, disease, famine, all that Old Testament stuff.  There was no economy, no money to worry about.  No need to apply makeup, no need to floss and brush.  There was also no need to use the bathroom or pass gas either which severely limited Kyle's favorite scatological activities.

I felt hungry those first few days in the afterlife but I think it was the memory of hunger that triggered the feeling.  Memory seemed to trigger a lot of things, like pain and longing and missing your favorite TV shows.  Grrr.  I looked everywhere for my parents but couldn't find them.  I tried thinking of them in the hope my willpower would take me right to them, but it didn't.  The one person I had no problems finding was Ms. Tate.  I ran across her every few hours.  I wondered if she was stalking me.

She remained in a foul and frightened mood most of the time despite the flying, laughing children.  She remained firmly rooted to the ground with a frown that sagged like her, uh, other parts.  She cornered the Baptist preacher who'd lived a few houses down from me and demanded answers.  He was clueless as the rest of us.  I think she frightened him because got out of there really fast for a chubby guy.

Ms. Tate wasn't the only religious person scared out of her mind.  A lot of people were worried to death, mainly those who'd expected to find St. Peter at the heavenly gates waiting for them or a chorus of angels singing as they stepped up to be judged by the Lord himself.  Someone claimed they had seen angels watching us and another person claimed to have seen Jesus.  The closest thing I'd seen to Jesus was Freddy Parson, the skater dude who never shaved his face or cut his hair and was seriously bummed by the lack of skateboards in the afterlife.

Ms. Tate told anyone who'd listen that Jesus was on his way to judge us and that this was just a waiting period for the dead.  She quoted some other Bible verses to me.  I nodded to make her feel better when she got all up in my face.  Inside I was secretly glad that people like her had ended up in the same place I did.  My family never went to church.  My mom was Hindu and my dad had been raised Methodist.  Sometime before I was born they'd left religion behind and never looked back.

I thought of all the nasty things people like Ms. Tate had said about my mom's religious background and all the cruel things their kids would say to me about being secular or agnostic or whatever you want to call it when you don't believe in some magic man in the sky.  Now we were the magic people in the sky but we still had our old notions, fears, and self-limiting beliefs.  Kids like Robby overcame the limits faster than any of us once we told them they didn't have to listen to the adults anymore.  They were one big happy multi-colored, multi-racial mob.

Day and night cycles didn't happen on the grassy plain.  White light from the strange sun bathed it constantly.  For variety's sake, Kyle and I ventured to Earth just to keep track of time.  We tried to figure out where exactly the plain was located in relation to Earth but didn't have any luck.  When we wanted to go there, it was like stepping through a portal in thin air and being back.  Kyle figured it might be another dimension in the same place as Earth.  I'd never been into science fiction but it seemed as good an explanation as any.

On the third day of life after death I saw my first animal on the grassy plain, a brown field mouse.  One of the kids chased it down and scooped it off the ground.  It bit him, but he shook his hand and laughed.  A few hours after arriving in the afterlife, the mouse vanished.  More animals flitted in and out of our strange purgatory.  Some stayed longer than others, dogs especially.  Wild animals didn't stay for longer than a few hours.

A chocolate Labrador that had belonged to the McElroys from down the street appeared one day.  Poor pooch probably starved to death, locked up in the house with nobody to feed him.  I never saw a dog grin so much as he did, romping up and down the plain, tongue lolling, as he chased flying kids.  Robby later told me that a few days after arriving, the dog sat down, barked a couple of times at the kids, and vanished.  Maybe he was saying goodbye.  Maybe he wanted to fly too.  Our grassy plain might have just been a way station to doggie heaven.

It made me wonder if we all had an expiration date when we'd vanish.

Ms. Tate organized religious gatherings.  The number of people that showed up to hear her ramble on about a book she could never again pick up in her ghostly hands creeped me out.  More than anything, though, people wanted to ask questions and figure out how everything related to the big picture, the biblical end of days.  I wanted them to go find something productive to do, like stamp the words "Epic Fail" on their foreheads and crawl back into their holes.

Kyle noticed some familiar faces at the edge of the knot of worshippers one day and whooped.  My parents and his stood outside the group, scanning faces.  Mom heard Kyle's exclamation and turned toward us.  She tugged Dad's shirtsleeve and they rushed over to us.  Mom looked younger, more vibrant than I remembered.  Her copper skin glowed, her black hair gleamed in the white light, and her brown eyes were large and liquid.  She wore her favorite red sari with gold embroidering.

My mom was looking pretty hot for someone her age.

Dad looked like a kid again, blue eyes sparkling and his dirty blonde hair now clean and golden.  My parents looked radiantly happy.  Kyle's parents, on the other hand, looked wary and frazzled.  George's usual scowl had deepened, and Margaret's stern gaze locked onto Kyle in an instant.  I was surprised to see my parents in their company.  Despite the fact Kyle was like the older brother I never had, my parents had never gotten along with his folks very well.  They'd tried, but Dad was a book worm, a professor, and loved to talk literature.  Mom did upscale interior design and ate mostly vegetarian Indian food.  Nasty stuff, by the way.

George worshipped NASCAR, worked as a mechanic, and redefined the word "redneck".  He usually chugged down a case of cheap beer before lunch on the weekends.  Margaret was a southern belle who thought she was a hot little Georgia peach.  I thought she looked like a withered pear with the sun-damaged skin tone of a rhinoceros.  Needless to say I never let Kyle know those wicked opinions of mine.  I wondered if either of his parents had learned to fly yet.  The thought of George and Margaret flying almost short-circuited my brain from the improbability factor.

I flew into Dad's arms.  He picked me up and swung me around.

"How's my baby girl?"

"Mostly dead, Dad."

He laughed, but I noticed a twinge of sadness in his eyes.  I hugged Mom after he put me down.  She still smelled of flowers and her hair felt like fine silk on my cheeks.

George shook Kyle's hand.  "Hey, boy.  Good to see you alive and kickin'."

Margaret somehow still had makeup caked on her face highlighted by her signature powder-blue eye shadow and glossy red lipstick.  She smooched Kyle on the cheeks.  "We've been worried sick about you two," Margaret said.  "Just sick."

"Nothing can hurt us now," Kyle said, wiping his cheeks and smearing the lipstick his mom had left.

Margaret started crying.  Her tears washed enough eyeliner down her face to form an environmental hazard.  "We thought you didn't make it here."

"Oh."  Kyle gave his mom another hug.  "Well here I am."

"I'd give my left eye for a damned beer," George said.

What he really needed was a damned clue.  We weren't in Kansas anymore even if the afterlife looked just like it.  "Where have you guys been?" I asked.

"We went home," Mom said.  "We mourned our babies and ourselves until we realized that what was done was done."

"I went home right after everyone died.  I didn't see you there."

Dad rested his arm around Mom's shoulders, his fair skin a stark contrast to her brown tone.  "We didn't go right away.  We looked everywhere here for you and Robby.  We found him a little while ago eating dirt with some other kids, if you can believe it."

"Them kids is happy as pigs in shit," George said as a swarm of tykes whooshed by overhead in a cyclone of squeals.

Eating dirt, eh?  Kids could fly and yet they still took pleasure in such little things.  I envied that.  "He's enjoying himself for sure."

Dad watched the kids for a minute then looked back at me.  "After a while, we started looking everywhere on Earth you might have gone.  The school, the mall, Kyle's house."

"They ran into us there," Margaret said.  "You'd think Kyle might have the sense to go home and wait for us."

"I did go, Mom," Kyle said.  "But I didn't want to sit around watching our corpses putrefy."

"We've been exploring, learning what we can," I said.

Kyle studied his parents expectantly.  "What now?  We've been in the afterlife long enough for whoever's in charge to tell us what's going on."

"I don't think that's going to happen," Dad said.  "Just like Earth, I think we have to figure this out on our own."  He reached out and touched my cheek.  "A man who carries a cat by the tail learns something he can learn in no other way."

I laughed.  "Mark Twain, huh?  Are you telling me to be bold, Daddy?"

"I'm telling you to go for it, sweetie.  Enjoy yourself.  We'll be around if you need us."

Dad showed me how to keep in contact.  Once you found someone in the afterlife and touched them, you could talk to them just about any time by thinking of them.  I heard a faint whisper in my head and smelled fresh ink when Dad contacted me.  With Mom, I smelled the herbal teas she always drank.  I wondered what it would be like if someone who'd shoveled horse poop for a living contacted me.

I could call them too but couldn't tell if it was working until they answered me.  I thought of my iPhone, Facebook status updates, and the countless tweets I'd sent over Twitter.  Forget all that stuff.  This was like having your own social network built into your head.

The only time this form of communication didn't work well was if one person was in the afterlife and the other was on Earth.  At least we didn't have to pay long-distance charges.  If someone called and you didn't want to answer, you didn't have to.  Kyle kept bugging me with it like a kid with new walkie-talkies.  He'd make me walk a distance then talk to him.  We found it easier to talk out loud even though conversation came into my head as if Kyle's voice originated in there.  He tried thinking the words instead of talking but random thoughts, some of which I did not want to hear, kept muddling things.

"If we can do this, what stops us from flitting to whoever we want to talk to?" he asked.

"Flitting" was the new term going around for how fast we ghosts could blur from one spot to another.  If you knew exactly where you wanted to go, you could flit there in a matter of seconds.

"Guess I'll be your guinea pig again," I said.

He flitted to me after I answered his call.  He tried it without me answering but couldn't.

"Thank God," he said, "or whatever imaginary deity created this place.  At least I don't have to worry about my parents flitting in on me while I'm taking a dump."

I laughed at the absurd notion that a ghost would ever need or want to use the bathroom.  I was keeping a mental list of all the things we'd never have to do again.  I hadn't had to pee once and didn't even think about it.  No bathrooms, no embarrassing periods or cramping.  No hot flashes for older women or menopause.  No pimples, no unwanted pregnancies.  My list was getting pretty large for my memory to handle since I didn't have anything to write with.

But the last thing on my list made me a little sad.  No more babies.  I hadn't seen a single baby in the afterlife.  The Robertsons down the street had given birth to their third child just before the end.  I'd seen the Robertsons in the afterlife with their two daughters but not the infant boy.  They were frantic.  Then I saw them gathering with Ms. Tate's religious group and praying for answers.  It wasn't just ghost babies I was worried about though.  There would be no more human babies.  Ever.

Humans as a species were extinct.  






  

Chapter 3
 

 

Everything occurred in phases.  The "Holy Crap, We're Dead!" phase was marked by mass hysteria.  Mass euphoria resulted from the "Holy Crap, We're Free of Life's Burdens!" phase.  Now things had shifted into the "Holy Crap, We Can Do Whatever We Want!" phase in which mass indulgence made the ancient Romans look like teetotalers.

Aside from those reserved groups of religious people who were still waiting on their god or the Flying Spaghetti Monster to save them, people began to experiment with insane possibilities.  And yeah, I was one of those people.  The apparent lack of anything that could kill us—not to mention insane boredom—certainly made us braver.

Kyle ran across Bella Duck when we were planning his craziest idea for an adventure yet.  He did something I'd never seen him do.  He walked up to her, explained how he'd fantasized about her ever since our freshman year in high school and told her she was hot.

I'd never thought Bella Duck was hot.  Even disregarding her oddball last name she was strange and nerdy.  I guess beauty really is in the eye of the beholder.  She didn't wear thick glasses or have a nose stud anymore, thank goodness, because nose studs make me think of boogers, and boogers make me gag.  But she wore a drab brown skirt which was odd considering people in the afterlife could change clothes any time by willing them to change.  The moment I'd figured that out was better than stumbling across a hidden gallon of Choco-Choco Pecan Crunch ice cream in the freezer that my brother hadn't dipped his snotty little nose into.  Who needs a bedroom-sized walk-in closet when your wardrobe is only limited by your imagination and willpower?  

Maybe Bella didn't care how she looked in brown or that it washed out her skin tone.  Then again, a lot of people had chained themselves to a specific self-image over the years until it stuck to their ghosts like glue.  Kids had a really easy time changing clothes.  For us teenagers it wasn't too hard.  Adults like Ms. Tate seemed to never change appearance.  I'd bet Ms. Tate hadn't changed hairstyles since circa 1960.

Admittedly, Bella looked a lot better without bottle-bottom glasses and her hair was long and darker now.  She gave Kyle a funny look, like she'd never considered him a candidate for anything, much less a boyfriend.  Kyle was tall, a little gangly, with a thick patch of unruly brown hair.  He was cute, but most of my friends thought he was nerdy and self-absorbed.  It was just his way.  He liked to think up crazy stuff and experiment on it inside his head until he figured out a way to do it in the real world.  He was the kind of guy I could imagine revolutionizing computers or something really techie one day.  At least when all that stuff mattered.

"Hey Lucy," Bella said after Kyle's candid outburst.  She eyed Kyle again and smiled.  "I don't know you that well, but it looks like we've got a lot of time to correct that."

Kyle smiled and his face flushed.  "Luce and I are planning a cool trip.  You should come with us."

"I was thinking of visiting Africa," she said.

"You're thinking small."

"She's thinking normal," I said.  "Don't frighten the poor girl off."

"I saw Chris Rogers yesterday," Bella said.  She smiled at me in a knowing way and I wondered if Michelle, our mutual friend, had told her about my crush.  "He looked really sad.  Said he hasn't found his family yet."

"No way," Kyle said.  "It's been weeks now."  He vanished for a moment, then reappeared.  "Yeah, weeks, according to the digital watch on my rotting corpse."

"How'd you do that so fast?" Bella asked.

I brushed Bella on the shoulder so I could add her to my ghostly contact list.  "Did you touch Chris?"

"So I could keep in touch?"  She laughed at her own pun.  "Yep."

"Would you have him meet us?"

Kyle raised an eyebrow.  "Copy cat."

I shrugged.  "We're all dead, right?  Might as well go for the gold."

"Yeah, then you can live with rejection tearing you apart for eternity."

I punched him on the shoulder.  "Thanks, jackass."

Bella contacted Chris and flitted to him.  We followed.  Chris sat on a boulder that rested in a clearing.  A thick forest surrounded us; pine needles and leaves carpeted the ground.  I took in the gorgeous scenery and put my hand under a shaft of white sunlight that penetrated the dense canopy.

"Are we on Earth?"  I picked up a twig and counted to ten, but it stayed in my hand.

"A forest," Kyle said and snatched a leaf off an oak tree.  "An honest-to-God forest in the afterlife.  Sweet!"

"Found it by accident," Chris said.  "Been all over the place looking for my folks."

I walked up to him, a speech already prepared about how much I'd wanted to kiss him ever since I'd first set eyes on him.  How much I wanted to feel his strong arms tighten around my waist and have those deep blue eyes stare longingly into mine.  But my stupid ghost tongue wouldn't work and nervous energy made my heartbeat flutter.

"Lucy, did you find your parents?" Chris asked.

He remembered my name?  We'd only spoken a couple of times, just in passing during class changes.  But a wall of pretty girls always surrounded him:  Bethany, Susan, and worst of all, Gayle, with that little sneer of hers whenever she looked at anyone outside her perfect circle.  I never had a chance to break into his world.  Instead, I had watched for an opening and hoped.  But it had never come.

"Luce, you there?" Kyle asked.

I snapped out of my daydream.  "Uh, yeah.  I found them.  Took a few days though."

Chris sighed.  "Thank God.  I know they're here somewhere.  So many people are wandering and flitting all over the place that it makes it impossible to find anyone.  If I could just find someone who'd talked to them or touched them so they could flit me there it'd be great."

"You were close to them?"

"Well yeah, they're my parents."

Congrats, Lucy, you win the prize for stupidest question ever.  I was failing so hard it made that place where my heart used to be hurt.

"Can you believe I met the President?" Chris said.

Kyle's eyes widened.  "Of the United States?"

"Yeah."  He laughed, a bitter edge to his tone.  "Of all people, I found the President but not my parents."

"What does he think of this mess?"

"He seemed pretty relieved."

"Did he think he was a failure?" Bella asked.

Chris shrugged.  "He thought it was ironic that we'd spent billions on security and still ended up dropping dead."

"Nobody seems to care what happened," I said.  "Just that it did."

"Doesn't matter how we died," Chris said.  "Not anymore."

Kyle swooped to the top of a tree and whistled.  "This place is huge.  It goes on forever."

"Maybe this is where trees go when they die," Bella said.

We laughed.

"Wanna let them in on our trip plans?" Kyle asked me.

"You're going to freak them out."

"Where are we going?" Bella asked.  "The moon?"

"Bingo," Kyle said.  "And maybe even further."

Bella shook her head.  "And to think I was joking."

"Whoa, whoa, wait a minute," Chris said.  "Won't we burn to a crisp in the atmosphere or freeze in space?"

"I've already been out of the atmosphere.  I thought I wouldn't be able to breathe until I remembered we aren't breathing anyway.  We just think we are."

Chris let out a resigned sigh.  "Might as well.  Nothing for me here."

"Dude, you have forever to find your parents.  Let's have fun."

"Yeah, okay."

"We have to go to Earth first," Kyle said.  "This place doesn't seem to be connected to space as we know it."

We shifted dimensions over to Earth.  Most people simply called it shifting by now since figuring out that we existed on different planes of reality or something like that.  Kyle had spoken to numerous scientists asking them for theories.  He'd even gone looking for Einstein and other famous brainiacs.  So far he'd only found a few of the not-so-famous ones and they hadn't been able to explain much of anything.  True to form, though, many of them were building coalitions to study the afterlife.

In the meantime, Kyle threw caution—if such a word could even exist anymore—to the wind and did whatever he wanted.  Now he'd brought us into his mad scheme to eventually conquer the universe.

Once on Earth I took a moment to enjoy the feel of wind against my ghostly limbs.  It felt different here, better than the rare breezes in the afterlife.  It was easier to return to the habit of memory left behind in my body and feel alive again.  Chris rested a hand on my shoulder and smiled.  His touch made me tingle in places I didn't think was possible for a ghost.

"You feel better here too, don't you?"

I nodded.  "I feel, I dunno, pure, I guess.  It's so weird.  I hate that I can't affect anything though.  Not even a leaf or a bug."

"Ready to go?"  Kyle grabbed Bella's hand and launched himself into the dusky pink sky.

Chris took my hand.  I went weak in the knees.  My face felt warm.  I giggled at how silly it was.  Me, a ghost, going weak-kneed and fluttery.  Chris smiled.

We took off after Kyle.  The few clouds in the air thinned until the stars went from the Earth's sky to its background.  Large, glorious, and blue, the world spun beneath us.  We left it behind.  Kyle whooped ahead of us.

"How can you make noise in space?" I said, shouting at him.

He turned and made backstrokes with his hands, like he was swimming through the void.  "Because it's all in your head, silly."

Everything was in our heads.  Maybe we were in our heads, or someone else's head.  I didn't care.  I was holding Chris Rogers's hand and dead or not, imaginary or not, I was loving every second.  Chris stared ahead at the moon.  I stared at him.  I loved the stubble on his chin.  The freckle on his right cheek.  The hollow of his neck where it met the collar bone.  I wondered how much of that would remain forever with his ghost image.  I'd already seen others who'd changed their physical appearance dramatically.  Maybe I wouldn't feel the same if he looked different.  

We reached the moon and touched down.  Kyle took us on a tour of the Apollo landing sites, each one marked by flags.  One of the flags lay on its side, partially covered by dust.  Kyle righted it and saluted just before the real universe reclaimed it and flicked it back into its prone position.

"You think living creatures can see the stuff we move?" Chris asked.

Kyle shook his head.  "I think we only move it in our reality."

"I'll bet it was really frustrating for the early ghosts," Bella said.  "Especially murder victims who wanted to tell everyone who their killer was."

"Like that girl Susie Fish a few years back."

Chris looked back at Earth.  "You think anyone survived?"

I didn't know who he was asking but he hadn't let go of my hand yet.  Our ghost hands didn't sweat or get tired even after travelling to the moon.  I thought about Brian Crews, my middle school boyfriend.  His hands sweated way too much.  He was the first guy I knew to get body odor and sweaty wet rings in his armpits.  I wished I had a notebook to add "body odor" to the list of things I didn't miss.  To my surprise, the familiar outlines of a spiral-bound notebook started to form in my hand like a chalk-traced image, but Kyle distracted me and it vanished.

"I'll bet remote tribes in some countries survived," he said.

Chris nodded.  "We should try to find them."

"And then what?" Bella asked.  "Haunt them?  Because we can't talk to them."

"Maybe there's a way," Kyle said.

"Aren't we miserable enough being ghosts?"  Bella shook loose Kyle's hand.  "I don't want to see living humans.  It'd just make me sick and jealous."

Part of me shared Bella's opinion.  The living might make us jealous.  Those poor people would have billions of angry and mourning ghosts haunting them.

"Um, okay," Kyle said.  He looked toward a bright blue point of light.  "I'm bored with the moon.  Want to go to Venus?"

We ended up going to Venus and Mercury.  It scared me at first looking into the boiling mists and what looked like cauldrons of super-heated puke on both planets, but none of it could hurt us.  Kyle ran around like a kid discovering worms in the dirt for the first time.  He explored all the nooks and crannies but complained about his inability to gather samples.  Bella complemented him perfectly, her excitement matching his.  Chris and I walked behind the two geeks and talked.  I'd long harbored the romantic notion that he might be one of those jocks who played football only because his parents wanted him to but secretly had a desire to be a dancer or a poet or something.  Just the thought of him reading poetry to me made me tingle. 

"My mom hated football.  She didn't want me to play.  I almost had to quit and join the marching band," he said.

I couldn't imagine Chris in a dorky band outfit.  "But it's the South.  Everyone loves football."

"My dad told me it was a waste of time but thought I might have a shot at a scholarship.  They went to every game and cheered me on anyway."

"Why'd you play if they didn't want you to?"

"Because I love it.  I love baseball and basketball too.  But I suck at anything but football."

I have to admit I was a little disappointed not to find a poet or ballet dancer lurking under all that muscle.  "Did you want to go pro?"

"Yeah.  Coach thought I had a good shot at being an all-star quarterback.  Then we died."

"Yeah that dying part kind of sucked."  I hopped over a boiling black puddle of muck and looked ahead through the hazy Venusian air to see Kyle and Bella digging in the dirt.  "You see Bethany or that crowd yet?"  A stab of jealousy hit me in the gut just thinking about those girls.

"No, but I'm glad I found you, Lucy.  I noticed you a long time ago."

"In school?"

"I caught you looking at me once in the lunchroom."

I'd stared at him millions of times in the lunchroom and devoured the sight of him more than the nasty school lunches they served there.  "Oh, God."  I blushed and looked away.

He put a finger under my chin.  "You're so different from the pretend girls.  You look different.  You smell different.  I wish I'd gotten to know you then."

I didn't know what he meant by pretend girls or smelling different, but hey, if he liked my BO, I wasn't going to complain.  "You can know me now."

"I feel like I already do."

Right then I wanted him to kiss me more than anything else even as the noxious smelly surface of Venus boiled underneath our feet.  He leaned in, pressed his lips to mine, and took a deep shuddering breath.  I went weak in the knees again but he held me up.

"Let's go somewhere nicer," he said.

Kyle and Bella wanted to continue playing Dora the Explorer, so we left them on Venus and flitted back to Earth.  Chris took me to Machu Piccu in Peru.  We watched the sun rise over the dead city of the Incas.  He kissed me again.  I hugged him to me and felt like eternity would be the happiest time of my life.






  

Chapter 4
 

 

By the time I returned to the afterlife, a general consensus had been reached about a proper name for the place:  Heavenly.  Nobody knew for sure if it was Heaven, Hell, Purgatory, or some combination of them all, so an adverb seemed to be the safest approach in case God showed up and damned us for copyright infringement.  I didn't think there was much heavenly about Heavenly but very few people liked the name Kyle used, WTF-Land.  Kyle's name captured my opinion perfectly.

Later in the day or time period or whatever you would call it in Heavenly, I went to the Playground.  That's what most people called the kids' section by then.  Dead or alive, we humans are good at labeling everything.  The little tykes had turned a few hundred acres of the grassy plain into a wonderland of slides and kiddy rides.  When they wanted something, it would slowly form, growing like a plant or cancerous tumor until it sprouted into the desired shape.  There were also a lot of ugly misshapen lumps and mounds of half-grown amusement rides dotting the plains.  The rides looked dangerous:  a two-story slide that ended some fifty feet above the ground, an octopus swing ride that spun sickeningly fast, shot up and down a tall pole, and was powered by a six-legged elephant in a massive hamster wheel.  A giant sling-shot catapulted kids over a castle wall made of rubber.  Bizarre animals wandered around, bleating, mooing, and making other unidentifiable noises.  They seemed more like robots than real animals but at this point, I hardly knew what was real versus animated.  Heavenly was becoming very lively for a necropolis.

I searched for Robby, expecting to see his tiny body flying through the air or screaming down a long corkscrew slide.   After failing to find him, I called and flitted to him.

He sat alone on a misshapen brown lump, one of the failed imaginings in the Playground.  Tears tracked down his filthy little face.  I put my arm around him and squeezed his little body.

"What's wrong?"

"I miss things."

"What things?"

"Beddy-bye time.  Mommy kisses."

I didn't want to admit it, but I sort of missed those traditional elements of everyday life.  I was lucky if I heard anything from our parents now.  They were off exploring Earth.  Besides, we didn't sleep, didn't have beds, none of that.  "I miss them too, Robby."

"I even miss brushing my teeth and taking baths.  Mommy would dry me and tickle me."

A tear dripped down my cheek.  I thought of how Mom would kiss my little body and wrap me snug and warm in a fresh towel when I was Robby's age.  Dad would tuck me in and kiss me on both cheeks.  He hadn't been as attentive with Robby after his promotion.  He'd been working longer hours and concentrating on writing books.  Mom had been the constant in our lives.  The fatigue and resignation I'd seen her face had vanished after her death.  Dad seemed changed too, but little Robby and I were forgotten now that life had evaporated and with it, parental responsibility.  No more meals to cook, teeth to brush, or kids to tuck into bed.

"Maybe I can make you a bathtub and a bed sometime.  I'll even tuck you in."

"You will?"

"I promise."

"Will you dry me off and kiss me?"

"You got it."

He brightened and jumped up.  "I'm gonna tell Ben and Roger and, and, all the others."  Then he soared away toward an immense corkscrew slide in the distance.  I watched him until he vanished.

I wanted to give Mom and Dad a good flogging.  This was unacceptable.  Robby needed them.  Even I needed them from time to time.  I didn't want them watching over me every second of course, but it would be nice to have some family time.  We were ghosts but still family, damn it.  I wondered if they felt the same loss Robby and I did or if a huge burden had suddenly slid off their backs.

I thought of Chris and his parent search.  He'd left me to go looking for his parents even though I would've been content to remain in Peru another century in his arms.  I wondered if ghosts could have sex.  Surely someone had already tried it.  Rumors about what could and couldn't be done circulated faster than the speed of a bad reputation now that most everyone was connected in some way or another with our flitting and the virtual cell phones built into our brains.

Kyle contacted me but it was faint.  I had to shift to Earth and even then his voice sounded tiny.

"Where are you?"

"Flit to me."

So I did.  It took a while, what seemed like an hour.  When I arrived he and Bella floated alongside me in the void of space.  Earth was a distant speck, almost lost in the glare of the sun.

"Watch this," he said.  He flitted away from us a distance then snapped back.

"What am I watching for?"

"We can't go any further than here and I wanted to go to Pluto."

I tried going in the same direction.  Something jerked me back like a dog on a leash.  "Where are we in relation to Earth?"

"A long way out.  Pluto's out here somewhere."

"Somewhere is a pretty big place," I said.  "What if it's on the other side of the solar system?"

"I looked it up on the astrological charts before we came.  Damn.  This pisses me off."

"Pluto can't be that exciting.  It's not even a planet anymore."

"Yes it is."

"No, it's a retarded lump of rock."

"Pluto may be special, but I like it."

"Well, guess you're not allowed to see your retarded non-planet."

"It's not just Pluto that pisses me off, I wanted to explore the galaxy."

I wasn't concerned.  After all, the only other things out in the void were stars and space junk.  We'd overcome so many limits in our short time as ghosts, that we'd eventually overcome this.  I reached my hand toward the void, half expecting to feel the surface of a massive glass jar.  What if we were atoms traveling the distance between molecules but trapped in orbit?  I didn't feel anything.  I moved forward slower until the invisible yoke pulled against me like a stretched rubber.

"Maybe ghosts can't get too far from Earth."

"This sucks," Bella said.  "All my dreams about becoming Queen of the Galaxy are destroyed."

"Hey, that was supposed to be my title," I said, poking Kyle in the ribs.

"Don't worry, as the king, I'll let you both be queens."

"Yeah, how about we just make you our bitch?"

Bella laughed, but I could have sworn I saw an evil little glint in her eyes at that idea.  Oh boy, you'd better watch out for that one, Kyle.

I left them to ponder the mysteries of the universe and flitted back to Earth with my own mission in mind:  finding Chris's parents.  It would be a nice surprise for him.  When I arrived back in Heavenly I searched for people who knew Chris's parents.  I ran into Gayle Smith, ex-cheerleader and super bitch.  She used to cling to Chris's side like she was sewn on.  She was still skinny and bleach-blonde.  She wore a short red skirt to make her legs look longer and four-inch heels to overcome her five feet stature.  I figured she didn't know how to change physical aspects of herself, like how not to look slutty or mean, for example.  A group of other cheerleaders hovered around her, most of whom I barely knew.  Bethany and Susan were not with them.

I braced for the worst.  Gayle wore a snobby condescending smile most of the time.  I'd spoken to her on a handful of occasions during life, usually a short greeting that sounded like a grunt.

She saw me and hugged me like a long-lost sister.  "Lucy!  I can't tell you how happy I am to find someone else from school."

"Uh, nice to see you too, Gayle."  I decided to cut straight to the point.  "I'm helping Chris Rogers look for his parents.  You seen them around?"

"No, but I heard he found his parents either yesterday or a few hours ago.  I get so confused with this place."

"Me too."  Well, crap.  I was a little disheartened that I wouldn't be the one to reunite him with his loved ones, but at least he might be happier now.  I also wondered how Gayle knew before I did and felt a sharp jab of envy where my ghostly heart beat from time to time.

"I hardly know what to do with myself anymore.  No more cheerleading, no more football."

"At least there's no more school."  I sweetened the statement with a smile although I wanted to grab her by the proverbial collar and ask how she found out about Chris's parents before I did.

"I never thought I'd say this, but I really miss school."  She looked close to tears.  "I miss everything the way it was."

With that she probably summed up what most people who'd had real lives on Earth were thinking.  But school wasn't forever.  Everything changes.  Even in the afterlife.  Besides, I liked the dead her a lot better than the alive version.

I left her to find meaning in death and sincerely wished her luck.  I'd found my meaning and his name was Chris.  I called him and congratulated him on finding his parents, somehow repressing the urge to ask him why he hadn't told me at once.  Hadn't we just experienced the most wonderful time together in a terribly romantic spot?  Was I his girlfriend or another chick on the backburner?  I actually growled out loud, sounding like a cavewoman with a stomach ache.

He invited me over so I flitted and arrived in the forest clearing I'd found him in earlier.  He was there with his parents.  His dad had a beer and his mom a glass of wine.  I'd noticed such vices popping up with regularity as of late.  As more people missed their old habits and wished for them back, so would their wishes materialize in some shape or form.  I'd also seen cigarettes, cigars, bubble gum, and non-diet soft drinks.

I'd tried wishing for an iPod or even an old record player so I could listen to music but my attempts failed.  Either my belief that one would materialize in my hand wasn't strong enough, or it wasn't possible and I'd end up with a hunk of unidentifiable plastic.  I'd seen flying boys shoot lightning bolts at each other.  I still hadn't seen anyone with electronic gadgets on their hips and I was really jonesing for my tunes.

Mrs. Rogers offered me a glass of wine.  I felt naughty for accepting despite the lack of a legal drinking age in Heavenly.  The wine tasted sweet and it didn't even give me a buzz or a stomach ache.  Mrs. Rogers asked about my family and expressed delight in our adventures into the stars.  I didn't know if Chris had told her we were dating but I didn't bring it up.  Maybe I was expecting too much of him too fast after our trauma.  Maybe I should leave and let him enjoy the reunion.

"Want to have a picnic?" Chris asked me later after his parents left to go pray with their religious group.

"We don't need to eat."

"I know, but I still like to."

"Can you cook?"

He stared at his hand and a small crumb grew into a fist-sized blueberry muffin.  "I'm still working on steaks."

"How did you do that?"

"You have to focus in detail on what you want."  He broke open the muffin to show that the inside didn't have any blueberries in it, only the surface.  "Otherwise you get mixed results."

"So people with really good imaginations can do this easier."

"If they have control, I guess.  I saw a guy attempt a pancake and end up with a rotten mushroom the size of a table."

"What happens if you don't eat it?  Does it rot?"

"No idea.  Maybe it stays around forever."

"So what happens if you eat it?  It'll stay in your stomach forever?"

"Ugh, I wish you hadn't made me think of it that way."

I tried to make a muffin but ended up with something that vaguely resembled dog poo.  The possibility of hearing my favorite music slipped even further from my grasp.  If I couldn't do a muffin, forget complex electronics.  "A picnic sounds lovely as long as I don't have to eat rotten mushrooms."

"I have a cool place in mind."

We shifted to Earth and aimed for the heavens after a visit to the planetarium for directions.  We slowed down somewhere past Mars and played hide and seek in the asteroids.  Chris found an asteroid ribbed with some sort of gray metal.  I found one in the shape of a heart.  He didn't see the resemblance.  Eventually we flitted away from the asteroids and toward Jupiter.

"Are we there yet?" I said in a nasal whining voice.

He laughed and said, "Almost."

When we passed Jupiter, he pointed ahead at the rings of Saturn.  "That's where we're going."

From a distance, the planet looked plain, brown, and muddy.  I'd imagined Saturn to be more colorful.  I could have sworn the planet had some purple or yellow in it.  Up close, the rings glittered with bits of rock and ice.  Chris removed his backpack and pulled a red-and-white-checkered tablecloth from it.  He made a show of spreading it over a chunk of dark blue ice and then unpacked some wine, cheese, and of course, blueberry muffins.  I took a bite of the cheese.

"Not bad.  A little more practice and you'll be on par with the Swedish Chef."

"Smorgy borg borg," he said, waving his arms wildly.

I laughed and snuck in a kiss on his freckled cheek.

After we ate, he stared at the field of debris, watching the ice rotate and drift.  His eyes grew sad.

"What's wrong?" I asked, taking his arm into mine and pressing my side against his.

"What happens when we get tired of all this?"  He waved his arm at the planet and then the universe in general.

"I hope we don't.  Otherwise eternity will be really boring."

He turned to me and lifted my chin with a finger.  I melted into him when I looked into the depths of his eyes.  He kissed me.  His hands wandered down the small of my back and my skin tingled with his touch.  His kisses traced down my neck and toward my breasts.  A sudden uneasiness overcame me and I stiffened.

"What's wrong?"

"I don't know if I'm ready for…you know."

"Sex?"

I nodded, unable to speak and feeling like an idiot for my concern.

"We have all the time we need."

"It's so stupid.  We're dead and I'm afraid of sex."

"It might not even feel good," he said.  "If you've never felt it, how can your imagination translate it into this life?"

Great.  That was exactly what I wanted to hear.  "I guess we'll just have to hope everything works, won't we?"  I hoped my smile covered the jolt of panic I felt about his theory.

"Yeah."  He looked concerned.  "It would really suck to be marooned in the afterlife without sex."

"Are you a virgin?"  It was such a stupid question but it escaped my mouth before I could stop it.

"No."

I didn't want to hear anything else.  I didn't want to know with whom or how many partners he'd had sex with.  Had he screwed Gayle?  Bethany?  Jealousy crowded out my other emotions and I looked away.  What had I expected?  He was the hottest guy in school.  Most girls would have died to sleep with him.  Now he was with me and the thought somehow frightened me.

He turned my head back with a gentle tug on the chin.  "Hey, let's not think about this."

He took my hand and we abandoned the picnic setting on a chunk of ice.  I wondered if it would stay there forever.  We circled to the dark side of Saturn and flew in its shadow.  Chris stopped.

"You see that?"  He pointed to a faint prick of light close to the nebulous planet surface.  "It should be pitch black in the planet's umbra."

"Wow, a football player using ten-dollar words.  I'm impressed."  I really was.  Maybe he wasn't a poet now, but he could be trained.

He stuck out his tongue.

I stuck out mine.  "You sure know how to frighten a person, Mister."

We skimmed closer to the dim amber light.  I thought it was probably a reflection from the ice, but Chris was so excited by the discovery that I went along for the ride.  When I realized the light was coming from the windows of a hulking shadow my excitement grew.

We had found a spaceship.






  

Chapter 5
 

 

"Is it one of ours?" I asked, ignorant as usual about anything geeky.

We drifted to the windows and pressed our faces against them, then flitted through and looked at a green-tinted display that hovered in the air without support like a hologram.  A series of symbols changed constantly on the display.  A padded chair large enough to seat the world's tallest man occupied the center of the room.  I didn't see any obvious way to control the spaceship, like a steering wheel, for example.  An open doorway led to a corridor which stretched as far as I could see.

Chris reached his hand to touch the display but his ghostly presence didn't evoke a response.  I called Kyle.  He would love to see this thing.  It only took him and Bella a few minutes to arrive.  They were still puzzling over the leash that tethered us to Earth but the spaceship snapped them out of it.

Kyle whooped and jumped around like a kid on chocolate.  He and Chris whisked all over the ship while Bella did her own tour.  I tagged along with her.  We walked down a long gray corridor with a few indentations that might've been doors.  After a tedious walk, we reached a cavernous chamber with several square indentations in the floors and walls.

Everything was so alien that even Bella couldn't identify much of anything.  She found a black egg-shaped thing the size of my head and guessed it might be an energy source or drive mechanism of the ship.

A group of science club nerds showed up out of nowhere.  I suspected Kyle had called them.  It wasn't long before the place was crawling with frustrated nerdy ghosts who couldn't affect anything in this scientific wonder or enter any of the windowless compartments.  Christ was as preoccupied as the others so I decided to sit back and wait on him.  I soon grew bored of waiting and simply wanted some answers but so far they hadn't found any aliens or signs of life onboard.  The ship was probably automated and the giant seat was probably never used.

"Whoever uses that seat has different anatomy than we do," Kyle said.

I glanced at the mushroom-shaped stool.  "Maybe a mutant basketball player."

"That thing could seat an eight-foot giant."

"Any connection between this ship and our deaths?"  Part of me hoped so.  Somehow being able to point to a physical object that killed us all would make me feel better.  

"If it has weapons, we can't find them," Kyle said.  "Problem is, we can't take anything apart or press any buttons.  This sucks, man.  Finally found a spaceship and I can't even fly it."

Despite our ghostly nature, we couldn't go through solid objects unless we could see exactly what was on the other side.  Windows were no problem since we could see through them and flit past.  Kyle tried to pass through the ship by flitting to a point just on the other side of it.  It didn't work.

More and more people showed up until the place was thick with curious onlookers.  The scientific types asked everyone to wait outside but the speed of communications made the task impossible.  Our ghost phones were like Twitter on horse steroids.  Boredom with the spaceship eventually drove off most of the crowds except for the true fanatics, the ones who'd staked out Area 51 back in the day and worn tinfoil on their heads.  Even in the afterlife some of them were still wearing shiny helmets like the true smack-tards they were.

Ghosts of all nationalities showed up.  In Heavenly, we'd remained in close geographical orbit to our neighbors so I hadn't seen many ghosts from other parts of the world until now.  In death we still spoke different languages.  I met Harbjahan, an Indian boy who showed up one day.  He'd dreamed of being a scientist despite his birth in Dharavi, a shanty town outside Mumbai.  Mom had told me stories about such places before, but she'd grown up the member of a wealthy family and left India for the United States as a teenager.

When Harb first showed up, I couldn't understand a word he said or thought to me but I noticed he liked to wear a lab coat and oversized glasses which made him the only "scientist" I'd seen wearing such gear.  The other researchers didn't take him very seriously and I was nice to him so he spent most of his time tagging along behind me.  Chris and I had become somewhat famous for discovering the ship but Harb was the only person who took our fleeting celebrity status to heart.  I was pretty sure he had a crush on me too.  I felt like a skeezy old cradle robber but there wasn't much I could do to keep him from tagging along after me like a puppy.

Harb shot out of the ship one day, jabbering excitedly to me.  As usual, whatever he was saying sounded like gibberish, so I asked him to slow down and pantomime.  His face grew serious and a look of frustration clouded his excitement.  He grabbed my wrist and an uneasy sensation flooded my being.  I looked down and saw that his hand and mine had merged.  When I say "merged", I don't mean he was holding my hand or anything cute like that.  Our hands were inside each other.

I meant to scream but fear transfixed me on the gruesome sight.  In that instant, some part of Harb seemed to flow into me in a manner so intimate that I could almost see his entire life flashing before me.  I saw filth, children drinking contaminated water, felt the press of thousands of bodies.  I felt heat, hunger, and inconsolable sadness followed by resolute anger.  The feelings roared through me almost too fast to track and then ended.  My mind was alone again.

Harb backed off a distance, dark eyes fearful.  I think he expected anger, but I was too much in shock to say anything else.

"I am sorry, Lucy.  There was no other way."

My mouth went dry just like it used to do when I was alive and surprised.  "I can understand you."  The words from my mouth were alien to me but I understood them.

"You are speaking my dialect now."  He smiled, then in English said, "And I can speak your language."

"How?"

"My friend from the old life merged with me by accident a month after this life started.  He frightened easily and clung to me constantly."

I had expected Harb to speak with one of those musical accents usually associated with Indian people, but his accent was virtually non-existent.  "Where is he?"

"Looking for meaning elsewhere.  I believe he inherited bravery through our merging."  He stuck out his little chest.

"You can merge with anyone?"

"I can, but I have found that most people I meet cannot do this on their own.  I tried to teach an older woman I met but she still could not do it."

"Why not?"

"I don't know.  The older the person was at death, the harder it is for them to learn the new ways.  Those who are very young can do almost anything but don't have the discipline.  Now I only use it with people I trust.  I believe this ability could harm if used improperly."

"You're pretty young yourself."

"I had the advantage of a hard life which bred great discipline into me.  I also had to find creative answers to survive."

"Can you teach me how to do this?"

"I already did."  He held out his hand.  "Here, try it."

I reached for his hand and a memory not my own rose from my conflicted emotions.  I touched his hand, realized we were all the same molecules, and merged.  The flood of memories overwhelmed me and I withdrew with a gasp.

"It's hard to control the flow, Lucy.  Even I can hardly manage it."  He turned back toward the ship.  "What I wanted to tell you earlier is they discovered what drives the ship."

"The engine?  Is that what made you so excited?"

"It's very exciting."

"You look so young but all of a sudden you seem and sound so grown up."

He nodded.  "I'm young, but I was never allowed to be a kid."

I gave him a hug.  He reminded me of my little brother even if he was a few years older.  And he looked so cute and serious with the lab coat and oversized glasses.  I mussed his thick hair.  He backed away and looked insulted.  I laughed.

The discovery of the ship's engine, or drive unit, as the scientific types liked to call it, excited and further frustrated the researchers.  Kyle explained to me why they thought it was the ship's drive.  I thought they'd made too many assumptions.  How they determined that a silvery fluid undulating in a clear cylinder actually made the ship putter around the universe was beyond me.  I guess it made more sense than the black egg Bella had found earlier.  Kyle went nerdy on me after that so I backed off and let him win the argument.

"Better check your pants, Kyle.  I think you had a nerdgasm."

"You're just jealous I'm having so much fun."

If I'd been expecting the science to rub off on me after spending so much time out there, I was wrong.  Chris provided the only reason I needed to be there and since he was no scientist himself, we still spent plenty of time together.  One of the side effects of my merging with Harb turned out to be a better understanding of the excitement he and the others felt about the spaceship, but his lack of a scientific background left me clueless.  I also sensed traces of sadness and bitterness left by his memories.

The idea of merging with others excited and reviled me.  I thought about trying it with Chris but his memories might make me sick with jealousy.  I might see memories of him having sex with other girls, or discover some hidden part of his mind and feelings that he reserved for another girl.  I didn't want to know those things.  I didn't want to risk discovering that he was a mere mortal like the rest of us.  I also didn't want my jealousy to overwhelm the happiness I wanted.

The desire to merge with him continued to build to the point where my conflicted emotions overrode the joy I should have had with Chris.  His desire to merge with me in a sexual way started to drive me crazy.  At seventeen, I still wasn't ready to have sex even though I was a ghost.  Part of me wanted it badly but a deep fear had taken root inside me.  What if my lack of sexual activity during life deprived me of enjoying sex in death?

I had to leave and clear my mind.  I didn't tell anyone where I was going.  I hadn't seen Robby for a while, so I visited him and told him I still couldn't build a bed to tuck him into, but I was working on it.  Mom and Dad had visited him so he seemed happier than last time.  He'd developed a crush on a few cute little girls.  Temptation to merge with him and give him a head start on such things arose but I quashed the idea.  If I gave him too much of my own experience, I would rob him of being a kid.  Like Harb, he'd stop seeing things with that innocent filter and lose a part of himself.

I really needed isolation for a while.  Somehow I had to overcome the crap in my head, the baggage I'd brought over from my dead body that continued to make death too much like life and high school.  So I went on vacay.  I flitted to several continents before arriving at Antarctica.  It was no paradise in the usual sense of the word but it had a lot to see.  I amused myself by watching penguins without the bite of the cold or subzero winds to worry about.

Despite the lack of colors, Antarctica's beautiful and otherworldly landscape won me over.  I explored the mountains and the surrounding ocean.  Dusty snow had all but buried everything.  From atop a mountain I watched as a massive winter storm blinded the continent with its fury then abated to reveal a clear night sky.

Chris, Kyle, and others tried to contact me during my period of isolation but I turned aside all calls except for a brief one with Kyle to let him know I was okay and not to worry.  It felt good to be on my own without the churning uneasiness and confusion that had infected me over the last month.

On a large white plain, I discovered a permanent camp with an aircraft hangar and square concrete buildings.  Curiosity pulled me inside despite the risk of dead bodies further depressing me.  But the facility seemed abandoned.

As I walked inside the halls, I heard music echoing from one of the small rooms that lined the corridor.  Excited that I could finally listen to music again, I rushed into the room and stopped.  Someone else had already discovered this oasis of pop music.

"Oh, I'm sorry," I said to the young man sitting on the cot.

He didn't acknowledge me.

"Do you mind if I listen with you?"

No answer.

I walked over and put my hand on his shoulder.  He shouted jumped up, his eyes darting wildly about the room.

"Are you deaf?  I didn't mean to surprise you."

The man couldn't possibly have missed me in so small a room.  His gaze, however, went right through me.  The truth of my amazing discovery eluded me for a moment until my dull mind put together the facts.  He couldn't see or hear me but it was obvious he had all his senses.  What differed between the two of us was that this man was alive.

I touched him again.  He placed his hand to the spot my finger touched and rubbed it as if the skin had gone cold.

"Bloody isolation must be getting to me worse than I thought," he said in a British accent.

I backed off, not wanting to make the last living man on Earth go mad.  Excitement invigorated me and my first thought was to flit to Chris and tell him the incredible news.  But my excitement faded somewhat as I thought of the odds.  This man had little chance of surviving the elements, much less making it back to more comfortable environs.  Had his isolation somehow protected him from whatever killed everyone else?  I searched the grounds and found some answers on a schedule posted in the communications room.

Eight flights had ferried people to the coast.  The last flight was supposed to evacuate him before winter set in.  Apparently it had never returned for him.  I decided to keep the discovery of the last man alive to myself for now.  The moment the word got out, this poor man would be haunted by a billion ghosts, each one wanting to reach out an icy hand and feel a living human.  It would drive him crazy.  Besides, we couldn't do anything to help him.

Chris tried to contact me for the third time that day.  I figured something urgent had come up so I flitted into space, contacted him, and then went to him.  He hovered a distance from the spaceship with a group of other guys.  His questioning gaze seemed concerned and angry all at once.

"Lucy, where have you been?  Why have you been ignoring me?"

"I needed time alone."

"Are you mad at me for spending time on the ship?"

"Of course not.  I got tired of hanging out in space and went back to Earth for a breather."

He sighed.  "We figured out what those symbols are."

"And?"

"It's a countdown."






  

Chapter 6
 

 

I couldn't stay away from Antarctica and the man living there despite the drama going on above the planet.  His name was Nick Duffy.  He was twenty-two years old, had eyes blue as the Antarctic ice, thick brown hair, and a British accent.  On the rare occasion that he smiled, it seemed the sun came out on the long winter night.

Most of the information available on him was posted in the communications room.  He was listed as flight crew, so I assumed he had piloting skills.  He busied himself by jogging up and down the narrow corridors.  A small gym provided the opportunity for more intense exercise and he exhausted himself working the punching bag.  He was tall and lean but his muscles looked firm.

I wanted to talk to him, to tell him that he wasn't alone.  I was with him.  So I started telling him everything about myself, and about what had happened to the rest of the world.

Whenever anyone contacted me, I made sure to flit away before answering so nobody would know about Nick.  I felt guilty, especially when Chris asked me what I'd been up to and I lied.  It wasn't that my feelings for Chris had diminished with my discovery, but there was something magical about finding this living, breathing man against all odds and he was mine, in a creepy demented sort of way.  I was greedy with his life, wanting to keep his living warmth and vigor all for myself.

Kyle contacted me with an urgent plea so I went to him.

"You're not gonna believe this."  Kyle stood atop the spaceship and pointed at other pinpricks of light in Saturn's shadow.  "More ships."

"Why are they here?"

"Could be hibernating armies in them for all we know.  We really have no idea.  The countdown will end in a month."

"A month, tomorrow, whatever.  I can't keep it straight anymore.  I don't even know today's date.  I don't know why it matters anyway."

"Yeah, it sucks."  He pulled his legs to his chest and floated a few feet above the ship.

Although it was nearly pitch black, I could trace the contours of the ship far back into the planet's shadow.  Kyle told me it was probably miles long.  "Any idea how they killed us?"

He shook his head.  "Still no evidence of weapons onboard.  No life forms either."

And that was it.  No war, no chance at a miraculous comeback against laser-beam-wielding space invaders.  No presidential speech that inspired us to rise above ourselves and drive away our would-be conquerors.  We had died before even knowing we were under attack.  Little green men would land in a month and make Earth their own.  A sudden wave of grief washed over me and I had to leave.  I needed to see life.  I went to the only person that brought me some measure of happiness.  He was my drug, my addiction.  If only it worked both ways.

Nick was watching The Princess Bride on DVD when I arrived.  He recited most of the lines from memory, inserting his own adlibs in melodramatic fashion.  I laughed and played along with him.  When he mimicked Westley's lines he sounded spot on and my heart fluttered each time he said, "As you wish."

"Death cannot stop true love," Westley said, "all it can do is delay it for a while."

Oh how I wished that were true.

At the end of the movie he stared at the end credits while a tear rolled down his cheek.  I reached my hand toward that jewel and took it on my finger.  I felt the warmth of his tear for a few seconds before my reality realigned with his and it vanished from my finger and dropped off his cheek.  I had to talk to him, to reach out to him and let him know he wasn't alone.  I pressed my hands against his cheeks and put my forehead to his.  His eyes widened and looked into mine.  I felt the merge occur without realizing what was happening.

Images scattered into my mind like wind-driven snow.  Heart thumping, hot blood rushing, flesh, aches, weight, a stuffy nose, the intense need to pee—it hit me all at once and so soon that my consciousness faded for a split instant.  Pent-up frustration pinched my chest and anger pounded against my ribs, looking for release.

The torrent deluged my senses and I fought to stop it.  Equilibrium stopped the onslaught.  I was a full vessel.  Nothing more could enter.  I felt heavy.  Warm.  A dull jab of discomfort persisted in my bladder.  I tried to move but could not.  I was locked in a prison of flesh.

Nick rushed to a mirror and stared into it.  He put a hand to his forehead for a second then lowered it.

"What's going on with me?"  He looked closely at his right eye, gasped, and staggered back.  "Bloody hell, I'm going mental."

He walked down the hall to a bathroom, unzipped his pants and relieved himself.  The discomfort in my—his groin vanished, replaced by an aching desire that only a woman could quench.  Other aches and pains made themselves known.  One of his wrists was sore, and his knee clicked when he walked.  He'd hurt it while trying to escape this place.  I felt his heart beating.  Felt real air enter his lungs.  I felt alive.

I still couldn't move, couldn't think straight.  A claustrophobic attack pressed in from all sides.  I was losing myself, trapped in his skin.  I panicked and flitted.  Some period of time passed, maybe minutes, maybe hours before I realized I was looking down on the facility from above.  I'd escaped, but parts of him lingered within me and I was incredibly drained.  I looked at my hands and saw they were translucent.  I could hardly think or move.  For the first time as a ghost, I fell into something resembling sleep.

I dreamt of Nick.

He thinks of his parents, dead over a year and pain clenches his stomach.  But the pain isn't as bad now, not like it was.  Jenny is gone and nothing holds him in London.

He wonders about the gap in time after his parents died.  He speaks to a therapist who tells him how people handle grief differently from each other.  Therapy doesn't help.  The pain follows him everywhere.  A dead uncle leaves him money, so he travels the world and ends up in the United States where he meets his father's side of the family.

He speaks to his cousin, Tim, and accepts an offer to come to Antarctica with him as copilot and fly sorties as the researchers leave for the winter.  He loves the terrain, the snow, the mountains, the isolation.  He thinks it might be a good place to stay for a while.  Away from people.  Far away from the pain.

A generator fails, and 30 people preparing for a winter stay abandon their plans.  His cousin tells him of a winter storm on approach.  Nick gives up his seat on the plane so more researchers can be flown to the coast for evacuation.  Nick waits by the radio when the plane is overdue.  He hopes his cousin is okay.  He tries to contact other bases.  He tries the satellite phone.  No answer.  He doesn't know the truth.

Everyone is dead.

When I returned to consciousness, or awoke, or whatever the ghostly equivalent, I felt closer to Nick than ever.  Dreaming of someone in a positive light, even someone you don't know, seems to instill a sense of fondness that wasn't there before.  Having merged with Nick, though, I knew something more was at work.

I flitted to the coast and found two planes sitting on a small landing strip.  A moored ship waited in the makeshift harbor, now imprisoned by solid ice.  Frozen bodies lay inside.  Ice and frost coated the airplanes.

Nick would die in this frozen desert and join the rest of us.  He might as well since there was no hope of reviving the human race.  I wondered if I would feel the same about him in his ghostly form.  I might not even be able to find him in Heavenly.

Immense sadness pressed against my chest.  I couldn't lose him.  Humanity couldn't lose him.  He was our most precious resource and a relic.

No.

Somehow I'd find a way to keep him alive.  The facility had plenty of food.  One of the generators was still running although I had no clue how long it would run or what sort of fuel it needed.

I looked back in on Nick.  He was drinking shots of bourbon and playing a video game.  I watched him until he drank himself to sleep.  He mumbled while he dreamed.  I put my ear to his lips and felt his warm breath on my cheek.  I brushed my lips against his.

"Lucy," he said.

I jerked away.  He mumbled my name again and I knew that part of me had stayed with him.  My ghost form had returned to its usual opaqueness by now and I no longer felt faint.  I wanted to merge with him again and see what he was dreaming, but fear stopped me.  What if I couldn't escape the next time?  I might merge forever into part of his living memory.  Or I might die.  Permanently.

I contented myself by curling next to his sleeping form and wishing that I could sleep.  So I did.

Nick was microwaving bacon and powdered eggs for breakfast when I woke up.  I hovered in the air, insubstantial to him as a wisp of smoke.  He ate and walked to another room.  A video camera on a tripod sat in the center of the room.  Nick turned it on and took a seat on a metal foldout chair.  He paused for a moment, staring off into space, reached forward then, and pressed a button.  The camera beeped.

"Yesterday was probably my worst day so far," he said.  "I was not only seeing things and imagining things, but feeling this sensation on my skin, like cold fingers pressing on me.  But nothing was there."  He shuddered.  "Funny thing is, I dreamed about this girl.  She's beautiful."

"He thinks I'm beautiful," I said and did a twirl in front of the camera.  He looked straight through me and into the lens, but it felt like he was talking to me.

"It's like one of those dreams where you see someone you don't really know but by the time you wake up, you really like them and miss them."

My mouth opened in surprise.  He'd felt exactly what I had.

Nick chuckled.  "Somehow alien spaceships and ghosts worked themselves into the dream too.  It was bizarre."  His face turned serious, then sad.  "I think I'm losing it.  I thought I was tougher than this, that the isolation wouldn't get to me, but it is.  Even if my food and power last until rescue comes in the summer, I'll be pants-on-head crazy by then.  They'll have to stick me in the bloody loony bin."

I knelt before him and place my hands on his knees.  "No you won't.  I'll save you, Nick."

He looked at his knees and shivered.  "I'm feeling it again."

I touched his face.  His hands flew out and I floated away from him like dandelion seeds in a breeze.

"What's wrong with me?"  He shut off the camera and rubbed his face.

I knew I had to merge with him again.  I had to tell him who I was and what had happened to everyone.  Most of all, I had to give him hope even though I really had none to give.

I studied the maps in the facility until I understood the lay of the land or could at least guess which way Nick would have to go to reach safety.  The base facility lay a hundred miles from the harbor on the Antarctic Peninsula.  Determining the distance frustrated me more than anything since I couldn't hold up a ruler and mark the scales, but it looked to be a thousand or so miles from there to Argentina.  I had no idea if the planes could make that trip but Nick would know.  

One of the hangars held a tractor-type vehicle with bulldozer treads that looked like it could make the journey to the harbor.  I searched Heavenly for pilots or anyone with experience in cold weather flying.  I didn't know a thing about this sort of travel, and there I was, your friendly survivalist travel agent.  After asking a lot of people a lot of questions and being elusive about every aspect of exactly why I wanted to know this stuff, I felt reasonably confident Nick could escape and make his way to some semblance of safety.  That, of course, didn't account for alien death rays or capture by little green men.

So now I had a workable plan.  Part A accomplished.  Part B:  How in the world could I tell him about my brilliant escape plan?  Escape from Antarctica.  It sounded like a really bad movie title.  A merge was the obvious answer, but could I simply think the plan to him?  If only Harb had been there to help out, but he didn't answer my calls and Kyle hadn't seen him for a while.  I worried about the kid.  He'd been excited about working on the spaceship and helpful but I sensed a dark center lurking underneath his innocent exterior.

I figured I was worrying over nothing.  Nothing could possibly harm us.  More than likely Harb was off hiding from the afterworld like I was.  Hiding from the other ghosts.  I needed to tell someone what I was doing in case I couldn't get back out of Nick.  I couldn't tell Chris, and Kyle might blab the news out of sheer excitement.

In other words, I was on my own.  Somehow I had to pull this off without permanently merging myself with Nick and driving him insane in the process.  Simple.  Yeah, right.






  

Chapter 7
 

 

Before I could do anything rash, Chris pulled me back into the alien crisis that was sweeping Heavenly.  Two factions existed:  the apathetic faction that figured we couldn't do anything about this alien invasion and besides, being dead wasn't so bad after all; and Chris's faction which desperately wanted to fight back in any way possible but didn't have a clue how.  Unfortunately for them, their faction was in the minority.  I was in their camp mainly because I was dating one of their leaders.  Cronyism rocks.

Chris tried to garner more support in the hopes that someone out of billions of ghosts might come up with a workable solution or some way for us to actually affect the real world, aka Earth.  Kyle in his usual nerd-erific fashion gave me the situation in a nutshell.

Scientists theorized our ghosts were quantum energy echoes left by our dead bodies.  We existed in a slightly off-phase dimension from our earthly reality that prevented us from directly affecting anything within, but close enough to interact with it in a limited manner.  I wondered if our quantum echoes would last forever or if we'd eventually spark out like a dying light bulb.

"Theoretically," Kyle said, "we'll last as long as the universe is around.  But who knows?"

I didn't bring up my tale of possessing Nick, or the things that Harb had shown me.  Harb had made me promise to keep it a secret.  I was glad he had.  After merging with Nick, I understood the dangers.

Kyle continued to explain things to me and bring me up to speed.  He didn't sound hopeful that we would figure this out.  In the grand scheme of things, humans had clawed their way to the top of the food chain in a relatively short period of time.  Despite my romantic notions that anything could be conquered, death seemed all too permanent.

"What about Einstein?  I'll bet he could help," I said.  Einstein could probably figure out anything.

"Nobody I know has met him here.  One thing we've noticed is that all the ghosts here are relatively new.  We did meet some people from the Victorian Era, and a guy who claimed to be a duke or something in the Middle Ages, but nobody famous."

"I think Einstein would be a lot more useful than a duke."

"Duh.  I think we would've found him by now though."

"Well if a duke from the Middle Ages is still running around Heavenly that probably means we've got a few hundred years of life here.  That is if he and the others aren't big fat liars."

"I guess.  According to the old ghosts, there are those who take great interest in the living and those who grow bored with it and move into Beyond."

"There's something after Heavenly?"

"Apparently, but you can't just go there.  Someday you just know how to."

Maybe that was the real Heaven, I thought.

Kyle and I joined Chris later and discussed a campaign to increase alien awareness among our dead brethren along with a plea to help.  Maybe word would reach brilliant minds that had until now been lurking in the shadows.  Instead, we found increasing apathy and depression.  Most people blew us off, didn't want to hear anything more because the afterlife was supposed to be a happy place.

After a time it became clear that the people who cared the most about battling alien scum were in our age range, somewhere between fourteen and the mid-twenties.  The number of concerned individuals diminished greatly in the older age groups.    It was ironic, really, when I remembered most of my friends being so ADD about everything.  Even with my own attention deficit mind almost constantly on Nick, I forced myself to the matter at hand.  If the aliens landed, they'd be sure to find Nick and kill him.

Chris obsessed about finding an answer.  My feelings for him hadn't changed since Nick but I was incredibly conflicted about the two of them.  When it boiled down to the essentials, I had a better chance of making things work with the dead guy, not the living one.  

"Has something changed?" Chris asked me as we flitted to Earth for some quiet time away from the ships orbiting Saturn.

"No, of course not."  My voice trembled with the lie but I couldn't let him know.

"You vanished for a while and now you seem different."

"I wasn't all that interested in the space ship stuff.  You know that.  I took some time to explore."

"Where'd you go?"

"Just around Earth.  Looked at the touristy places."

"You seem distant.  Emotionally, I mean."

We arrived in Egypt and landed atop the Sphinx. I hugged him.  "I'm sorry, I don't mean to be."

He kissed me and the warmth I remembered rushed back into me, flooding from my lips to my feet.  His hands pressed up my back and to my neck.  He gripped a handful of hair at the back of my head and gave a gentle tug.  A tingle ran down my back.  I felt alive again.  I could smell him.  I could feel the stubble on his chin.  Even feel his breath on my face.

"I want you, Luce," he whispered in my ear.

I stiffened and some of the pleasure drained out of me.  Chris cursed and backed away, turning from me and looking at the rising sun.

"I'm sorry," I said, and pressed myself to his back.  "Let's just do it and get it over with."

"It's so appealing when you put it that way," he said.  "You should want to by now.  Even if we were still alive you should still want to.  Don't you want to experience something new?"

"Part of me desperately wants to.  Another part is scared stiff.  I can't help it."

"Does that part of you feel that being a virgin is special?"

"Probably.  I think it still clings to the memory of life."  I took his hand and made him face me.  "Let's do it right now.  Maybe after I try it once, I'll be fine."

"Are you sure?"

I nodded.  My lower lip trembled so I bit it.  What if we did it and I didn't feel anything?  What if my lack of experience in life prevented me from feeling anything sexual in death?  A tear rolled down my cheek.  I brushed it away quick as I could.

"You're scared to death.  Does this have anything to do with our conversation about sex a couple of months ago?"

"Forget it.  I'm tired of wondering if I'll feel anything or not.  Let's get it over with."

He shook his head.  "No, you're not ready.  That'll just make it worse, believe me."

"And you know this from screwing a girl who wasn't ready?  Is that it?"  I was amazed at the anger in my voice.  From zero to drama queen in two seconds.  Forget it.  I didn't want to be there anymore.  I wanted to be with Nick, the living man who didn't want to screw me because he didn't even know I existed.

"Dammit, Lucy, that's not it at all.  I can read like anyone else.  I've heard stories."

"Who did you have sex with?"  I didn't know why I asked him that.  I didn't want to know except from morbid curiosity.

"It doesn't matter."

"How many?"

"It doesn't matter."  He took me by the shoulders and looked into my eyes.  "You're all that matters to me right now, and from now on.  Why can't you believe that and be happy?"

"I am happy," I said, my voice calm but broken.  "But in other ways I'm so sad.  Let's just get it over with, please.  I don't want this pressure in my heart anymore.  It scares me so bad that I might not feel anything."

It was so stupid and foolish of me to not want sex.  I was freaking dead.  It shouldn't matter.  And if I didn't feel anything, well so be it.  Nothing I could do about it.  Nothing I could do about alien invasions, snow storms, or saving the last living man on Earth either, so I might as well deal with reality and accept my limits.

"Are you sure?"

I nodded.

He took me to a small island in the middle of crystal blue waters.  We ran in the calm water, swam with the sharks, and explored a colorful coral reef exploding with tropical life.  As the sun set, he took me to the white sands and pressed his lips to mine.  He explored my body.  When he touched me I felt things I'd never felt before.  When he fully took me, the sensations overwhelmed me and flooded out my apprehensiveness.  Neither lack of experience nor death had defeated my body.  It knew what to feel.  In that one perfect moment, I felt alive!

We lay on the beach for a while after that and made love again and again.  Each time seemed better than the last now that I was relaxed and unafraid.  When the moon lit the calm waters around our tiny island paradise, I asked him to sleep with me.  He didn't know we could actually fall asleep, so I told him how.

And we did.

We awoke with the sun on our faces.  Chris returned to space.  I returned to Nick.  He was in a bad way.  The last diesel generator was having problems and he feared it would die on him.  I was bursting with my news and told him everything.  He couldn't hear me, but his mood lightened and hope seemed to creep back into his face.  I would like to think my mood had improved his.  I checked on the generator.  It seemed to be running fine now, but I noticed the fuel supply was nearing critical level.  One way or the other, Nick would have to make his escape soon.

He knew that as well.  He made another video log and said as much.  He'd lost hope of waiting for a summer rescue.  He wanted to take the Sno-Cat, the tractor-like all-terrain vehicle, to the coast but he couldn't find the keys.  There was another similar vehicle but with only half the range.  I immediately scoured the place for the keys and found them under a sheet of paper in the communications room.

He would likely find them if he searched the room but time was against him.  Nick began gathering supplies for his journey and looking at maps.  I already knew the exact route he had to go.  There were dangerous spots he'd have to avoid.  I had also found another cache of diesel that he'd need for the Sno-Cat and a sled he could pull behind it with more fuel and supplies.  If only I could tell him.

Another merge was the only way.  First, I fixed the escape plan in my mind and put it to the forefront of everything I needed to tell him.  Perhaps by focusing on the details, he would remember everything.  I wasn't sure if I could communicate directly with him while merged but I would try.  In any case, I couldn't stay in him for long.  The first merge had weakened me so much that I was afraid I might dissipate into nothing.

Nick was watching Jaws when I decided to merge.  It seemed almost appropriate with the iconic shark music playing in the background as I drew closer and closer to him.  I pressed my head to his and relaxed my mind.  The merge went slower this time as I fought to maintain some control.  Nick jerked upright and a man burned all around me.  I was fully in him.

"Lucy?" he asked, staring at himself in the mirror.  It was almost as if he wasn't seeing himself, but me when he stared in the mirror.

I thought about my plan, focusing on the minor details.  It took minutes, but seemed like hours.  I felt weaker with every passing second.

"Nick, I'm always with you," I said.

His eyes widened, but he offered no response.  I tried an orderly exit from his body, but I couldn't move.  I pushed hard as I could.  His arms jerked outward violently.  His legs kicked.  I flitted from him and blacked out.  When consciousness returned, I was curled into a fetal ball on the island where Chris and I had made love.  Apparently this was my new special place.

I returned to Heavenly to recover.  The Playground had expanded again and some of the rides were almost beyond description.  One combined roller coasters with Ferris wheels; another had bizarre creatures running, flying, or crawling, and children riding them.  A large ski slope had sprung up nearby but it was obviously the invention of adults.  I shook my head at the wonder of it all.

Many of the original lumps and blights on the landscape were gone.  People were getting better at controlling things.  I asked around, but nobody had figured out how to make an iPod yet.  Just when I had given up hope, I found flyers stapled to wooden poles inviting everyone to concerts.  Some music artists had regrouped and were putting on concerts.  I wondered if Madonna would do a comeback tour of Heavenly.  I shuddered and hoped not.

Robby skipped in a circle when he saw me.  He grabbed my hand and took me to a ride he'd invented.  It looked like a blue train from one of his picture books, but the track it rode on curved all over the place, around miniature mountains, in twists and loops, and eventually to the top of a steep mountain in the distance.  I was impressed.  He took me for a ride and for the first time in a while, I felt like a kid again.

I wanted to invent my own ride, so I had Robby instruct me.  It felt a little embarrassing to rely on the tutelage of a five-year-old.

"Just think about it real hard.  It takes a long time," he said.  "Like hours and hours and almost forever but without the always part."

We were some distance from the other rides just in case I made an abomination on the landscape.  At first I couldn't decide what I wanted to make.  My thoughts kept straying back to Nick and whether he'd gotten my message.  I finally decided on a swing set for starters.

Nothing happened for a minute then a brown lump appeared on the ground.  I concentrated on that lump until it felt like I was going to pop a blood vessel.

"I close my eyes," Robby said.

So I did.  I focused on a swing set with red and white stripes and vinyl seats.  But thoughts of Nick kept washing away the image and replacing it with random bits of my escape plan.

"I think it's done," Robby said some time later.  "But what is it?"

I opened my eyes and looked.  A Sno-Cat sat on a patch of frozen ground next to a green barrel with "Diesel" painted on the side.  I sighed.  I climbed inside and found the keys dangling in the ignition but they wouldn't turn.  The hood wouldn't raise either.  I looked in the undercarriage and saw it was empty.

"Grown ups don't make good machines," Robby said.  "But it looks kinda neat."

I mussed his hair and laughed.  "How do the animals work then?  Aren't they harder to make?"

An urgent call from Kyle interrupted Robby's response.  I answered.

"The ships are leaving Saturn's orbit," he said.  "They're heading for Earth."






  

Chapter 8
 

 

Nibbles arrived the same day the aliens left Saturn and headed for Earth.  Nibbles was a bony gray alley cat that appeared near my area of the Playground.  He liked to climb on my shoulder and nibble my earlobe so I figured Nibbles was an appropriate moniker.  As for the aliens, Kyle guessed we had a few weeks before the ships hit Earth orbit although in truth, nobody had a clue.  Nibbles at least helped keep my mind off Nick, alien death squads, and doomsday scenarios.  

I hadn't given up on my attempts to create a swing set but had only managed a swing set that looked straight out of a dungeon torture chamber.  The day Nibbles appeared, he wandered over and rubbed against my leg as I stared at the latest mangled heap of failure.

He was a mouthy little cat, meowing every minute or so and he liked attention.  I don't know why I thought he was an alley cat, but that was the impression his lean body gave me.  I wondered if Heavenly was boring for cats.  Aside from the one field mouse ghost I'd seen, no other rodents scurried around and most of the birds I'd seen were monstrous creatures the kids had made as playthings.  If anything, they'd snatch a cat up and eat it.  Nibbles caught sight of my mangled creation which resembled torn patches of leather swinging from dry-rotted shoestrings.  He pawed them, leaping around in a flash of gray fur, having the time of his life--or death--I suppose.  I wished I could be so easily entertained.

As I sat there brooding over my failure to produce anything worthwhile in Heavenly, a splash of red caught the corner of my eye.  I looked and saw a feather floating lazily down, rocking back and forth toward the ground.  Nibbles looked intently at it, ran up my back, and, perched atop my head, swatted at the feather.  He leapt for it, missed.  A puff of wind pushed the feather just out of his reach.  I laughed at the intensity in his yellow eyes and watched as he ran up my deformed swing set and launched another attack at the red feather.  I looked up but didn't see any ghost birds flying through the clear sky.

Strange.

Entertaining though this was, my mind returned to Nick and the urge to flit to him pulled at me.  That feeling prodded me constantly and I knew this obsession had rooted itself deep.  It was an unhealthy obsession and reminded me how I'd felt when alive and pined over Chris every time I saw him throw a pass or walk past me in school with a flock of cheerleaders latched onto him.  I certainly didn't want an eternity of longing, though technically Nick would likely be dead within the next month or so.  Either Antarctic cold or aliens would get to him.

These depressing thoughts only increased the intensity of my longing.

"Hey, babe," Chris said.

I yelped and Nibbles leapt straight up with a frightened hiss as Chris's words shocked me out of my pity party.  "You didn't call.  How'd you know where I was?"

"Last several times I came to you, you were here.  Sorry, didn't mean to scare you."  He reached over and stroked Nibbles on the head.  "Who's this?"

"Nibbles.  He's a new arrival."

"Cool.  You making red feathers for him?"

I glanced where he was pointing and saw several red feathers scattered on the ground.  "No.  Where'd they come from?"

Nibbles looked up and another red feather appeared a few feet above him.

"Great," I said.  "Even a cat can make things here and all I end up with is crap."

Chris laughed.  "That's amazing.  I didn't know animals could do that."

"Nibbles is no ordinary cat."

"Oh?"

"Well he's dead for starters," I said.

"And he has an awesome name."  Nibbles meowed and rubbed against Chris's leg.  "And I think he understands English."

"Don't push it," I said.  Making feathers is one thing.  A talking cat might freak me out."

"I won't even bother pointing out how silly that statement is, all things considered."

"I'm not silly.  I'll have you know I was in line to become high school valedictorian."

"And that makes you not silly."

"It does," I said and stuck out my tongue.

We joined Kyle in space as he and a few thousand other ghosts watched the procession of massive space ships emerge from Saturn's shadow.  I'd forgotten that Nibbles was still in my arms.  He wriggled free and meowed pitifully as he spun weightless in space, legs outstretched and pawing frantically at the void.

"Here Nibbles," I called making a kissing noise.  I felt the eyes of nearby people turn to me as I made a spectacle of myself trying to calm the hysterical flailing cat.  I wished I'd brought along a red feather to take the poor feline's mind off the vacuum of space.  Unfortunately trying to make things in Earth's dimension was even harder than in Heavenly.

A stranger made a grab at Nibbles as he floated by, but the cat flitted out of reach.  He flitted a few more feet.  Nibbles stopped meowing and glanced at me, then flitted over.  He gingerly reached a paw to my shoulder and pulled himself onto it where he perched and purred.

"That is one whacky cat," Chris said.

"Don't confuse genius with wackiness," I said, feeling protective.

"Look at the size of those things," Kyle said as he and Bella joined us.

The ships looked tiny compared to Saturn but stretched on for a couple miles as they glided past underneath us.

"How long until they reach Earth?" I asked.

Kyle shrugged.  "Depends on whether they go to light speed or something."

"And then what?"

"Wish we knew."

"What if they blow up the Earth?" I asked.  Even dead, it'd be depressing not to have Earth around anymore.

"We don't think that's what they're after.  If so, why bother killing only humans and leaving everything else?"

"They're probably here to inhabit the planet," Bella said.  "Ships that size are probably colonial in nature.  We couldn't get into the closed off areas of the ships, but I'm willing to bet they're filled with cryonic tanks and sleeping aliens."

"That's the general consensus," Kyle said.

"If they could travel warp speed, why do they need to sleep?" I asked.

Kyle and Bella laughed.  "Warp speed is a term used in fictional movies like Star Trek," Bella said.  "Even at light speed, it could take hundreds of years to travel the galaxy so they'd need to slow the aging process."

"You nerds," I said.

I left the geeks watching the ships and visited Nick.  I walked in on him during a very personal moment as he watched a disgusting video on a laptop.  Shocked, I spun around and tried to wait for him to finish but curiosity tore at me.  I gave in and watched.  I wondered what it would be like to possess him during a, um, personal moment, but decided against it until I figured things out better.   That plus I felt like a peeping tom.

Nibbles flitted to Nick and rubbed against his leg during a particularly messy moment.  Nick looked down at his shin, shrugged, and went into the bathroom to clean off.  When he came back, I told him about Nibbles and the ships.  He flopped on his bed and stared at the ceiling, not hearing a thing I said, just like a living man would do to a living woman probably.  After a few moments, he stood up and took a shot of whiskey, then another and another.  I hated seeing him like this.  I yelled at him but that did about as much good as kicking a stump so I merged with him.  I merged too late, however, and felt the hot bite of the liquor as it burned into his chest.

I'd only been buzzed a couple of times while alive, despite my cousin Jane's best efforts to get me stoned, drunk, or in other various other states of altered mind.  Nick was pretty drunk and I guessed he'd been drinking even before I arrived.  He reached another shot toward his lips.

"Stop it," I said, trying to send a message into his alcohol dulled brain.

His hand stopped partway.  For the first time, I realized I could feel the pressure of his fingers against the glass.  I squeezed.  His fingers responded.  His eyes widened and I realized I had widened them for him.

"Holy crap," he said.

I turned his head left and right, set the drink down on the dresser.  I felt static on his leg and looked down.  Nibbles was there rubbing against Nick's leg.  I wondered how I could see Nibbles through Nick's eyes, but decided the scientific explanation would bore me to tears.

Nick snatched the drink off his dresser and swallowed it, poured another shot.  I tried to stop him, but weakness settled into my limbs and I couldn't muster the strength to do anything.  I flitted across the room before unconsciousness took hold and hovered there, staring at the faint outline of my hands.  I was nearly transparent.  Nibbles walked underneath me and meowed plaintively.  I tried to reach for him, tried to lower myself to the ground, but instead faded out of consciousness.

When I awoke, I expected to be on the island again or some other place branded into my memories by a special occasion.  Instead, I woke to the sounds of barfing.  Nibbles floated in a furry ball near my stomach.  My body still looked a little translucent but I felt much stronger.  Nick kneeled before the toilet, retching.  I glanced at the clock and saw only a few hours had passed.  I'd never taken note of the time before, so I wasn't sure if my periods of unconsciousness were decreasing in length or not.  I decided to keep track of the time from then on.

In fact it would be a necessity.  With aliens on the way to the planet, I needed to get Nick to safety as soon as possible.  Antarctica surely wouldn't be the first place they'd colonize, but the continent was so hostile to life that he didn't have much of a choice.

For the next several days, I merged with Nick at least once a day.  After a week, I was able to do it for longer periods of time without significantly weakening.  But I wasn't trying to take control either.  Nick didn't seem to notice every time I merged with him, or maybe it became so common that he simply thought it was another aspect of going crazy.  Nibbles stayed with me most of the time though he'd take off to explore when he grew bored.

When the second week rolled around, I decided to attempt controlling Nick.  The attempts ended in abject failure, though I thought I made his pinky finger twitch once.  He seemed much more aware that something strange was happening to him during these attempts, short as they were.  Within minutes, I'd have to withdraw or risk fainting and usually I'd faint anyway.  As with my normal merging encounters, my ghostly body took less time to recover the more I did it.  By the end of the second week, I'd come no closer to physically controlling him than my first attempts but I wasn't passing out all the time either.

Then he drank himself into a stupor again and bingo, it worked.  He was so drunk this time that although I could make him move, it felt like wearing a lead unitard.  His shoulders sagged and his arms resisted movement.  His vision blurred and it took all my effort to make out details in the room.  Despite my efforts, he slumped backward and passed out.  Sometime soon thereafter, I followed suit.

The next time he started drinking, I merged when he was buzzed.  I flexed his fingers and wiggled his toes.  A few shots of whiskey later and I could move his arms.  His body became more and more comfortable to me almost like the spandex women in the 80's wore to the gym, except a lot cuter.  He reached a point of inebriation where I could move him around pretty freely without staggering into everything.  Even stranger, I felt something with me inside his body, and I wondered if it might be his soul trying to push me out.

My endurance was much improved as well.  I took him down the hall to the communications room and snatched up the keys to the Sno-Cat.  I looked at the map on the wall, grabbed a yellow highlighter, and traced the route he'd need to take to get to the airstrip.  I was still feeling pretty good so I took his hands and felt his body with them, enjoying the carnal sensation of having a real body if only for a few minutes.  Even though it was a perv thing to do, I reached a hand down his pants and felt his privates.  It was the most bizarre thing to feel something attached to me.  And then something started to harden.

I touched it, felt it harden even more and erotic urges pressed into my mind.  I wanted to poke his hardened privates into something, preferably a hot female with big breasts and--I gasped.  Those weren't my thoughts at all, or else I was merging into Nick more completely than ever.  And yet, it felt so amazing.

What was I doing?  I felt horrible for taking such liberties with his body.  The lustful urges I'd had towards women and anything with a hole vanished.  I grabbed a nearby tissue and wiped his hands, then went to the bathroom and cleaned them.  By now, weakness was settling into me so I hurried him back to the map room, sat him before the map and left his body.  The sudden lightness and clarity of mind I felt upon leaving him further deepened my shame.

Nick's head lolled and terrible uncertainty filled me.  What if I'd driven him out of his own body?  I might have killed him.  Then a soft snoring ensued from his mouth.

"Thank God," I said and pressed my hand to his cheek, wishing I could wipe the drool that leaked from the corner of his mouth.

He woke up an hour or so later and stared quizzically at the map and the chair.  He dug the keys out of his pocket and looked them over.

"How'd I find these?" he asked.

He traced the line I'd made on the map, pulled out a ruler, and marked off the distance.  After pulling up some information on the computer, he stared at the map, shaking his head and asking himself aloud how he'd managed to do all that while drunk.  Later, he went to his video camera and logged the episode.

"I'll be leaving soon," Nick said to the camera.  "Somehow I found the keys to the Sno-Cat and traced out a good route to the airstrip while drunk.  I can't get Lucy or aliens or ghosts out of my mind.  The images are so strong right now and every day I feel more and more like I've been living two lives.  What the hell is wrong with me?  And who is Nibbles?"

I laughed and petted Nibbles who in turn regarded Nick through heavy-lidded eyes.

But my joy at this success was short lived.  Kyle contacted me.  The aliens had just entered Earth's orbit.






  

Chapter 9
 

 

The aliens landed.

The massive ships pulled into Earth's orbit, each one parking in various locations around the planet.  I watched alongside thousands of ghostly spectators as the ships broke apart into cubes which then descended into the atmosphere and left behind a long thin skeletal structure.  Dread clutched at my nonexistent heart and I feared for the safety of my former planet.

"They're landing in every major city," Kyle said.

"Atlanta?"

"Yep.  Soon as they hit a certain elevation, those big cubes break into smaller ones."

I followed one of the Atlanta-bound cubes.  It separated into more cubes than I could count which each diverted to separate parts of town.  I followed one that landed on the outskirts of Candler Park in Edgewood.  It slowed and set down gently in the massive parking lot of a Lowe's, crushing hundreds of cars in a deafening screech of metal and flattening part of the warehouse-sized building.  Once landed, I got a sense of its scale.  It was twice as tall as the Lowe's and half-again as wide.  The parking lot looked like a battle zone, filled with moldering, rotting corpses.  Streams of gasoline from crushed cars mixed with blood and other bodily fluids.  Vultures and land-bound scavengers scuttled and flapped about, looking for corpses not too far gone.  If I hadn't been a ghost, I probably would have puked.

Kyle and Bella joined me.  "The cubes are all over town," Kyle said.

Massive doors on the cube slid silently open, impressive for such huge chunks of metal.  Hisses, clicks, and a low rumbling emerged from the cube.  A loud trumpeting alarm pierced the air.  Kyle and Bella raced inside before the doors had fully opened.  I set Nibbles down and followed.  I took two steps inside and screamed.  A giant centipede with a gaping maw and a gazillion legs was scuttling right for me.  I flitted up out of its reach.  It, of course, didn't see me and kept going.  Nibbles hissed and joined me.  I noticed the thing wasn't purely a bug, but a patchwork of robotic extensions attached to the side and a large blue orb glowing just above its glittering dome-like eyes.  Several more of the creatures detached from niches in the chamber walls and followed the first.  Like the first, they resembled bus-sized centipedes with massive square maws in the front and trundled along on hundreds of legs.  Their legs chattered against the metal floor like hundreds of typewriters being used at once.

Once outside, the centipedes lowered their mouths and dug into the asphalt, scooping it up like a big fudge brownie sprinkled with rotten corpses.  In a matter of moments the asphalt, bodies, gasoline, and other nasty stuff not underneath the cube were gone leaving muddy red clay.  A noise like sledgehammers on sheet metal emerged from the cube behind me.  I faced the source.  A massive spider creature with a fat quivering sac on its abdomen appeared from the gloom within.  I screamed.  Again.  After my moment of hysteria, I noted upon further inspection that the spider thing was covered in fine black fur and had a long neck with an almost feline head.  It had ten legs rather than eight.  It still gave me the creeps.

Gray metallic tubes shot from ports in the centipedes and plugged into similar ports in the spider cat's sac.  The creature paced all six centipedes as they chomped through concrete, cars, lamp posts, bodies, and anything else that got in their way.  Every so often, the huge sac on the spider cat vibrated and pooped out a glowing car-sized cube from a hole in the lower front part of the abdomen.

Kyle called me.  I flitted to him and Bella deep inside the cube ship.  "We found them," he said.

"Yeah, the big bugs."  I was a little disappointed and a lot grossed out.  I'd expected little green people with big eyes.

"No, over there."

I screamed.  It was my theme for the day.  Oily black tentacles writhed from a dark niche in the wall.  They slithered and snaked around the sides of the niche and lifted their owner, a horrific slimy creature, from within.  Its description defied my imagination.  The closest Earthly analogy might be a black octopus with a shark's mouth, a long tubular snout, and four legs armored with an exoskeleton.  A sharktopusephant?  An elephasharktopus?  Apparently I needed a better imagination to come up with a name.  A shiny black casing of exoskeleton held a bulbous mound atop the head.  Probably the brain.  More of the creatures emerged from wall niches.  Their tentacles stretched, their toothy maws yawned.  High-pitched trumpet-like vocalizations echoed through the chamber, like elephants on a rampage.

Several of the aliens approached each other and rubbed tentacles while trumpeting what I assumed were probably greetings after a long hibernation.

"This is so cool," Kyle said, his eyes alight.

Bella walked to one of the creatures and ran her fingers along it.  I shuddered at the thought of even approaching those disgusting things.  I would kiss the spider cat first.  Nibbles sat on the ground, watching the creatures with intense interest, especially their flailing tentacles.  He crouched into hunting mode and stalked them, then dove for the nearest one.  He successfully caught it, but was flung into the air like a puff of lint when the tentacle snaked through the air to meet that of another alien's.

Nibbles flitted to the ground and renewed his attacks.

The odor in the place was wretched, like rotten fish and dog vomit.  I had to get out of there.  "Did you see the giant bugs?" I asked.

"Yeah," Kyle said.  "I wonder what they're for."

"They're eating up the parking lot and everything in it."

"Eating it?"  He flitted away.  I joined him outside the cube and gasped.  The Lowe's store was vanishing as the giant centipedes crawled over and consumed it.  Chunks of mortar, shelving, and their contents crashed down atop the centipedes, slowing them only a little as they vacuumed everything in their paths.  Dozens of the large glowing bricks lay in neat rows on bare dirt where the parking lot and buildings had been.  Hundred of people hovered, sat, or stood watching the bugs eat.

"I died in the gardening section of that store," a woman told me, pointing to the other end of the large store.

"Holy crap, me too," said a middle-aged man.  "I didn't know anything about planting azaleas so I was asking a clerk.  Next thing I knew, I was dead.  And I still don't know how to plant the stupid things."

"Oh they're easy," the woman said and launched into a tutorial.

"What's going on?" I asked Kyle.  "What are those cubes?"

"Uh," he said and shrugged.  "Maybe energy blocks or something."

Bella stepped up to one of the cubes and touched it.  Her face brightened quite literally, as did her body.  She glowed.  "This is amazing," she said.

I touched a cube and immediately felt hyper-caffeinated, like I'd just binged on Starbucks espressos.  "So it's energy?"

"Pure, condensed.  Amazing."

"Wow, I wish we'd met while alive," I heard the azalea man say to the woman.  "You could have saved m--"

I glanced at the Lowe's in time to see the gardening section vanishing into the centipedes' mouths.  Someone shrieked.  A man called out a woman's name, his voice laced with terror.  I noticed the man and woman who'd been happily discussing gardening were gone.  Other nearby people poofed out of sight.

"Where's everyone going?" I asked.

"Probably bored already," Kyle said.

"Where'd she go?" a man said in a hysterical voice.  He walked to us.  "She disappeared."

"Who?" I asked.

"My wife.  She was looking at her body when one of those--those monsters ate it.  Now she's gone."

"You sure she didn't just flit away?" Kyle asked.

"We haven't been apart since, well, everyone died.  Not a moment."

A woman screamed hysterically as a centipede closed in on a body just outside the remains of the building.  It sucked in the body.  Seconds later, her screams cut off midstream and she vanished.

Kyle paled.  "Oh crap."

"Oh crap what?" I asked.

"The people who died here, they're gone.  Those two talking about gardening, they're gone."

"So what?  They flitted away or shifted back to Heavenly."

"Dear God," Bella said and looked at the energy cubes.  "They vaporized the bodies.  They changed the molecular structure."

"And the quantum ghost image went with it."

Cold icy dread marched down my spine and my knees went weak.  "They're totally dead now?"

Kyle shook his head.  "I don't know.  Maybe.  Oh, man.  How far away are our houses?"

"A few miles."

"At the rate these things are going, it won't take long at all to reach our neighborhood."

A rumbling noise split the air and a tractor-like hovercraft emerged from the cube ship.  I flitted two stories up to windows set in the front of the craft and saw the tentacled aliens inside.  The craft glided over the cubes and they shot up into a port in the bottom.  Another hovercraft rumbled from inside the cube ship and paced behind the energy cube collector.  White shafts of light speared into the ground behind it, plowing the earth and dropping a green mossy material into the furrows.

Kyle cursed under his breath.  "They're cleaning all signs of our existence off the planet and planting their own vegetation."

I watched, entranced as the convoy of bugs and machines made short work of any manmade structures, working back and forth across the landscape until they reduced what had been a sprawling shopping center to a mossy green field.

* * * * *

Everyone panicked.

Thousands of ghosts clustered around a building erected by the religious group Ms. Tate associated with, The Faithfully United in Christ's Kingdom.  Apparently none of them had considered what the acronym would look like.  They were praying and chanting for deliverance.  Ms. Tate stood nearby, telling everyone that this was God's punishment to the unfaithful.  That they would be cleansed from the Earth as it was being remade anew for her and the faithful to repopulate.

"Are you crazy?" I yelled at her.  "They're aliens, not angels of God."

Ms. Tate glared at me.  "I know you, Lucy Morgan.  Your parents never took you to church.  They've doomed your soul to an eternity of damnation."

"Bull," Kyle said swatting his arm through the air.  "If being dead in this place isn't enough to convince you that your religion is full of dog turds, then you've got problems, lady.  "We need to figure out a way to stop these octo-bastards before we're all really dead."

"You're doomed, Kyle Jones.  Your mother is a good woman, but you're a little demon child.  I know you're the one who killed my pansies last year."

"What are you talking about?" he said.

"It's Hell for you, child.  Hell!"

"You stupid witch."

I grabbed him and pulled him away from the group.  "We've got to assemble our own group.  These people are about to go David Koresh on us."

"You mean those wackos in Waco?"

"Exactly."

"I'm glad I killed her pansies."  He stared blankly for a moment.  "Okay, I just got a call from the group who was researching the ships.  They're holding a meeting Earthside right now."

The science group was depressingly small, maybe a few hundred at most.  They were more orderly and a lot more geeky than the religious fanatics, but had no greater insight to a solution than anyone else.  I saw a familiar figure watching us from a distance and flitted over.

"Harb!"  I hugged my long-lost friend and asked him where he'd been all this time.

"Away," he said simply.  A sullen look clouded his face.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing.  These fools drive me crazy.  They have no imagination or ability to save us from this crisis."

"Who does, then?"

"I could, but they don't listen to me."

I almost smiled at the thought of this small Indian boy saving us, but his look was so serious that I repressed my amusement.  "How could you save us?"

"I can show you."  He flitted elsewhere.

I called him and followed, arriving in what at first appeared to be an amusement park.  Then I realized it was a zoo.  Animals roamed the place freely.  I wondered how they'd escaped their cages.  Harb motioned me over to the gorilla refuge.

"How have they survived without people?" I asked.

"I helped them."  He approached a sitting silverback gorilla and lowered himself into it until he vanished.

"You merged with an animal?"  I was stunned.  It had never occurred to me that might be possible.

The gorilla grunted.  It stood up and danced around.  Harb emerged a moment later.  His body remained opaque and didn't appear the least bit weakened.

"It's difficult, but we can use this to stop the aliens."

"Like planet of the apes?"  I chuckled.  I crack myself up sometimes.

He didn't laugh.  "Yes."

"Is this where you've been all this time?  Merging with animals?"

"Mostly.  I made mistakes at first and was lucky enough to survive them."

"Like what?"

"When you merge, it retards your thoughts and makes it difficult to think like a human.  I stupidly merged first with a zebra.  I was petting it when the idea came to me, so I tried it.  How long I remained in that body, I don't know, but I remember very little of it."

"That scares the crap out of me," I said with a shudder.  "I don't want to be trapped in a gorilla for a month."

"Primates are easier but not by much.  Instincts overruled my thinking processes until I grew accustomed to the alien feel of the creatures."

I almost told him about Nick but stopped myself.  Why I felt the need to keep him a secret was beyond me.  Maybe I didn't want Harb to possess him.  Nick was mine and I felt very protective.

"Let me share my knowledge," Harb said and held out his hand. 

I took it.  For the first split second of the merge, I felt something akin to lust, anger, and deep sorrow.  Strange thoughts passed into my mind, and the urge to pick insects from Harb's hair almost overwhelmed my rational mind.  Images of gorillas and other primates flashed through my thoughts and embedded themselves in memory as Harb's experiences filled me.  When he released my hand, I felt overstuffed with data.  I also felt outraged at almost everyone.  How could they treat me so unfairly?

But those weren't my feelings, I realized.  Even without a degree in primate psychology, I was pretty sure that the gorillas didn't harbor those feelings.  More than likely, Harb had accidentally transferred some of his hidden feelings to me.  I wondered why he felt that way but decided not to ask.

"You have been hiding something, Lucy," Harb said.

My chest tightened.  "Why would I hide anything?"

Harb's sullen look returned.  He seemed about to say something but jerked his gaze away from mine.  "Never mind," he said.

I wondered if I'd transmitted my own feelings to him.  Even worse, he might have discovered Nick somehow.  I felt stupid for having allowed him to merge without thinking about the reverse aspects of the operation.  If he knew about Nick, he might tell the others.

"Harb, I do have secrets.  We all do.  I have some I don't tell anyone to protect myself."

His face cleared slightly.  "I understand."

"About your idea for gorillas, it's brilliant but it'll be really hard."

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.  "I want you to merge with one.  Tell me what you think."

I approached the same silverback he'd possessed, reached my hand to it, and paused.  I couldn't make myself do it.  Fear locked me in place.  I remembered my first time on the high dive at the pool.  Looking down as my other friends called up to me, "Jump!"  I'd locked up until an older boy came up behind me and pushed me off.  I'd fallen screaming and landed flat on my stomach with a smack.  It had hurt like crazy.

"Don't be frightened," Harb said.  "Do it."

I thought of my times with Nick.  How I'd somehow unconsciously escaped his body those first few times.  I'd be okay.  My own survival instinct had looked out for me.

I pressed my hand into the gorilla's fur.  Relaxed.  Settled myself into its body.  The world fragmented into shards of confusing images.  My consciousness felt squeezed into a tiny box.  I tried to scream.  An alien grunt emerged.

I lost myself to the creature.






  

Chapter 10
 

 

I saw black.  At first, I figured I must be unconscious until the blackness moved and my vision focused and resolved it into fur.  I felt at peace, comfortable.  My lips closed around my fingers and smacked.  I bit into something small and crunchy and swallowed it.  My fingers quested in the black fur in front of me until I found an anomaly, some bit of dead skin, I thought.  I put it into my mouth.

Wait, I just put what into my mouth?

I spit whatever it was out.  My thoughts crystallized.  I was still in the gorilla.  I turned my head and saw a baby gorilla sitting atop my shoulder, grooming my furry head.  I jerked my hands back and stumbled to my feet, shambled across the grass on all fours while the little gorilla on my shoulder, a nonplussed look on its tiny face, continued to pick bugs and God knew what else from my fur.  I tried to walk on two legs but it felt awkward.  The bend of my back pressed me back down on all fours.

I grunted.  Looked around.  Harb was nowhere to be seen.  I opened my mouth to speak and chuffed out a few syllables of nonsense.  Just for the heck of it, I stood on two legs, beat my chest and roared.  It sounded awesome.  Maybe not as awesome as a bear, but enough to scare the crap out of the baby gorilla on my shoulder.  He hopped off and scampered away.

How cool was that?  I was a freaking ape.  A big hairy scary gorilla with powerful arms, legs, and, I glanced down--all the other hairy parts were there too.  I didn't feel like checking that out though.  My human side shuddered at the thought of touching certain parts of this beast, but my human side also enjoyed the sheer majesty of this mighty animal.

"I am gorilla, hear me roar," I shouted, or at least tried to.  Instead, I roared again causing a flock of birds to burst from the tree above me in a cloud of brown feathers.

Then reality set in with a solid thump and my spirits sank.  Fear dragged my spirits even lower.  How long had I been in this ape?  I shuddered at the thought of the time that might have passed, especially while aliens devoured the city.  No matter how powerful this body felt, it was no match for the technology they possessed.  I wanted out.  I tried to flit free but the flesh held me tight.  I tried to remember what Harb had imparted to me before the merge.  It was all about relaxing.  With great difficulty, I forced myself to relax and not fight the body.  After a moment or two, something gave way, like a million little latches springing loose and I was able to drift free.

The gorilla jerked its head around with an almost human expression of panic on its face.  It ran on all fours back toward a small flock of females and sat in the middle of the group.  He grunted at them.  One of the females turned and started grooming my former host.  He calmed down quickly.

Pfft.  Males, they're so easy.

I called Harb.  He flitted to me a few seconds later.

"You're back," he said.

"How long was I in that thing?"

"A day."

"Thank goodness it wasn't longer.  Weren't you a little worried?  I lost every shred of rational thought while I was in that beast.  What if it'd killed me?"

"I knew it wouldn't.  You have a strong spirit, Lucy."

More like stupid, but I wasn't going to voice that.  "Look, Harb, this gorilla thing is cool and all, but how's it supposed to help us against gargantuan bugs and slimy aliens who probably have laser guns?"

"We'll have control of the physical world again.  We'll be able to affect their mechanisms and sabotage them."

"Like gorilla warfare?"  I laughed and heard a hint of hysteria creep into my voice.  I hoped my little stint in the beast hadn't knocked a few wires loose.  Well, a few more wires loose anyway.

The joke was lost on Harb.  "Exactly.  We discover what makes the creatures tick and then we make our move."

I glanced around, taking a rough count of the apes.  Maybe fifteen adults, twenty if you counted the babies.  Harb seemed to know what I was thinking.

"There are more primates we can use from other exhibits."

"This means we need to train a lot of others to help.  How many will be up to it?"

"That is where you come in.  They won't listen to me.  They don't take me seriously."

"And you can teach them all?"

"Same as I taught you.  Plus, you have had experience."

I must have looked startled because he raised an eyebrow.

"Don't worry, your secret is safe with me.  You know you can trust me, my friend."  He put a solid emphasis on that last word and I wondered what might happen if something changed between us.  Harb looked innocent but he had a lot of bad experiences weighing him down, embittering him.  That worried me, but at this point I had no choice.

"Thanks," I said, and decided not to pry into what he knew about Nick.  Could be an awful lot, or might be nothing.  Too late to change that now.

I decided it best to start small and called Kyle, Chris, and Bella.  They showed up a split second later.  They looked awfully pale for ghosts.  Probably worried sick like everyone else that their bodies would be next to get sucked up and crapped out into a glowing cube.

They were obviously worried enough not to argue with me much when I told them Harb's crazy plan.  In fact, they looked amazed.

"Great idea," Chris said and patted Harb on the head.

Harb glowered at him and pulled away.  "I am no child to be patronized."

Chris held his hands up in a defensive gesture.  "Sorry.  It's hard to overcome hardwired reactions.  I forget that you're more mature than you look."

Harb looked at Chris's tall strong frame, almost as if sizing him up.  "Apology accepted."  He glanced at a female gorilla that had wandered close to us.  "I will merge with you and show you how this is done.  Unfortunately the process may take time, so it's vital we start now."

Harb did with my friends as he'd done with me.  Chris's face went white after Harb merged with him.  I bit back a cry of concern.  The same thing had happened to me.  Chris would be okay.  I hoped Harb didn't somehow send him those memories of mine regarding Nick.  The thought made me shiver with cold nausea.

After they'd been indoctrinated, Kyle gave me an angry look.  "You knew about merging all this time and didn't tell us about it?"

"I promised Harb I wouldn't tell anyone."

"I thought we were friends, Luce.  Best friends.  What the hell?"  His face shifted from anger to sadness.

I felt horrible.  "You remember all the secrets you told me growing up?  Remember all the times I kept my mouth shut even if I thought telling someone would make things better?  I kept my promises to you, Kyle.  I had to keep them for Harb, and I'd do it for anyone else."

His expression softened and he nodded.  "This is so important to us, to our survival.  It would've helped to know sooner."

"I didn't know this was going to happen," I said.

"People are dying out there, Lucy," Bella said, her voice rising.  "They're dying and you could've done something about it.  How can you live with that?  All those deaths are on your head."

My bottled fury popped a cork and words spilled out of me.  "I'm not living with it, in case you hadn't noticed.  We're already dead you idiot!  How was I supposed to know?"  Tears pooled in my eyes and I stalked away to hide behind a tall bush.  I didn't want to see any of them.  I didn't want them to see me.

Strong arms circled around my shoulders.  I turned and wept into Chris's shirt.

"I didn't know," I said.  "I didn't know it could help."

"It's okay, babe.  It's not too late.  We'll beat this thing."

Empty as the words were, I felt a little better.  I still didn't have much faith in Harb's plan to use gorillas.  I had to do something, anything to make up for this.  Maybe I could grab King Kong again and sabotage the aliens myself.  More likely, I'd just get shot or eaten.  I wondered what would happen to me if my host died.  I might die forever.  If the aliens got to my house before we did something, I'd be dead anyway.

"You'd better go take over an ape," I said.  "It took me a while to get the hang of it."

Chris tried to give me a kiss, but I pecked him on the cheek and walked back to the group.  Bella and Kyle had already merged.  Their respective apes were dancing and staggering around like someone was jerking broken puppets.  It looked horrific.

"What's happening?" I asked Harb.

"You did the same," he said.  "It takes time for the human mind to find space, I think."

"It felt like being crammed in a sardine can."

Chris gave me one last look and merged with a female gorilla.  Soon he was doing the crazy dance.  The other gorillas looked on with what I gathered were curious expressions.  They probably didn't know what the hell was going on.  We humans hadn't treated them well in life and now we were going to use them against their wills.  Probably get most of them killed.  The aliens apparently didn't bear any ill will toward animals.  Just humans.  Considering our track record, I could almost understand.

"I'll be back soon," I told Harb.

"You should merge as well.  You need more experience."

"I'm good I think."

"The more you do it with the same creature, the less time it takes to assimilate.  What took a day will take far less time."

"I'll do it when I come back," I said.  "Won't take long."

I flitted away.  I knew what I had to do.

I hadn't gotten far, however, when my mom called me.  Seeing as I might be dead for real very soon thanks to either giant centipedes or my ridiculous plan, I decided to see her one last time.  I flitted to her.  She hugged me.  A huge crowd had gathered outside Ms. Tate's worship center.  It resembled a massive gothic church now, the kind you'd see in monster films.  These people were crazy.  All they were missing were pitchforks and torches.  I half-expected to see a hunchback atop the bell tower screaming out, "Amen, brother."  I was stupefied to see my Mom anywhere near the place.

"I wanted to say goodbye," she said.

"Goodbye?"

"The creatures are almost to our neighborhood, dear.  It won't be long now.  I thought we would gather the family and be together at the end."

A sick feeling twisted in my belly.  "Mom, you're not going to die.  And why are you here of all places?"

"Your father and I thought it would be nice to be close to others."

"These lunatics?"

A roar went up from the crowd around the building.  Someone screamed.  I shot up into the air and hovered along with several others over the crowd.  A woman stood atop a podium in the center, shouting something.  I went closer.

"I, Elizabeth Jensen, take Jesus as my lord and savior.  May He keep me in His bosom for eternity.  Forgive me for my sins, Lord."  Tears poured down her face and she looked scared to death.  "Please, Lord--"  she wisped out of existence.

Another roar went up from the crowd, shouts of "Amen" and "Lord bless you, child," followed.

I felt sick, frightened, and more than anything, angry.  Angry at these stupid fools for believing they were being saved.

A man flitted from the crowd and grabbed me.  I tried to jerk away, but another set of strong hands fastened to me.  Ms. Tate rose up from the crowd like the Wicked Witch of Polyester and smiled at me.  She was dressed like an evil nanny from Mary Poppins, sans umbrella.  Fear weakened my limbs.

"You've come to be saved, child.  Good.  Go to the baptismal podium and ask for God's mercy."

I tried to flit away but their hold on me prevented me from doing anything.  I tried to shift to Earth, but I couldn't move from their grasp.

"Let me go," I said.  "I'm not here for your stupid church."

Ms. Tate's smug look twisted into a scowl.  "I'll not have you blaspheme, child.  Repent now before the end."

I couldn't believe this was happening.  I could possibly save them all if they'd give me a chance.  For once, I had a plan, damn it.  "Let me go you twisted bitch."

"You're a fool.  You don't know the mercy of the Lord.  This is for your own good."  Ms. Tate motioned to the two men holding me.  "Keep her on the podium until she repents."  Ms. Tate turned to the crowd.  "We have a reluctant soul, brothers and sisters.  Pray for her redemption."

The crowd started chanting, "Repent, repent, repent," over and over again.  Heavenly had turned into a loony bin.

I struggled.  I tried to call for my friends but they didn't answer.  They were merged with the gorillas.  Mom looked on helplessly, pleading in her eyes.  I knew the easy way out would have been to play along, declare my love for God and all that, but it would take too long and besides, I'd rather die than let Ms. Tate win.  If the aliens were really that close to my neighborhood, I didn't have much time.  So I did the only thing I thought might work.

The two men holding me yelped in surprise as I merged with them.  Their yells turned to screams.  Memories flooded into my mind.  I let them flow through without trying to make sense.  It seemed to take forever, but really only took a second before both men let me go and drifted away, pale and listless.  I flipped Ms. Tate off.  The last thing I saw before shifting to Earth was a look of pure hatred on her face.

I hit Earth running and flitted to my neighborhood, ignoring the calls from Mom and Dad.  It took a few minutes of aerial surveillance but I found swaths of cleared land quickly and followed them to the giant bugs.  I had only one chance to do this.  It might kill me but at least it would buy humanity some time.

I targeted one of the centipedes in the middle of a row of eight of the monsters hooked into a giant cat spider.  For better or worse, I was going to merge with it.

God help me.






  

Chapter 11
 

 

It was crazy and stupid to merge with animals.  Merging with alien space bugs was an even worse idea but I didn't have a choice.  I'd let everyone down.  I felt as if I'd betrayed my best friend and humans in general.  In life I'd been one of those self-sacrificing individuals, it occurred to me.  I'd sacrificed going to parties and having fun to study and make my parents proud instead.  I'd thrown myself on Kyle's problems to save him from his parents' wrath more times than I could count.  I'd sprained my leg trying to keep Robby from falling out of his tree house.  I'd let a strange dog bite me to protect my dog, Licks, once.  Those sorts of events flashed through my mind in the short time it took me to reach the giant centipede.

This was a worthy cause to die for, right?

"Of course it is," I said aloud as fear threatened to overwhelm my quickly waning enthusiasm.

So I did it before I had much more time to think.  I wasn't sure where to merge and the closer I came to the thing, the more grossed out I was.  It looked horrible.  Slimy.  Bug-arrific and terrifying.  Two big black bug eyes stared blindly ahead and giant mandibles shoved everything into that frightening maw.  I almost crapped my ghost pants.

I chose a point behind its eyes, figuring if it had a brain, that might be where it was.  Biology was one of my strong classes in school but damned if I could remember a thing about the anatomy of a bug.  It didn't really matter anyway.  This wasn't a bug, it was an alien monstrosity.  It might not even have a brain, judging from its mindless preoccupation with gobbling everything in its path.

Just do it.  Thanks, Nike.

I landed atop it, relaxed, and--nothing happened.  I tried again.  Still nothing.  This wasn't good.  My brilliant plan hadn't taken this into account.  I switched to another bug and tried again.  Still no good.  I looked on with horror as the creatures devoured a line of cars scattered on a once busy street.  The cars had bodies in them.  People were dying every second I failed.  Just a few hundred yards further along my house stood in the path of these things.

I frantically moved from one bug to another but my merge had no effect on any of them.  Maybe they were too alien for my ghost to mix.  I looked back at the giant cat spider.  It had a head with eyes, a nose, and a mouth.  It was alien, but it had to have a brain in that head somewhere, right?  I flitted to it and without a moment's hesitation, settled into it.

Heat seared into my body.  I screamed in agony.  Then I was sucked in.  I saw the world through amber-tinted eyes.  Rage burned through my mind.  Intense anger, sorrow, and a vengeful spirit fought against something, but not me.  I started to fade out but struggled against the weakness.  I detected an anomaly in the creatures mind.  It felt like a wall.  Consciousness faded again.  I screamed and heard the creature scream with me.

The wall in its mind.  I had to push it, fight it.  It wasn't really a wall, of course, but that was the closest thing I could compare it to.  I joined the creature's own consciousness and slammed against the wall, battering against it.  Blackness engulfed me.  Then I was back.  I could hear myself crying somehow.  Maybe I was going insane and was imagining it.  Something cracked.  Something splintered.  The wall collapsed.

I was exhausted.  Worn to nothing.  A triumphant scream emerged from the creature.  I saw explosions through its eyes.  Saw it turn to face one of the large vehicles driven by the octo-aliens.  It screamed again, like a banshee, high pitched and furious.  My spirit couldn't stay with it anymore.  I faded away to nothing.

* * * * *

"You should marry Jenny, Nick.  You two are perfect together," Rebecca Lanshire said, looking back at him from the front seat of the car.

"I agree with your mother," Randall Lanshire said.  He slowed the car at a rural intersection.  They were driving out to see Uncle Albert, Rebecca's brother in Keneton.

"Mum?  Dad?" Nick asked.  They were alive?  A feeling of incredible dread welled up inside him.  Something terrible was about to happen.

"You were such a miracle for us," Mum said.  "And to think the doctor told me I was barren.  Now our little Nick is about to get married and have grandchildren."  She laughed with delight.

"Don't get ahead of yourself, Mum," Randall said with a broad grin.  "The kids need to have fun first.  You've got college ahead of you too, son."

"Stop the car, Dad.  Turn it around," Nick said.

"Have you decided where to attend?" Randall asked, seemingly oblivious to what Nick had just said.

"Stop the car!" Nick shouted.  It was about to happen.  He could feel it.

"Excellent choice, son.  We're so proud of you."

A searing bright blue light flashed in the windshield.  Rebecca screamed.  Randall shouted.  Nick flung his hands up.  Metal screeched.

Steam rose from the hood of the car.  A large tree stood where the dash had been, its bark scarred and bleeding sap.  Randall and Rebecca sat slumped over their seatbelts, bloody, and lifeless.  Nick screamed.

Something tiny, the size of a marble hovered over the broken windshield.  Nick stared at it.  A blue light flashed.

* * * * *

Sheep grazed in the distance.  A cold wind swept from the fields and up the hill into Nick's face.  A boy and a dog stared at him, their heads cocked to the side.

"Who are you?" the boy asked.  "What're you doing up here?"

Nick jumped to his feet.  "Mom?  Dad?"

The boy looked around, then down at a farmstead a few hundred yards down the hill.  "You need a phone?"

Nick didn't know where he was or what he needed.  Had everything been a dream?  "A phone would be nice.  Where am I?"

"A bit from Epwell.  You get lost on a hike or something?"

Nick walked down the hill and used the phone.  Nobody answered either of his parents' cell phones.  His guts ached with dread and sick worry.  It hadn't been a dream.  He knew that now.  His parents were dead.  He was alone in the world.

Uncle Albert picked him up a few hours later and drove him out to Keneton.

"Where the hell have you been, lad?  Your parents are two weeks in the grave and you're nowhere to be found."

"I don't know."  Nick wiped a lone tear from his eye and fought the others back with anger.  "How long have I been missing?"

"Three bloody weeks.  We delayed the funeral, hoping you'd turn up.  Police considered foul play, but nobody knew why you'd be kidnapped.  Jenny's been sick with worry about you."

"Jenny."  His heart swelled with joy at the mere thought of her.  She was waiting for him.  He needed her now more than anything.

They entered Keneton.  Nick saw people walking the streets, many heading to the pub.  He felt an overwhelming urge to stop and talk to them.  That was odd since Nick didn't make friends easily or often.  He stuck to his own.  His circle of friends was small but tight.

"I need to stop at the grocer," Albert said.  "Need anything?"

"I'll just wait in the car."

Albert went inside.  Nick watched people coming in and out of the small shop.  The urge to talk to them tugged at him again.  He resisted the urge until he could take it no longer and got out.  A woman approached the store.  He walked to her, extended his hand like a politician.

"Hello, there.  I'm Nick."

She raised an eyebrow, extended her hand, and shook his.  "You're new here?"

"I am."  He thought he should continue the conversation but no longer felt the desire to talk to her at all.  A man emerged from the store.  Nick greeted him the same way.  The woman looked slightly confused then went into the store as he ignored her.

Albert emerged a few moments later.  "You running for office, lad?"

"No, I just wanted to talk to people."

The urges grew worse.  When he went back to London with Jenny, it took all his willpower not to talk to every single person he came across which was quite a lot in the city.  Nick wondered if this was a coping mechanism.  Maybe his mind needed this.  But where had he been for three weeks?  Had he blanked everything from his mind?

* * * * *

Nick staggered a few feet from the pub before dropping to his knees and vomiting.  He heaved until he was dry then rolled onto his back and stared at the night sky.  Jenny was going to kill him.  He'd promised to be home before six for dinner and a nice evening together.  Instead, the bloody urge had hit him, dragged him into another random pub and here he was.  It was hopeless.  No matter how hard he tried or how much he drank, he couldn't fight it.  Couldn't overcome this bloody mental obsession of his.

He pushed himself up and checked the time.  Eight already.  After a sweaty nauseating jog through the streets he saw their place, the place they'd shared for a little under a year since Nick's parents had died.  He pushed inside, ran up the stairs to the bedroom. Saw her packing.

"I'm sorry, Jen.  Just a little late, love."

She looked at him, eyes red with past tears.

"Where're you going?" he asked.

"Nowhere.  You're the one that's going."

"Then why're you packing?"  He overcame the drunken stupor long enough to realize those were his bags she was packing.  "You can't do this to me."

"I own the place, Nick.  I pay for it.  You haven't paid a bloody thing for months.  You haven't held a job long enough."

"It's just a rough time for me.  You've got to understand."

"I understood.  Your parents died almost a year ago.  The Nick I knew before then was totally different.  You never drank, smoked, or felt the need to hang out at every random pub we came to.  Now it's like some disease.  You're not the man I loved.  I think he died with your parents."

"We can beat this, Jen, I know it."

"We tried to beat it.  Now you'll have to beat it on your own."

"God, no, Jen.  Please don't do this.  I love you.  I have a problem but I'm trying so hard to overcome it.  I'll do anything.  My therapist thinks I'm making progress."

"You're sick.  Don't you see that?  You need more than a therapist.  You need medical help, Nick.  I can't deal with this one more day.  Not one more bloody stinking day.  I'm sick of it.  Sick to my bones and tired of crying myself to sleep every night you're gone drinking."  Jenny slammed his suitcase shut.  "I fit your clothes inside.  Anything else you need, I'll have it shipped.  I want you out first thing tomorrow."  She rolled the suitcase to the top of the stairs.  He followed her.

"Please no."

She threw up her hands.  "I'm done."  She turned, slammed the bedroom door shut behind her and locked it.

* * * * *

"Come to the states," Tim said.  "You're a pilot.  This will be a good experience for you."

Nick hung up the phone.  Jenny was gone for good.  He had nothing left in London.  His social affliction hadn't improved and drinking himself into a stupor every night was no solution.  What better place to escape from it all than Antarctica?

Weeks later he was there.  After meeting everyone on the base, he no longer felt the overwhelming desire to talk to everyone.  He almost felt normal again.  But he missed Jenny.  He missed his parents.  Drinking was the only thing that helped.

Then the emergency evacuation took place.  He was all alone.  Except for his video camera, a few movies, and, of course, his imaginary friend, Lucy.  Soon all that would be left was his insanity.

* * * * *

"Meow."

Nibbles curled up next to me and purred into my ear.  I hurt all over.  Every part of me felt like it had been broken and reassembled.  Something else felt wrong.  I looked at my hand.  It wasn't my hand.  It was too large, too masculine.  I sat up and felt the weight of gravity pushing down on me.  Looked at the rest of my body.  I was inside Nick.






  

Chapter 12
 

 

I relaxed and Nick's body released me.  He groaned and put a hand to his head.  Looked around the room.  "Are you here, Lucy?"

My heart lightened.  Did he actually believe I was real now?  I realized something else.  This place was different.  I flitted outside the building and took in the surroundings.  Snowcapped mountains cut off the horizon on my left.  I zoomed higher and saw ocean to my right.  The building below me stood next to a small airstrip.  A single-engine plane sat to the side of the runway. He'd escaped Antarctica.  He was somewhere in Argentina, I guessed.  I laughed, allowing this bit of joy to drag my heart out of the depression zone.

I was dangerously close to going emo and I didn't like that thought one bit.  Back inside the building, Nick was microwaving breakfast, humming to himself.  Bits of a dream drifted back to me in graphic detail.  How his parents had died.  How he'd lost Jenny.  What had become of him.  My joy quickly faded when I remembered how his parents had died.  That floating orb was not manmade.  Other pieces of the puzzle clicked into place.  Nick's overwhelming urge to talk to people had felt unnatural.  Like someone had forced him into that behavior.

A terrible suspicion blossomed inside me and I knew Nick could no longer remain a secret.  It was already strange enough that I'd merged with him after passing out.  A flutter of panic made me feel even sicker.  The aliens.  Had I stopped them?  Obviously I was still "alive" but I didn't know if I'd been out of it for hours, days, or longer.  I called Kyle.  He answered within a split second so I knew he was worried.  He showed up seconds later, Chris in tow.  Nibbles flitted around their legs, purring happily.

Chris hugged me tight and kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my mouth.  "I was so worried," he said.  "Don't ever do something that stupid again."

Kyle stood by, his face as angry as I'd ever seen it.  "I don't know whether to kill you or get down on my knees and thank you.  I knew immediately that you somehow made that spider thing do what it did.  Of course none of us found out about it until a day after it happened.  We were too busy possessing gorillas."

"What happened?" I asked, freeing myself from Chris for a moment.

"You don't know?"  Kyle shook his head.  "According to witnesses, they saw a crazy girl trying to do something to the centipedes.  Then the girl vanished inside the spider-cat thing.  A few minutes later, all the centipedes attached to it exploded, the spider-cat turned and tore into the vehicle that collects the glowing cubes and killed some of the Octos.  Then the girl's ghost drifted out of the spider-cat and vanished just before the blue orb on its back exploded and splattered it all over the place."

"Now we know how to stop them," I said.  "We can beat them."

"Maybe," Chris said.  "But so far nobody else has been able to merge with another one."

"And the aliens have shut everything down," Kyle said.  "We think they're trying to figure out what went wrong.  Another attack on the spiders wouldn't work right now since they're locked up in cryo.  We surveyed all the other cleanup zones and they're locked down as well."

I sighed.  "At least it bought us some time."  I paused and looked at them, my heart growing heavy.  I had to tell them about Nick.  So I did.  My voice quavered as I told them everything about him, leaving out some of the very personal bits, of course.  I could tell from their expressions they were righteously pissed.

Kyle slapped his forehead.  "Son of a bitch.  We can't tell anyone."  He paced in a circle, muttering under his breath, then stopped and glared at me.  "I won't pretend I'm not upset, Luce, but I understand."

Chris eyed me suspiciously.  His fists clenched.  "You feel something for him, don't you?"

I couldn't meet his gaze.  "I couldn't help it.  I wanted to help him."

"It's more than that, Lucy.  Now a few things make sense.  All those days you were away supposedly travelling, you were with him.  Merging with him, getting to know him.  Falling in love with him too, right?"

I wanted to deny it, but I couldn't.  I still cared for Nick, but now I knew there might be another reason for his survival.  A very dark reason.  "I never wanted to hurt you, Chris."

His eyes bored into me, his arms crossed over his chest.  "God damn, Lucy.  You merged with him.  That's more intimate than sex, don't you think?"  His voice rose and his fists tightened.  "I can't even look at you."  He glared at me, jaw clenched, eyes full of anguish.

"How can you say that?  It has nothing to do with sex."

"Yeah.  Right.  Screw this."  He flitted away.

"Are you saying you had sex with a gorilla then?" I yelled at empty air.  Tears pooled in my eyes.

  Kyle put a gentle hand on my shoulder.

"Give him time, Luce.  He'll come around."

"I can't take anymore," I said.  "Everyone hates me, then they love me, then they hate me again.  Every good thing I do goes to crap."

"Oh geez, don't be so melodramatic.  It's not that horrible."

"Saving the world from aliens is not easy on the emotions," I said.  "You don't understand."

"I might as well fill you in on the latest developments so you'll stop feeling so sorry for yourself," Kyle said, moving a few feet away.  "You've been gone about a week.  We've trained thirty more people, all about our age, to help out.   Everyone was eager to duplicate your feat, but we decided to wait and plan it out better.  One guy didn't listen to us.  He merged with another spider-cat while they were herding it back into the ship and never came out."

"Well look at what happened to me.  I vanished too."

"Yeah but you drifted free of the creature just before vanishing.  He never came back out of it and the spider-cat didn't blow up."

"You sure his corpse wasn't vaporized in the meantime?"

"Positive.  His corpse is still rotting where it died."

"His ghost is dead?"

"We have no clue and no way to find out except to wait."

"This is bad," I said.

"That's not the worst.  We lost five more during their gorilla training."

"Lost them?  How?"

"Apparently some people can't handle it and their ghosts never came back out of the gorillas.  We don't know what happened to them or why, but it's worried us.  Harb went into the gorillas they'd possessed and didn't find anything.  In fact, the gorillas are acting normally."

"As if they were never possessed?"

"Exactly."

How had I been so lucky, I wondered.  I'd merged with a human, a gorilla, and a freaking alien and survived.  Had it just been dumb luck or something more?  I saw Nibbles lunge at a red feather from the corner of my eye.

"Speaking of rotting corpses, are we going to vanish when our bodies completely decompose?"

"I don't think so.  Otherwise there wouldn't be any old ghosts around."

"Something the aliens do to our bodies kills us off then?"

"They convert our former molecules into pure energy.  Somehow we're anchored to our bodies and once that anchor is gone, we're gone."

That was depressing.  I looked at Kyle.  "What now?"

"I want to show you something," he said.

We flitted to the alien cube that had landed near our neighborhood.  Fifty of the slimy octo-aliens had gathered around a large tub of green ooze.  Above the tub was a grated platform with the bodies of those aliens that, according to Kyle, had been killed by the spider-cat.  The aliens trumpeted in their strange language, touching the bodies of the dead ones and each other.  The trumpeting noises grew in volume.  At first it sounded random.  Then a haunting harmonic melody emerged.  For a few minutes, I was entranced as the music gathered force and crescendoed into a cry of what had to be grief.  Nibbles appeared and started chasing their tentacles.

"Are they singing?" I asked.

He nodded.  "They've been doing this for two days now.  I think they're mourning."

"Did alien ghosts appear when they died?"

He shrugged.  "I think we'd know pretty fast if an Octo joined us in Heavenly."

"That's what we're calling them now?"

"Yeah."

"Well this rocks.  We hurt the bastards."

Kyle nodded, but he didn't look happy.

"What?"

"Nothing.  I just hate all the killing."

"Are you serious?  They started it, don't forget that."

Bella appeared at Kyle's side.  Her eyes narrowed to slits when she saw me.  Nibbles didn't greet her.  He flitted to my shoulder and perched there.

"Well if it isn't little Miss Hero.  Guess your temper tantrum paid off," Bella said.

"What's your problem with me?"

"C'mon, guys, don't do this," Kyle said.

Bella flitted to my left side away from Kyle.  "Your secrets cost us thousands of lives.  That's my problem with you.  Too bad that alien didn't eat your soul for lunch."

"I saved lives in case you hadn't noticed."

"Not the right ones!"  Bella screamed.  Nibbles hissed and vanished.

I backed away, shocked.

Kyle forced himself between us.  "Bella, damn it, it's too late."

"Yeah, it's too late all right."  She shook her head.  "I should've known you'd defend her."  She blipped away but not before I saw the tears in her eyes.  I looked at Kyle, a question in my eyes.

"The rest of her family is gone, Luce.  The bugs got them just before you told us about merging."

I choked back a sob.  My chest knotted and I couldn't breathe.  It was all an illusion, of course, but it felt real.  "My fault," I said.  "My fault."

"Don't run off and do something stupid again," Kyle said.  "Please."

"I need to get away.  You guys don't need me any more.  You know how to merge.  You know how to stop the aliens."

"But you're the only one who's merged with an alien creature.  We need your knowledge, Luce."

"Then take it," I said, holding my hand out for him to merge.  "Take everything.  I don't care any more."

Kyle shook his head.  "Give them time.  Chris and Bella will come around."

"As if they're the only ones who hate me.  I'll bet they've told everyone else it's my fault."

He sighed and I knew it was true.  He took my hand and merged.  I felt everything flow from me.  How much of it he actually absorbed, I'm not sure.

"Nick," he said, eyes wide.  "You controlled him.  And his dreams."  He withdrew from the merge.

"You figure it out," I said.  "I'm done."  And I left.

Chris hated me.  Bella hated me.  Ms. Tate hated me.  The world against Lucy.  I can be so melodramatic at times, but knowing that I'm being foolish doesn't make it any easier to change.  I stood atop a mountain somewhere in China.  Nibbles appeared on my shoulder and nuzzled my cheek.  His deep purr vibrated in my ear.  At least he didn't hate me.  And somehow, he always found me when he wanted to.

"Thanks, buddy," I said and stroked his fur.  I felt pretty stupid running away again.  It was interesting seeing the world, but it was probably in bad taste to do it while aliens were snacking on my neighborhood.  What else could I do?  Pretty much everyone associated with Harb's project hated me or didn't trust me now.

I jumped off the side of the mountain and let myself freefall through the clouds and toward the ground.  Seconds before impact, I stopped my fall and zoomed through the valley below.  As I surveyed the craggy peaks around me, I saw a familiar sight.  Mount Everest lay just ahead.  Chris and I had come here once before but not stopped as we'd searched for an interesting new date location.  Instead, we'd settled for an old army bunker in North Korea.  Why?  Because we could, I guess.

I landed atop the mountain.  The day was crystal clear aside from a few cloudy wisps beneath me.  I saw something on the summit which definitely hadn't been there before, a colorful wooden shrine in the Tibetan fashion, or perhaps Chinese.  I couldn't imagine how such a thing had been constructed here with everyone dead.

Inside, a wisp of incense smoke drifted to the ceiling.  A young man with a shaved head sat cross-legged before the incense, his hands resting palms up on his knees.  He wore a red robe that Tibetan monks favored.  He looked my age, maybe a little younger.

"Hello?" I said.

No response.

"Yo?"  I snapped my fingers.

Still nothing.

Yet again, I'd done the impossible.  I'd found another survivor.  There was no other explanation.  But it didn't excite me, not in the least.  What good did it do the world with one more guy who had managed to survive?

"Well great.  Just you and me, baldy," I said.  I couldn't even muster the enthusiasm to merge with him at first but curiosity got the better of me.  I wanted to understand why in the hell someone would climb all the way up here to build a shrine.  I approached him, reached out my hand.

His hand shot out and stopped mine.  I screamed.

"Why is it I cannot find peace even here?" he said and stood up.

"Y-you're dead?"

"How else could I be up here without oxygen or warm clothes?  Not even the hardiest locals would dare that."

"But how did you make this place?"

"It wasn't easy."

"I can hardly make anything in Heavenly, much less on Earth."

"So they've named the land of the dead already?" he said.

"Geez, you've been out of touch.  It's had that name for a while.  I'm Lucy, by the way."

"Anil."

"You speak English.  Did you merge with someone to learn it?"

"I lived in the States."

"But you look Asian."

"Yes.  There were plenty of Asians in the States."  He looked me up and down.  "Did you grow up in Utah or something?"  He softened the comment with a smile.

"Fine, it was a stupid question.  I ask plenty of those.  I still want to know how in the heck you built a shrine here."

"Much the same as you build anything in Heavenly.  You simply will it to be."

"Oh, I wish it was that simple, mister, but it's not.  See my cat there?"  I pointed to Nibbles who was swiping a paw at the stream of incense smoke.  "He can make red feathers.  I can only make monstrosities."

"Clarity of purpose is important."

"Well I'm not a monk.  Can you merge with me so I can learn?"

He cocked his head to the side.  "Merge?"

"Yeah.  We can share memories."

"Show me."

So I did.  Except when we merged, I didn't sense anything from him.  I felt my own memories drawn out of me like liquid through a straw.  It was frightening, staring into his dark eyes as he seemed to size me up and learn everything there was to know.

"Why can't I sense you?" I asked, my voice trembling.

"I wouldn't share myself with just anyone, Lucy," he said and grinned.  

Then an image burst into my mind, him standing atop the mountain, envisioning the shrine, and it slowly appearing as if the air had bent itself into the proper molecules to create it.  It didn't even grow from the ground like it did for people in Heavenly.  I understood how he made it.  But it required more discipline than I could possibly muster.  Clarity of mind has never been one of my strong suites.

"How did you block me from seeing your thoughts?"

"Years of meditation have taught me many lessons of the mind.  Death hasn't changed that."

"And you'd never merged with anyone before me?"

"No."

"Wow.  We need you."

"To fight the Octos?"

My eyes widened.  "Damn, you took everything from my mind.  Are there others like you?  Where are your teachers?"

"Most of the others have gone on.  I have been unable to do so because I'm lacking."

"Lacking what?"

"My master tried to teach me before the end of life, but I failed him."

"You look awfully young to talk the way you do.  I almost expect to see that dude from Kung Fu somewhere around here."

He laughed.  "I'm sorry.  I don't mean to sound like an old wise man because I'm really not.  But I've had training that most people in the West deride as foolish or a waste of time."

"Will you help us?"

"Your merge was clumsy, like a drunk man trying to thread a needle.  You have almost no ability to control what you take in or what you put out.  You're lucky to have survived the encounter with the Sst."

I blinked my eyes.  "The what?"

"The creature you call a spider-cat.  You picked up several of its memories.  It's a sentient creature, albeit not quite as intelligent as us."  He snorted and laughed like he'd just made a joke.  "It calls its species something the human tongue can't pronounce, so I translated it into the closest word I could."

I was stunned.  He'd picked up far more from me than I'd picked up firsthand.  "I'll have you know that 'Sst' isn't a name, it's a string of consonants.  Are you telling me that thing is self aware?"

"It is.  It's a slave, forced to do labor."

"You see why we have to stop the Octos?"

"No.  At least not in the sense you're thinking."

"Are you kidding me?  Didn't you see what they're doing?"

"I know you're upset.  I'll be the first to admit that I don't understand this afterlife we've found ourselves in.  Whether we're quantum shadows of our former selves as the scientists think or in some purgatory as the lovely Ms. Tate believes.  The first thing you must consider is that things are not always what they seem."

"Are you serious?  Could you get any more cliché with me?  Now you're really sounding like the Kung Fu dude."

"And you're making me feel like Yoda," Anil said and rolled his eyes heavenward.

I laughed.  "I get it.  I'm the impatient Karate Kid brat who refuses to listen or learn.  Teach me.  I swear to God I won't go running off half-cocked.  I can't promise not to make more cockamamie movie analogies though."

He looked at me for a moment then nodded.  "I know you won't.  Run off that is.  You've done too much running and I think you're ready to stop."  He smiled.  "You have discipline few others possess naturally.  That could be why you survived the merge with the Sst."  He held out his hand.  "Time for your first lesson."

"Cool."

"Don't get too excited.  I'm going to show you why the Octos are the least of your worries."






  

Chapter 13
 

 

"You're gonna what?"  The Octos had killed all of us and were vaporizing every trace of human existence.  How could they possibly be the least of our worries?

"What do you know about the Octos?"

"They're ugly slimy murderous alien bastards with really bad body odor."

"So you have proof they were behind the deaths of all humans."

"Duh.  Seriously?  They came in spaceships.  They're mopping us up."

"Forget what you think you know.  Forget your hatred of them.  What do you really know?"

I had to consider that for a moment.  It was hard to push aside the malevolent feelings I had toward those grotesque monsters but I did, long enough to look at things logically.  It was the same thing I had to do in history class, especially when reading about the crimes against humanity perpetrated by monsters like Hitler and Stalin.  Of course all that was ancient history to me.  It's much harder to do when the atrocities are right in front of you.

"The Octos were hibernating in giant spaceships around Saturn.  A couple of months after we died, their ships came to Earth.  The giant bugs and Sst which are slaves to the Octos began to clean up all traces that humans existed.  In the process our ghosts, souls, spirits, or whatever you want to call them started to vanish."

"Correct.  Now tell me, if you could kill an entire race as easily as I snap my fingers, would you clean up the mess?"

I almost blurted out something stupid but held my tongue for a moment to think it through.  Even though this guy was my age, I wanted to impress him for some reason.  Maybe show him that I wasn't too stupid.  "The Octos are like a janitorial crew.  The ones here may not be responsible for our deaths, but their higher ups could be.  Their leaders."

"Excellent.  So if an assassin kills your friend, would you kill the janitor that has to clean up his blood?"

"I guess not."

"Do you see my point now?"

"The Octos here are probably forced to do this just like the Sst."

"If that's the case, and I'm not saying it is, what would the next step be?"

"Make contact.  Find out the truth.  Ask them to join the cause."

"You're a good student, Lucy."

I punched him in the shoulder.  "Ha, ha.  Now you tell me how you plan to teach me to merge with aliens if you've never merged with a living creature."

"You're right, of course.  I need to possess something to figure out how the process works.  It seems you and your friend Harb have been blundering into it, trying to cram a square peg into a round hole."

"More like trying to fit a whale into a sardine can."

"The gorilla idea is interesting but probably unworkable."  Anil held out his hand.  "Let's see how I do."

We flitted to the Congo and spent a while scouring the dense vegetation for gorillas.  Anil spotted a group near a water hole and chose an independent male that was staring lustfully across the water at the females in the large group.  I felt sorry for him.  I wondered if he was doomed to live his life alone, always looking at what he couldn't have.

"Wish me luck, Lucy," Anil said and approached the gorilla.

My nerves knotted as I watched him prepare.  I'd only known the guy for a few hours.  He seemed pretty cool in a monkish kind of way, and I really didn't want him to vanish like the other poor souls who'd failed with the gorillas.  Anil crossed his legs and went into a pose of meditation, with his legs crossed and hands palms up on his knees.  After a few minutes, he reached out and touched the gorilla.  The animal stiffened and its eyes stared ahead at nothing.  Anil drifted inside the gorilla.

For a long while the animal sat rooted in the same spot.  I waited for the herky-jerky movement that the others had exhibited, but it remained still as a statue.  I paced back and forth, stopping to snap my fingers in the gorilla's face every so often.  It didn't so much as blink.  I wondered if this meant he'd failed.  Maybe his ghost was gone for good.

"Anil?"  Tears welled in my eyes.  This was not good at all.  I considered sending for Harb, Chris, or Kyle.  Any of them might know more than I did.  Minutes passed, feeling like hours.  I decided that there wasn't much I could do and plopped to a sitting position.

Nibbles appeared from somewhere and climbed into my lap.  He rubbed his furry head under my chin then stretched, digging his claws into my thigh.  I winced even though it didn't hurt that much.  He wandered over to the gorilla and rubbed against it, meowing and purring as he did.  After failing to receive a response from the catatonic animal, Nibbles came back to me for some attention.

So I sat there, petted Nibbles, and worried for the better part of another hour.  I was about to give up when the gorilla blinked.  I widened my eyes and stared, thinking my mind had made it up.  The gorilla blinked again.

"Anil!"  I rushed to him and peered into his beady brown eyes.

The gorilla wiggled its toes, its fingers, and then looked at me.  It smiled.  At least that's what it looked like.  I don't think gorillas were meant to smile so it freaked me out.  The gorilla stood up, stretched, and scratched its privates.  It abruptly stopped and I could swear it looked embarrassed.  It started grunting and pointing at itself, then at me.  At that point, I knew Anil was okay.  Otherwise the gorilla probably wouldn't have seen me.

Anil ran around on all fours, then stood on his hind legs and roared.  Nibbles vanished.  A herd of funky looking antelope bounded away.  The group of gorillas across the water hole stared back.  A couple of the females looked impressed.  Then again, I'm not so great at deciphering gorilla body language.  Nonetheless I was pretty damned happy to see that Anil was in full control of the gorilla and in record time, too.  According to Harb, it'd taken me the better part of a day to assimilate.  Anil had just done it in a couple of hours.

After another hour of frolicking around, Anil separated from the gorilla with a big grin on his face.

"That was fun."

"You scared me to death."

"You're already dead, Lucy."

I stuck my tongue out at him.  "Okay, mister, you get my point.  Why did you freeze up?  I thought you were a goner for sure."

"I had to study everything in detail.  I didn't realize how much time it took, though.  I'm sorry you worried."

"Well you just beat the record for shortest gorilla possession ever.  It took me a day."

"As I said before, you rushed in and squeezed yourself into an organism that is mostly incompatible with your being.  I'm surprised any of you succeeded at all.  I suppose if you dash yourself against a wall enough times it will eventually crumble."

"Thanks for making me feel like a meathead."

"You have the process partly right, however.  By relaxing yourself into a living body, it makes the possession go smoother."

"It seems easier the more times I do it with the same body.  At least that's what it felt like with Nick."

"I think you're right.  Your spirit becomes attuned to the body instead of the body and the spirit fighting each other like invading germs."  Anil rubbed his bald head and gazed at the gorillas on the other side of the water.  "Meditation eases the process.  I was able to explore the mind and body of the gorilla and trickle myself inside."

"Can you teach me now?"

"I will transfer the information, but you'll still require a lot of practice."

He made me sit cross-legged in front of him, mirroring his own posture.  After a few deep breaths, he took my hands.  This time I didn't feel the outflow of information that I had the first time.  Instead, a steady pure stream of knowledge poured into me.  Unlike the chaos I'd seen in Harb's mind, I felt only the tranquil lull of Anil's placid mind.  His control flabbergasted me.  Normally I don't use the word "flabbergasted" at all, but in this case, I was willing to make an exception.  The only downside to this steady data exchange was how long it took.

It felt like an hour, but that was probably my impatience.  And once he was done, the knowledge felt clean and easily accessible.  My encounters with Harb had been like a huge memory dump.

"Now tell me, Lucy, or better yet, show me how to do a clean transfer of knowledge."

"Like you just did?"

"Yes."

I combed through my new knowledge.  I was so used to studying books and learning everything from text or video that this new style of education required that I forget that old style.  Instead of remembering descriptions of how to do things, I remembered Anil actually doing them.  I felt how he took in breaths, shut down rogue thought processes, and focused with pinpoint accuracy on the one thing he wanted to do or think about.  The problem was, that was how he felt when he did it.  I tried doing the same thing, but random thoughts kept springing loose.

I wonder what Chris is doing.  Why does Nibbles run off all the time and how does he find me?  I imagine kissing Nick.  I feel dread about the death of his parents.  I wonder if Anil's gorilla will ever find love.  I hope he does.  It would really suck to be all alone in the jungle.  I really miss designer clothes.  God, I miss shoes.

Yeah.  So that's the kind of crap running through my mind at any given moment.  And it grew worse the more I tried to shut it out.  The tighter I tried to control and focus, the more all those random thoughts slipped through my fingers.

"Argh!  This is driving me bonkers.  I can't keep everything under control.  I can feel and see how you do it, but I can't copy you very well."

"As I feared," Anil said.  "People have different ways of doing things.  It's easy to transfer how to speak another language because it's basically memorization and regurgitation.  But learning to control your thoughts is a very individual process."  He took my hands.  "Let me watch you do it."

He merged with me.  I gave it my best and tried to focus my thoughts on one thing.  After failing to focus it on possession, I thought about Nick and my concerns about him.  Everything else faded until there was only him.  Then I switched to Chris.  It worked with him too.  But once I shifted my train of thought to something, like say, defeating an alien invasion, all the static in my thoughts returned with a vengeance.

Anil withdrew.  "Interesting.  It's easy for you to focus on people, but you have trouble focusing on objectives."

I remembered my last living thought.  It had been of Chris as I'd tried to fill out a law school application.  "I pretty much suck at meditation."

"No, you simply need to learn to apply your method to everything else.  You have your own style.  After studying it, I think I can help."

He walked me through the basics.  How to control my breathing, my posture, all sorts of little nuances I never thought about.  The breathing part was kind of strange since technically we didn't need to breathe.  He told me it was good to use anyway.  It gave me something to focus on.  He was right.  After focusing on my breathing, I managed to clear my mind.  At least until I realized my mind was clear.

My mind is clear!  Yay!  This is so cool.  I need to tell Chris.  Oh, I wonder how hard the next phase will be.  I can't wait to try possessing another gorilla.

Anil laughed.  He was monitoring me.  "You defeat yourself right at the moment of victory."

I growled.  We'd been practicing for the better part of a day and I was still having issues.

"Don't worry," Anil said.  "It took me years to reach my level and I'm still far behind those who taught me."

"See, that's a problem.  The aliens need to be stopped for good now.  We don't have years."

"You're right.  I think it's time."

"For what?"

"Time to know our invaders.  Time to invade their bodies."






  

Chapter 14
 

 

I was gung-ho as Anil and I flitted back to Atlanta and my neighborhood.  I couldn't wait to take one of those Octos over and see what sort of damage I could wreak.  But upon seeing the aliens again, the thought of touching them made me ill.  They looked just as oily, scary and nasty as I'd remembered them.  My merge with the Sst had been out of desperation.  Maybe that state of mind would have enabled me to merge with the Octos without an issue, but I was in far too sane a place to scoot willy-nilly into one of these things.

Anil sensed my hesitation and nodded.  "Perhaps it's best if I do this anyway.  You tend to beat yourself up."

I felt heat rise in my face.  "Hey, I'm the one who merged with the Sst.  You think I can't possess one of the Octos?"

"Oh you can do it for sure.  But with your reckless method, you'll surely end up harming yourself and learning very little."

He was right and I knew it.  But when someone tells me I'm incapable of doing something it really ticks me off.  "How about this.  You pick one and I'll pick another.  Let's see who gets the most information out of the exchange."

He smiled and shook his head, then took me by the shoulders and narrowed his eyes at me.  "Be careful, Lucy.  This is no game."

"You too, Anil."

The Octos were asleep in what I guessed were the living quarters.  That is if anyone considered a smelly humid room with a shallow pool of green ooze on the floor a place to live.  Apparently the Octos did.  I shuddered to think what their home world looked like.  I wondered if they planned on turning Earth into one big ooze bucket.  The Octos slept in a tangle of tentacles in the green muck.  Some slept next to each other, their tentacles wrapped around each other, while others slept in their own sections.  The room was about the size of a gymnasium so personal space wasn't an issue.

Anil drifted over to a solitary Octo and assumed the meditative position.  I sidled up to another single Octo as well.  I didn't want to risk taking over an Octo that was engaging in whatever passed for sex with those things.  I went through Anil's meditation checklist until my mind was blank.  The moment I realized I was there, I forced myself to think only about the Octo next to me.  I pressed my hand to what I figured was its head and felt the slimy soft skin.  I shuddered and fought to keep focused on my breathing.

I relaxed my physical state and my hand slid inside the creature.  A flood of bizarre and nonsensical images barraged me.  Somehow I fought them back until only a trickle came through.  Anil's own experiences with the gorilla came back to me, how he'd probed the animal's mind, adjusting his own being to accept the alien feel.  The Octo felt a hell of a lot more alien but not much more than the Sst.  We were both carbon-based creatures, so it couldn't be that much different from any other animal, right?

The big difference, it seemed, was the sentient aspect of this thing.  The Sst felt intelligent, but primal, like a caveman with a big club.  I could sense deeper intelligence in the Octo.  I allowed more of its memory stream through.  The images were scattered and in no particular order.  It was like trying to unravel video feeds from a hundred different movies that were playing all at once.  In addition to the visual stimulation, sounds, smells, and sensations came through with some but not all of it.  I supposed it was like most memories.  Some left stronger imprints than others.

After puzzling over images, I started to see common patterns and was able to winnow out the static until only one memory remained.  Unfortunately that one memory grossed me out big time.  A mass of tentacles swarmed.  They squeezed and slid over each other, writhing.  Another Octo looked back at me--well at the Octo I was in.  It spoke in its trumpeting language.  I also heard other minute sounds like tiny smacks that accompanied the trumpets.  I realized there were nuances to the pitch and tone of each trumpet.  And I understood what was being said, at least my host did.  I also realized with a start that my host was female.  She felt warm and fuzzy.  Kind of like I did when I cozied up with a good book after a long day.  But it was more than that.

I realized what her feelings associated with this memory meant because it reminded me most of how I felt when Chris and I made love.  This was Octo sex.  But instead of being repulsed, I felt happy.  It felt amazing.  I knew I must be experiencing my host's feelings.  Another memory stream started pressing in to this one.  I didn't want to let it go, but more images flashed, garbling the session.

I see a Sst, its eyes glowing with scarlet hatred as it spins toward the forward window of the harvester.  I glance down, use my tentacle to shift the harvester in reverse, but the Sst is too fast.  I scream in fear as the Sst tears into the harvester, its long legs ripping through the metal.  I see metal tear into Drri.  I scream again, this time in grief as my mate calls my name one last time before he dies.

I pulled out and sat sobbing and shivering with fright.  That was intense.  I looked again at my sleeping host.  She stirred, her tentacles raking through the green muck.  I reached out a hand and touched her bulbous head and stroked it.  This time I felt no revulsion.  This time I felt sympathy.  I felt horrible guilt.  I'd killed her mate.  Even worse, I knew she and her kind were not responsible for killing us.  There was something gentle in her.  Something that made violence alien to her.  I couldn't stop crying.  Her memories felt so personal to me.  Like they were part of me.

I don't know how much time passed, but Anil's hand on my shoulder guided me out of the Octo's ship and into the night.  I looked at him with what I'm sure was a pitiful expression because his eyes grew concerned.

"What did you see?" he asked.

I told him.  He nodded and looked back at the cube.

"My host was also greatly saddened by the tragedy.  He's what we might call a biomechanic, and is responsible for maintaining the harvesting creatures."

"I didn't learn anything useful.  Damn I suck at this."

Anil smiled.  "On the contrary.  You succeeded beyond my wildest expectations."

I rolled my eyes.  "Don't patronize me."

"I'm not.  You selected a single stream of memory and held it.  You aligned yourself so closely with your host that you felt what she felt.  Her experiences became your own."

"Really?  I did okay after all?"

"Yes.  Did you learn its language?"

"I guess.  Don't ask me to speak it though.  I don't have an elephant snout.  It also made smacking noises that flavored whatever it said.  I don't know how else to describe that."

"Very good analogy.  Some Earthly languages are spoken with minute changes in tone and pitch, and some are even spoken with clicks of the tongue.  The Rrilk language bears similar characteristics adapted to by their interesting facial structure."

"The Rrilk, eh?"  I remembered that word from my interaction with Zhrrii, my host.  "It sounded more like 'Rruulk' to me."

"I think we'll have problems transliterating their language to ours.  Most of their words have a rolling 'r' in them."

"Because they play their language like an instrument.  I doubt my human hearing could even pick up all the intonations or modifiers," I said.

"We'll simply have to make do."  Anil stared up at the sky for a moment, drawing in a long breath.  "We have a lot of work ahead of us."

"Should we include my friends?"

"Of course.  Although our interaction was brief, my host felt an increasing sense of danger, as if some outside pressure would be brought to bear if the harvesting does not proceed soon."

"So they're going to resume the cleanup?"

"Very soon.  I get the sense that the other Rrilk crews across the world are chalking this up as a freak accident."

"We need to convince them it wasn't."

"I don't recommend you possess another Sst.  Those beings are prone to great violence and more Rrilk could be harmed."

Before my merge with Zhrrii, I probably would've responded with a flippant, "So what?" and proceeded on my merry way to let loose another wave of destruction, but now I felt like I actually knew one of them.  Zhrrii felt close to me, almost like a friend.  Twisted, right?  All of a sudden I felt drained which concerned me.  What if I risked fading out like I'd done with Nick?  I told Anil about it and asked if he felt the same way.

"Of course I'm tired, but you have to realize we're experiencing a spiritual drain, not a bodily one.  Our minds are still very much linked to the prison of flesh we called our bodies and as such translate our new feelings into ones we can understand."

"Well it's a good thing I figured out how to sleep then."

"What you're actually doing is entering a period of stimulus deprivation."

"Uhm, okay, Mr. Smarty."  I really wanted to stimulus deprive myself but felt a sense of urgency about the Rrilk and their plans.  I called Chris but he didn't answer.  Kyle answered immediately and showed up shortly after along with a new guy I hadn't met.  I held my breath in anticipation of Bella showing up along with Kyle and giving me another earful.  Thankfully she didn't.  I felt really bummed that Chris hadn't answered me but plastered a happy grin on my face to cover up the disappointment.

"This is Mike," Kyle said, pointing to his companion.  "Should we call Harb?"

"Do we have to?" Mike said.  "That kid is getting on my nerves.  Thinks he knows everything."

Kyle sighed.  "I know, but he's advanced us more in a few days than we did in all the time before that."

"I found someone even better," I said and introduced Anil.

Kyle took his hand and shook it.  Mike followed suit.

"You guys are in Octo central," Kyle said after looking around.

"They call themselves Rrilk," I said.  "At least that's the closest approximation our mouths can make."

Anil made a funny elephant noise and smiled.  "I think you're right."

I laughed.  "Not even close."

"Let me get this straight."  Kyle looked at me, then Anil.  "You possessed the Octos--the Rrilk?"

"Yup," I said, nodding.  "Anil is a master of meditation.  He's a Tibetan monk and everything."

Anil held up a hand.  "I'm actually an apprentice.  And I'm far from being a master.  Still, my techniques may offer less risk to those attempting a merge with living beings."

"That's great," Mike said.  "What else did you learn while you were in those slimy bastards?  Figure out a weakness we can use to kill them?"

"Uh," I said and looked at Anil.  "We have a theory about the Rrilk."

"Dish, dudette," Kyle said.  "What's the deal?"

"The Rrilk aren't the bad guys here."

Mike looked at me like I'd just sprouted tentacles myself and Kyle cocked his head.

"I hope you have a good explanation for that theory," Kyle said.

I told him Anil's neat little assassin-janitor analogy.  Kyle wrinkled his forehead.  Mike frowned.

"Don't take my word for it," I said.  "Even though you should."  I jabbed my finger at Kyle.

He put his hands up.  "Whoa, cowgirl.  It isn't that I don't believe you, but even you admit you're not sure.  What if the Rrilk here are being paid to do this?  Maybe they didn't kill us directly, but they're still in on the extermination.  Janitors or not, they're just doing a job."

He had a point, I thought grudgingly.  Why hadn't I thought of that?  "Well, even if you're right, we still have a lot to figure out.  Anil, would you go ahead and get them started?"

"I'd love to," he said with a big grin.

Anil took them away to a quiet place where they could relax their senses.  I stared back into the open maw of the cube ship and thought of Zhrrii and the terrible pain I'd caused her.  Despite the guilt, I knew I'd have to hurt more of them if I couldn't prevent the cleanup process.  If it came down to it, I'd kill as many Rrilk as it took.






  

Chapter 15
 

 

Kyle and Mike returned with Anil a day later.  I spent my time practicing my merges with Zhrrii.  Each time I had to fight to retain my objectivity.  She was gentle and sweet, at least by human standards.  I didn't see how she could condone wholesale slaughter of a species.  But there was still a ton I didn't know.  It took a lot of concentration to winnow out all the interference in her thoughts and it wasn't like I could dig in her mind for specifics.  She thought about things differently and placed importance on things other than what I wanted to know.

She kept thinking about an ocean of green ooze and a murky underwater place that I guessed might be her home.  When she thought of children, she didn't think in terms of a couple of kids.  For her, it was more like hundreds of spawn and the importance of having them.  But something was preventing her.  Something she didn't like to think about at all.  I had a feeling that was something I needed to know.

Kyle and Mike chose their own Rrilk that night while the aliens slept.  Anil thought it was a good idea to practice during sleep cycles since the Rrilk would catch on fast if they noticed their own kind freezing up during their daily duties for no reason.  I disagreed.  Maybe stuff like that would freak them out enough to delay the resumption of cleanup.  Anil convinced us to wait longer.

More of our team showed up.  Chris and Bella put in an appearance.  Chris ignored me.  Bella shot me a blazing look but Kyle managed to keep her from confronting me.  I wanted so badly to talk to Chris about Nick.  I needed to explain things to him.  I waited until he returned from Anil's first session.  He didn't need more crap clouding his thoughts.

After he returned from his orientation with Anil, I saw Chris talking with Kyle and Mike, away from the others.  I decided now was a good time as any to have our little chat.  I strolled over, trying to act nonchalant when a female flitted into their group.  She hugged Chris, kissed him on the cheek and gave him a playful tug on the ear.  I froze.  Anger and jealousy joined their Wonder Twin Powers in my guts.  The girl was Bethany Andrews.  It was the first time I'd seen her since we had all died.  I sure as hell knew she wasn't part of our alien resistance group.  I fought the urge to flit over and backhand the bitch.  Come to think of it, Chris needed a good bitch slap too.

I hadn't done a thing to deserve this betrayal.

Kyle looked in my direction and saw me standing there with my fists clenched.  I probably had my teeth bared in a snarl too because he locked eyes with me and looked worried.  He zipped over to me and blocked my view of the group.

"Calm down, Luce."

"What in the hell is she doing here?"  I could barely squeeze the words out.

"I don't know.  I haven't seen Chris much since you left."

"Get her out of here.  Better yet, get them both out of here."

"Can't.  We need them."

"No we don't."

"Ever since word got around that people were vanishing during failed possessions, we've been real shorthanded.  Can't convince anyone to help us."

"And Bethany volunteered?"

"Yeah.  She went in eyes open.  Pretty brave."

I turned my murderous look on him.  "Why the hell does she get called brave and yet everyone hates me for what I did?"

"Nobody hates you, Luce.  Well, except Bella.  She definitely hates you.  Chris is just hurt.  He feels like you cheated on him."

"That's a load of crap."

"Look, I'm just telling you the truth.  You've already done more for the cause than anyone else, no matter what the rumors say."

"Rumors?"

"Yeah."  He looked away and cleared his throat.  "I don't know who started them."

"That's the way rumors work.  Someone makes up crap about you and spreads it around like gospel.  I think it was your girlfriend."

"We're not dating anymore."

"She broke up with you?"

"I broke up with her.  I couldn't take the hatred.  You're my friend, Luce.  I've known you forever and I'm not letting anyone get between us."

My anger and tension melted away.  My lower lip trembled but I held back the tears.  "Thanks, Kyle."

He hugged me.  "Hey, no worries.  Let's forget all the political bullshit going on and focus on the aliens.  Once we stop them, we'll have eternity to sort out the other crap."

"Yeah."  I pulled away.  "How's your merging going?"

"Not bad.  I'm still working on separating the different threads of thought.  I don't think anyone is at your level yet except Anil."

"Anil is beyond most of us but even he hasn't fully taken over a Rrilk yet."

I didn't tell Kyle that I planned to do that very soon.  Anil was slow and methodical.  Nothing wrong with that, but I felt the time pressure pounding on me.  The Rrilk had more Ssts in cryonic storage that they could use to replace the one I'd killed.  The only thing preventing them from releasing another one now was their biomechanic's failure to discover a reason for the meltdown.  Collectively, Anil and I had cobbled together enough information to know something was forcing the Rrilk to resume their progress.  Otherwise something or someone named Shaval would take notice.

None of us had a clue what Shaval meant.  It was, in fact, an uncharacteristic name for the Rrilk to use since it was very difficult for them to pronounce.  When they said the word it sounded like air passing through a large kinked tube instead of their usual combination of rolling consonants.  They also had another word for the Sst, but we'd become so accustomed to calling the large spider-cats by that name that we didn't bother switching terms.

Kyle thought Shaval might be a proper name.  Maybe a ruler or ruling body.  As I continued my merges with Zhrrii, I felt the acute fear associated with that name.  Despite her gentle nature, she absolutely despised and feared Shaval.  Other members of our task force found the same reactions from their Rrilk.  And yet none of us could find a single visual memory of Shaval in any of our hosts.

I became obsessed with Zhrrii, merging with her nonstop.  Although I was tired after each encounter, it wasn't anything like my first few merges with Nick, who, by the way, was apparently travelling north.  Amazingly word hadn't yet slipped from our group about his existence.  Only five of us knew about him.  I felt a pang at the mentions of his name but didn't have time to deal with relationships or the crap that came along with them.  Not with the high stakes we had to deal with now.

Several Rrilk crews around the world were pushing for a vote to resume the cleanup.  Our Rrilk crew was resisting.  Something was about to give and we had to make sure our side prevailed.  Zhrrii had been promoted to the equivalent of team leader after the death of her mate.  Using a holographic interface, she communicated with hundreds of other leaders each day.  From her memories, I found out that they were giving her biomechanic one more day to find the problem before forcing the vote.  Shaval would find out soon that progress had stopped and the results could be catastrophic for them all.

I decided we were taking things too slowly.  During the next rest period for the Rrilk, I ran through my meditation routine until I was focused on Zhrrii.  Instead of picking apart her recent memories, I dug deeper.  Searching her mind didn't work the way computers did.  Like the human mind, hers was full of irrelevant interference like hopes, dreams, abstract feelings, remembered sensations, etc.  I couldn't input a key word and expect a list of all memories like a computer.  But I'd thought of another way.  Usually my contact was one-way.  This time I pushed thoughts of Shaval into her subconscious.

The results were almost immediate.  Fear spiked and she started making snuffling noises through her snout almost like a whimpering noise.  I pressed harder and was rewarded only with a memory about other Rrilk who seemed to be talking about Shaval in a gathering.  Video played in a holograph.  Several Rrilk were gathered around it, watching a planet as a black cloud of ash spewed from a pinpoint on the globe.  The video zoomed in to reveal a blackened spot in a sea of green ooze.  Charred remnants of a city crumbled from an attack.

At this point her anger and grief overwhelmed the fear.  Shaval had punished them.  Don't defy Shaval.  She feared Shaval.  She hated them.

I kept this up until Zhrrii's terrified whimpers and her feelings overwhelmed me.  It was hard separating my emotions from hers.  I felt horrible.  But I had learned something.  Neither Zhrrii nor any of her companions had ever set foot on their home world.  They had been raised and trained somewhere else.  Once their tour of duty was over, they would be allowed to live on their home world.

Another thing I figured out:  none of them had seen Shaval.  But they certainly knew the dangers of defying him, her, it, whatever the hell Shaval was.  I wanted to scream.  What was Shaval?

Then the obvious occurred to me.  Well, obvious if you're a ghost that can possess aliens, anyway.  I reached out with my senses and pushed myself into Zhrrii's motor control.  At this point I'd learned that infiltrating the host's physical brain and controlling the host's body didn't necessarily go hand in hand.  The Rrilk had several smaller brains or the equivalent thereof located in their bodies.  It didn't matter.  The key to controlling the body wasn't to override the brain, it was to press yourself into the physical body and sort of latch into it.  It's one of those things that you feel.  Trying to explain it would be a lot like trying to explain to a guy how menstrual cramps felt or why shoes are so awesome.

I latched into Zhrrii which wasn't nearly as hard now as it had been days earlier.  The more I interacted with a single body, the more attuned we became to each other.  Until a certain threshold of familiarity was reached, it was impossible to impose any sort of motor control.  But I had pushed myself hard to reach this point with Zhrrii.  I felt her muscles engage when I prodded them to.  Her four walking tentacles stiffened into approximations of legs and she stood.

I sensed another presence with me.  It was Zhrrii's consciousness, similar to what I'd felt while in Nick's body.  She was terrified.  This was not what I'd wanted.  I didn't want to frighten the poor girl to death.  I had hoped she might be unconscious during this.  Nick had been in a drunken stupor when I'd controlled him which was probably why I'd not sensed terror in him at the time.

"Don't worry, Zhrii," I said, my voice trumpeting in her language.  It felt so weird talking like that and I marveled how my--her--mouth and nose adeptly navigated the syllables, intonations, and sub harmonics of each word.  My words didn't quite have the intended effect.  Zhrrii's fear mutated into horror.  She probably figured she'd lost her mind.  Which, in a way was true, although it wasn't so much lost as pushed aside.

I ignored her presence away the best I could and concentrated on the real world.  I'd had only Zhrii's memories to go on when it came to how she perceived physical sensations until now.  The sensations now almost overwhelmed me.  Each tentacle had millions of sensors on them.  Her four walking tentacles had limited senses while the others tasted, smelled, and felt the air around me.  I felt each tiny change in temperature and could discern the chemical composition of the air around me right down to tiny pollutants like tree pollen and Rrilk farts.  Her eyes saw in a spectrum similar to those of a human but the detail and focus far outshined our physical abilities.  I could pick out specks of dirt and discolorations on the walls.  She had inner eyelids that could close and filter out certain light spectrums.  Despite their monstrous appearance, the Rrilk had some cool abilities.

The holograph room appeared to my right.  I entered and inserted my tentacles into round sockets on the computer console.  It took a while to access her memories on how to operate the thing.  Her tentacles could pulse and apply pressure to different areas within the sockets.  It wasn't too long before I accessed the cube's main database.  The Rrilk written language consisted of note-like symbols and glyphs attached to each that modified the meaning.  Fascinating as it was to figure this stuff out, I tried to ignore my wonderment and used Zhrrii's native knowledge of the language to search for information pertaining to Shaval.

And that's when I hit a brick wall.  There were three video files in an archive.  One was the destruction of the city that I'd seen in Zhrrii's memory.  The other two pointed out the benevolence and rewards for obeying Shaval.  By now I figured Shaval must be the Rrilk equivalent of the Wizard of Oz:  some guy hiding behind a curtain and laughing as he controlled an entire planet.  More than likely it was a council of some sort that maintained power through fear.  

Then a tiny voice spoke to me.

Who are you?

I sucked in a breath.  It made a funny noise in Zhrii's snout.  I'm Lucy.

That is an odd way to call yourself.

I realized with a start that I'd just made first contact.  Zhrrii was talking to me.






  

Chapter 16
 

 

I spoke with Zhrii for a while.  Even with my knowledge of her language, there were a lot of language barriers to overcome.  My name sounded unnatural to her since I spoke it like a human would.  I had to transliterate it into Rrilk intonations before she slowly repeated it back to me.

It took even longer to explain what I was.  The Rrilk had no concept of an afterlife.  They believed that Trrsha, the name for their planet and also the name of the giant sea of green ooze that covered eighty percent of it, took the bodies of the dead and used it to populate the next generation of spawn.  She was extremely surprised to discover we humans had survived the wrath of Shaval.

So Shaval killed us?

Shaval takes without mercy or care.  Shaval kills and sends us to prepare the remains.

What do they want with Earth?

It is to be a place of nature and relaxation.

A nature preserve?

I believe so, yes.

Great.  I'll bet Greenpeace will be happy to hear that.

Zhrrii grew confused.  Greenpeace?

Never mind.  Who is Shaval?

I do not know.

I sighed.  She wanted to help, but she couldn't.  She was somewhat in awe of me, I think, seeing as how Shaval hadn't killed us and that I'd taken over her body.  But since the closest thing the Rrilk had to a god was their planet, she didn't revere me the way a superstitious freak like Ms. Tate probably would have if she were an alien with tentacles.  I finally gave up on the Q&A and cut to the chase.

Your people must not continue the cleanup of our planet.

We must.  Shaval will come if we do not.

Wait, Shaval himself will put in an appearance?

It has happened before.  The Rrilk did not survive.

You guys were cleaning up another planet, stopped doing it, and Shaval came along and killed those responsible?

Shaval killed all, so it was said.

I felt a pang of fear rush through her.  If you continue the cleanup, my people will be forced to take action.

Can you defeat Shaval?

I hesitated.  How could I answer that without knowing who or what Shaval was?  Maybe.

Sadness coursed through Zhrrii.  I feel for your people.  We abhor violence.  We only wish to live in harmony with Trrsha.  Even if Shaval kills me, I will help you.

Thank you, Zhrrii.  I want to help your people too.  But first we must know the enemy.

What is enemy?

I realized that the word "enemy" had come out in human speech.  I scanned my thoughts and realized the Rrilk had no such word in their vocabulary.  The closest was something that might equate to "adversary" but it meant "honorable competitor".

An enemy is like an adversary that defies the rules and has no love for the children of Trrsha.

That is Shaval.

The longer I communicated with Zhrrii, the more I realized how little humans had in common with her race.  The Rrilk had sports and leisure, but none of it involved violence of any sort.  They had natural adversaries, large non-sentient animals that lurked in the depths of Trrsha which enjoyed snacking on their kind, but Shaval was their only real enemy.  The only thing they hated.  After conversing with Zhrrii, I realized just how strong of a term "hate" was for them.  There was a special place in hell reserved for beings like Shaval, and I intended to send him there.  After explaining hell to Zhrrii, she agreed this was a suitable future place of habitation for Shaval.

Lucy, do you know why the Sst attacked us?

The only reason I was able to quell my immediate reaction to this question was because I'd been expecting it.  I didn't want her to feel my regret.  At the same time, I was afraid I'd lose her support if she knew I was responsible for the death of her mate.

I cannot say.

I felt her consider asking more, but she didn't.

When the other Rrilk started to awaken, I told Zhrrii I would leave her to explain my request to the other Rrilk.  Hopefully they'd enlist voluntarily.  I asked her what she would say and how she would prove her claim in case they didn't believe her story about me.  Hell, if someone tried to convince me that a ghost asked for help defeating an alien, I'd have thought they were crazy.  At least before I died, anyway.

Why would I tell them something that is not? She asked.

It was then I realized another yawning gap between our species.  They had no real concept of lying.  They wouldn't tell somebody something that wasn't true.  If someone didn't know a fact, they wouldn't hazard a guess.  It ran counter to their nature.  This was why they'd taken so much time for Zhrrii's biomechanic to study the cause of the SSt's behavior.  I hadn't told Zhrrii I was responsible for that.  I'd lied to her.  What kind of screwed up universe is it when you realize your race is full of lying bastards and nightmarish-looking aliens have a better code of ethics?  I know looks aren't everything, but I'd totally misjudged the Rrilk by their scary book covers.

I left Zhrrii to do her work.  She was exhausted from staying up the entire sleep period but told me it was of no concern.  She would do as I asked.

Anil found me moments later.  I could tell from his expression that he knew I'd done something reckless.  I filled him in on my encounter with Zhrrii right down to the last detail.  His eyes widened and his forehead crinkled in concern.  Then a broad grin split his face.  He looked almost proud.

"I have tried initiating contact with my host but haven't been able to," Anil said.

"I can do something you can't?  Amazing."

"You are a bit reckless."

"No I'm not.  I'm, uh, cautiously expedient."

"And you're good at making up BS."  He smiled and clapped me on the shoulder.

"Yeah, yeah.  Let's see how the other Rrilk take her message.  It isn't that they won't believe her, but they may not understand her."

Anil nodded.  "True.  There are vast differences in our cultures."

"Don't get me started."  I was still feeling pretty crappy that members of a noble race like hers might put their lives on the line for us.

Anil contacted the others in our team and we assembled in the holograph room where Zhrrii had assembled her people.  Kyle sidled up to me with a curious look.

"I don't have time to explain everything," I told him.  "But we might have a new ally."

"For serious?"

"Totally," I said and nudged him in the ribs.

Since merging with the Rrilk, our team could understand the Rrilk language without needing to tap into a host.  I guess we'd unconsciously adapted our hearing abilities or something.  I noticed with a shock that one of the girls in our group, Lydia, had two tentacles sprouting from her ribs.

Kyle caught me gawking and grimaced.  "No limits."

"How's she gonna explain that one to her boyfriend?"

"Maybe he's into freaky stuff."

I shuddered.

While we waited on Zhrrii to begin I counted the members of our group.  We had twenty-three.  Harb wasn't among them.

"Why didn't Harb ever join us?"

"He's probably sulking somewhere."

"He's still part of the team, right?"

"He doesn't like Anil.  He said his methods are too slow and he's got his own 'disciples'"

"Disciples?  Are you kidding me?  What's wrong with that kid?"

"He's got a chip on his shoulder big as a mountain.  Life wasn't fair to him, so he figures people should worship him in death."

"How many 'disciples'," I said with air quotes, "does he have?"

"Maybe ten.  And I wasn't calling them 'disciples' to be funny.  That's what he calls them."

Zhrrii started to speak so we hushed and listened.

She got straight to the point.  No flowery speeches, no hyperbole, just a simple explanation that she had spoken with a dead human and they wanted our help.  What took the longest was explaining how humans still existed even after death.  It wasn't that her people didn't believe her, but they had trouble understanding her.  Anil's host, Phiirr, spoke up.

"I think I understand.  I have been visited by strange dreams of this planet and its people for many sleeps now.  Perhaps one of these humans has also interfaced with me."

Other Rrilk spoke up, acknowledging similar experiences.  The ones who had not been possessed still seemed confused, but went along with the explanations.

"These humans will help us defeat Shaval?" Phiirr asked.

"Lucy says they can," Zhrrii said, struggling with my name.  "What do you say?"

"I am frightened," Phiirr said.  "But if Shaval can be stopped from hurting our people, then we must help the humans."

A majority agreed.  The few dissenters consisted of those who hadn't hosted a human and thought perhaps their leaders might need more rest and less pressure.  I could tell they were all scared, but my heart swelled with hope and a little bit of pride.  I, Lucy Morgan, social retard, had somehow bridged the gap between humans and aliens.  Now it was time to kick some ass.  Or wait to have our asses kicked, as the case might be.  For all I knew, Shaval was a giant radioactive robot that might never set foot on the planet.  Hell, if Shaval made billions of humans drop dead, he might not need to even come here.

But why would a giant robot need or want a nature preserve?  Zhrrii said different planets had different plans.  I had dreaded to ask her how many planets she'd help convert but she told me that Earth was the only one so far that had contained sentient life.  The others had no sentient species but were able to support carbon-based life.  Her crew had been responsible for surveying the planets and preserving their natural beauty.  

The Sst and other harvesting bugs were used to organically convert materials into energy.  The Rrilk didn't understand all the mechanics of the energy conversion, but knew the Sst and the centipedes came from some planet Shaval had conquered.  One energy cube could power one of the massive ships they'd arrived in for centuries if need be.

After creating a few thousand energy cubes, the Rrilk would be done with a planet and move on to the next.  They had different directives on Earth.  They were to clean up all debris left by the former dominant species.  Humans.

After the vote had passed, Zhrrii communicated with the thousands of other crew leaders scattered around the globe.  She explained her experience and that she and her crew would help the humans.  The other crew leaders acted a lot like the members of Zhrrii's crew that hadn't been possessed.  They weren't really skeptical of her claim, they simply didn't understand it.

Kyle and I immediately saw this would be a problem.

"What did you tell them about the Sst?" Kyle asked me.

"Nothing.  I killed her mate, Kyle.  She'll hate me if I tell her."

"You have to tell her, Luce.  That will convince the other crews we exist and can hurt them.  Unpleasant as that is, it's reality."

"How will that prove anything?"

"They take everything literally.  If she points to us as the reason, then they'll understand that more incidents like that could happen."

I tapped into Zhrrii as the other crew leaders voted.

Zhrrii, I have to tell you something very unpleasant.  I don't want you to hate me.

Tell me, Lucy.

I'm the one who made the Sst attack.  I'm responsible for the death of your mate.  

A shudder ran through Zhrrii.  She drew in a hard breath.

I'm so sorry, Zhrrii.  I thought your people were responsible for our deaths.

Another shudder ran through Zhrrii.  Her mind pulled away from me, retreated as if down a dark hole for safety.  I tried to speak to her again but she refused to engage me.  I withdrew from her.  My sense of elation crashed and burned.  Misery fell on my shoulders.  With one fell swoop I'd managed to destroy our chances of an alliance.

"That well, huh?" Kyle said.

"I think I ruined our last chance."

"Damn it," Kyle said.  "You know what this means."

"I failed."

"You didn't fail.  Shit, none of us have a clue what we're doing.  At least you had the balls to take over the Sst and do something.  You saved thousands of lives."

The votes from the other Rrilk crews came in.  One other crew voted to help.  By an overwhelming margin, we'd lost the vote.  We were doomed.






  

Chapter 17
 

 

Okay, maybe "doomed" was a pretty melodramatic word.  But that's how I felt.  It sucks going from hero to zero within the space of a few seconds.  Zhrrii hated me now and I'd probably lost the support of her crew.  I did find it odd that every other crew but one voted negatively.  What had made the difference with them?

One of the crew leaders spoke up.

"We cannot understand this concept, Zhrrii.  How would this not lead to our painful deaths by Shaval?"

Zhrrii made the Rrilk equivalent of a nod, which is to say she twitched one of her forward tentacles.  I expected her to say nothing.  After what I'd told her she probably held me in the same regard as Shaval.

"I have something to add," she said.  "I was just told by one of the humans that they were responsible for the Sst attack."

Alarm spread through the holographic faces of the other crew leaders.  The same one who'd spoken did so again.

"They are like Shaval?  They wish our deaths?"

"No.  She told me it was not intentional.  She thought we were the ones who killed her kind."

"Never could we," he replied.  Other crew leaders chimed in with their own assent.

"They can make the other Sst malfunction as well?"

"Yes."

"They do have power."  His tentacles twitched as he mulled this fact.  "Is it enough to defeat Shaval?"

"Shaval kills.  Even if humans do not have more power, we should help.  Earth is their Trrsha," Zhrrii said.

"We will vote again," the other crew leader said.

This time the votes returned unanimous.  Tears of relief streamed down my face.  People shouted and high-fived each other.  Anil grinned at me.  

"We did it, Luce," Kyle said as he picked me up and spun me around.  "I can't believe we did it."

I looked across the room.  Bethany was there, hugging Chris and jumping with glee.  Chris was smiling too.  His eyes locked with mine.  He nodded.  I wanted so much to believe that all was forgiven.  That he would leave Bethany, walk across the room to me, and kiss me.  But he didn't.  He turned away after a few seconds and talked to someone else.

Kyle put his arm around my shoulder.  "One battle at a time, kiddo."

I whimpered piteously and looked away from Chris.

"I swear if you don't celebrate with the rest of us I'm gonna kick your ass."

I mustered a weak laugh.  "Guess I'm getting good at feeling sorry for myself."

"Oh you've always been good at that.  I think it's about time you grew out of it."

"You're one to talk, nerd boy."

He laughed and turned to greet Anil as he walked over to us.

"Good job, Lucy," Anil said.  "I've constructed something for you to commemorate the moment."  He pulled a small marble statue from behind his back that depicted me shaking tentacles with a Rrilk.

I took it and laughed.

"That is so cool," Kyle said.  "Man, I wish I could make stuff like that."

"Practice your meditation and you'll be doing it in no time."

I left the two of them and went back to Zhrrii.  She was still talking to the other crew leaders.  They agreed that keeping the work stoppage in place would make Shaval come.  They were deathly afraid of that happening especially since none of them knew what to expect.  I tapped into Zhrrii.

Ask them if any Rrilk has ever seen Shaval.

She hesitated.  I felt her fear and sadness, but no hate seemed to be directed at me.  If anything, I sensed terrible regret and shame.  She asked the other crew leaders my question.  One of them said no living Rrilk claimed to have encountered Shaval.  Those who supposedly had were dead.

The computers on the ships automatically notified Shaval of their progress, or in this case, the lack thereof.  Their communications travelled faster than the speed of light and there were communication relays a few hundred light years away.  Otherwise, the Rrilk had no idea where Shaval was or how long he would take to arrive.  It would be a tortuous wait.

* * * * *

Weeks passed.  I continued to interface with Zhrrii and the others kept practicing as well.  Soon we could all take physical control of our hosts.  The Rrilk didn't object.  They found it fascinating and enlightening.  Those who had no human counterparts asked for their own.  Kyle managed to scrounge up more volunteers after assuring them Anil's method was totally safe.  Several volunteers quit, however, unable to stomach touching the Rrilk even though we told them how kind and gentle they were.  The only ones left were some of the nerdiest people I'd seen.  The kind who dressed up like Star Trek characters or participated in role-playing games as wizards and goblins.

On the other hand, they were unswervingly dedicated.  Soon Zhrrii's entire crew had human counterparts.

But we had other problems.  Zhrrii told me that another crew in India was having severe problems and that it was human related.  Another group was possessing the Rrilk there but they were not communicating as I had.  Instead they would take control of the Rrilk with no warning, flood their minds with terrible images, and make them do humiliating things.  I had a feeling Harb was behind this.  He'd ignored our group and Anil's teachings and stuck to his method of possession.  I had no choice but to talk with him.

I called him, but he ignored me.  I asked Anil to accompany me to India so we could talk sense into Harb.  Anil told me he'd tried to speak with Harb several times when he'd started teaching us, but Harb had responded only with anger and jealousy.

"What should I do?"

Anil shrugged.  "Take Kyle.  Tell him we're all friends, all allies.  Maybe he'll listen to you."

Kyle and I arrived in India a few minutes later.  I wasn't surprised to see that the Rrilk crew in question was camped just outside Dharavi, Harb's former stomping grounds when he'd been alive.  We found him and his group inside the cube.  A Rrilk jerked spasmodically in front of them, dancing to Indian music.  Harb was laughing and clapping his hands.  I felt sick.  Kyle made a disgusted noise.  Other Rrilk gazed at their possessed comrade.  From my time with Zhrrii I could interpret body language from her kind.  These Rrilk were horrified.

"Harb, what are you doing?"

His head snapped left to face me.  His eyes widened then narrowed.  "How did you find me?"

"The Rrilk told us."

"Who?"

I pointed at the clustered Rrilk crew.  "That's what they call themselves.  Don't you speak their language yet?  It only took us a matter of minutes to exchange that info during our first merge."

He sniggered.  "Oh, I very much doubt that.  These creatures are impossible to understand."

"You're hurting them and you seem to be enjoying it."

"What's not to enjoy?  They killed us and now we're having our fun."  Harb's group consisted of six boys no older than himself.  Half were Indian, the others white, Hispanic, and black.  A young Indian girl emerged from the possessed Rrilk, a smile on her face.  The group of children spread out around me and Kyle.  They glared at us, the innocence of their young faces twisted with malice.

"These aliens aren't the ones who killed us.  We've enlisted their help."

"You lie."  Harb's voice was hard.  Just as it had been when he'd accused me of lying to him about Nick.

"No.  We want you to join us.  We've found an easier way to merge with them."

"You steal my work and call it your own.  You're a bunch of thieves."

This was going nowhere.  One of the Indian kids punched Kyle in the back.  Kyle spun and glowered at him.

"You little brat."

I restrained Kyle's fist as he drew it back.  "Not now."  I turned back to Harb.  Somehow I had to convince him to stop this.  "We need you, Harb.  Without you, none of our advances would have been possible.  Your method was the foundation for everything."

His glare softened but only slightly.  "I knew you would remember me, Lucy.  I'd thought Anil had corrupted you."

"Anil is the first to admit that your method gave him ideas.  You probably would have thought of it yourself.  But nobody listens to you."

Harb nodded.  "It's always been like that.  The Indian beggar boy is all they see.  But you've seen more."  He took my hand and stroked it like a boyfriend might.  I barely restrained a cringe.  Even thinking about Harb, a kid, as my lover was skeezy.  No matter what, I wasn't going there.  Not even if it meant leaving Harb out of the group.

"Will you return with us?  Help us prepare to fight the real killer?"

"And who's that?"

"Someone the Rrilk call Shaval."

Harb rubbed his chin.  "I've heard that word in their minds."

"But you don't speak their language?"

He frowned.  "It's been hard with these monsters."

I sure as hell didn't want to get him on a negative train of thought again.  "Will you come with us?"

"I want Anil to come to me.  I want to hear from his own lips the apology I'm due."

That brat wanted an apology?  I was ready to kick his little ass.  But I couldn't provoke him.  Harb could wreck everything if we left him running amuck down here.  He could harm these poor Rrilk and cause us to lose our only ally.  I excused myself and walked outside.  Kyle followed, a grim expression on his face.

"This kid's a loose cannon, Luce.  Damn it, if he wasn't already dead, I'd kill him."

A horrible thought came to mind.  I could have the Rrilk destroy Harb's body.  He would be gone and his band of pre-pubescent disciples would disintegrate.  But if I did, that guilt would torment me forever.  Well, at least until Shaval came and annihilated us all.  I wasn't capable of murder, not even if the victim was technically dead.  And I didn't know where his body was anyway.

"We have to get him onboard.  That's all there is to it."

"Fine.  Tell Anil to come grovel before His Holy Greatness then."

Anil arrived after a short conversation in which I outlined Harb's demands.  He approached Harb and his merry band of rascals and apologized.  Harb's lips pursed and he tried to stare down his nose at Anil.  Hard to do with the height disparity.  I wanted to knock that smug look off his face.

Harb led Anil away from the group and spoke with him for a few minutes then Anil came to us alone.

"I will remain here for a while and teach them.  Harb does not want to come back with us."

"But we need you there," I said.  "Why can't they get instructions at our base?"

"There's no changing his mind and he must use proper technique or the Rrilk here will suffer.  Besides, Zhrrii's crew is well spoken for.  It's best that each person stay with one host rather than sharing one with many.  The side effects could be hazardous for the Rrilk."

That much was true.  I had tried changing to another host and had to start from square one.  Every individual was unique and took time to get used to.

Kyle and I returned to Atlanta.  I merged with Zhrrii and told her about our success with Harb.  She expressed her gratitude.  She didn't feel as distant from me as she had after my confession.  I still felt horrible about the death of her mate.  I was responsible.  He'd died having never been to Trrshaa.  My reckless actions had saved the spirits of dead humans from vanishing but at the cost of several Rrilk in her crew.  I wondered if they were now ghosts like us or if their beliefs about death changed their fates.

A klaxon sounded.

What's happening? I asked.

Incoming communication.

I don't remember that alarm the last time one came in.

The origin is from off world.

Shaval?

Shaval.  Her body trembled.

I released myself from her and told the others.  We along with the rest of the Rrilk crew clustered inside the holograph room.  A Rrilk symbol for "standby" flashed in the air above the console.  The communications engineer notified Zhrrii that the signal was being broadcast to every Rrilk cube on the planet.

Rrilk numerals replaced the flashing symbol and counted down to zero.  I half expected the ship to explode.  Shaval was a badass, no doubt, so he might just as soon lure the crews into their ships and detonate them for punishment.  Instead, another Rrilk symbol appeared.  This one said "Transmitting".

"Worker Zhrrii, your Sst suffered malfunction approximately one standard cycle ago," a somewhat robotic voice said in the Rrilk language.  "The computer reported the loss of four crewmembers, including former crew leader, Worker Dhrii.  You are now crew leader.  Explain why work has not recommenced."  The transmit symbol changed to one that said "respond".

Zhrrii's tentacles quivered.  Trying to come up with a cover story had been difficult since the Rrilk seemed incapable of lying.  Instead, we'd come up with a version of the truth they could tell.  Something that would hopefully lure Shaval in without him remotely killing them.

"The Sst suffered a malfunction which could happen again.  We cannot resume operations without risk to crews.  We ask for your help."

There was a long pause then the transmit symbol reappeared.  "The risk to your crew is immaterial.  You are hereby ordered to recommence work."

I groaned.  This was not going as hoped.

Zhrrii seemed to gather herself for a moment before replying.  "There are forces on this planet which will continue interfere with operations.  This may result in widespread damage to your goals here.  We request direct help."

The pause was even longer this time, stretching for over ten minutes before the "Stand by" symbol reappeared.  The minutes stretched into an agonizing hour before the voice replied.

"Request denied.  Recommence operations."

The hologram blinked out.






  

Chapter 18
 

 

I sat alone on a quiet playground in a dead neighborhood, trying to meditate.  Instead, I kept cursing myself.  We'd never lure Shaval here.  If the bastard was too lazy to come kill us himself, what would make him come now?  Kyle called me.  I almost ignored him but decided I could use some company.  He appeared a moment later.

"We did it," he said, glee on his face.

"Uh, did what?  Failed?"

"Ciirr, my host, and I rigged their transmitter last week to trace any incoming calls just in case Shaval contacted them."

"You know where Shaval's home world is?"

"Maybe.  We know about where the transmission came from."

I jumped up and whooped.  "This is great.  He doesn't come to us, we go to him.  Maybe we can possess his sorry ass and jump in a volcano."

"Not quite," Kyle said.  "You're forgetting something."

"What?"

"We're stuck to our solar system.  I never figured out how to go further in space than last time without something pulling me back in."

"Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in!" I said in a wheezing voice.  

"You're quoting The Godfather at a time like this?"

"It's not like I have anything more productive to add except, oh crap!  That is a problem."  I thought about how many lives were at stake now.  Not just the six billion human spirits, but the Rrilk as well.  If they didn't resume operations, Shaval might throw a switch somewhere, kill them off, and send in more.  Maybe we could convince the next crews to go along with us as well, but it'd probably cost their lives too.  My conscience couldn't handle the deaths of so many.

"Hmm."  Kyle stroked his chin.  "If we vanish when our bodies do, that means we're somehow chained to them."

I thought about what Anil had said about how we were locked into patterns from living most of our lives in a flesh and blood body.  "What about the really old ghosts people have seen?  If their bodies are decomposed, how are they still around?"

"The Rrilk conversion method changes matter into quantum fuel.  It radically alters the molecular structure.  Maybe the spirits lose cohesion and can't exist anymore.  Natural decomposition takes a long time for everything to completely break down."

"We're missing something," I said.  "But I think I see where you're going with this.  If we take our bodies with us, we might be able to go anywhere."

"Exactly."

"That means we'll need a ship."

"Damn it.  That's not going to work."

"The Rrilk have space ships, so we're good, right?"

"They have shuttles that travel a little slower than light speed.  At that rate it'll take us forever to get where we're going.  The big ships can't go that fast either."

I sat back down and mused.  A shuttle wouldn't solve the problem in the short term.  We had no idea how long it'd take Shaval to get here even if we could lure him.  If he didn't have access to anything faster than those shuttles, we might not have much to fear for a long while.

"Kyle, why don't you ask Ciirr to take you and your body into space.  Go on a little joyride and see if your theory is true.  At least then we'll know for sure in the eventuality that Shaval shows his ugly mug."

"I'll do better.  They have massive stasis chambers used to transport samples from different worlds with them.  Maybe they can gather all our bodies and store them so they don't decompose further in the meantime."

"Just our bodies, or the bodies of the general populace?"

He shook his head.  "We're the only ones doing something about this problem.  Maybe just our group and family members."

"That just feels wrong.  How many bodies could one chamber hold?"

"Maybe a hundred thousand human bodies.  But some of that space is already taken up with species from the other planets they've been to."

"They have an alien zoo in their ship and you didn't tell me about it?"

"It's not like you can look through bars and see them.  The chamber is divided into cubes, like a pet store, except you can't look inside the sections that are under stasis."

"And it'd probably be a bad idea to cut the creatures loose."

Kyle shuddered.  "Ciirr told me there are things in there that could kill off indigenous life on our planet in no time."

"Lovely."

I spoke to him for a few minutes about the dangers of introducing alien creatures to Earth--something that might make for an interesting Animal Planet show if anyone figured out how to make television work in Heavenly.  After he left, I paced around a bit, hit a mental block, and figured it might be time to look in on a few loose ends.

I checked on Nick.  He wasn't too hard to find since Kyle had assigned a few trustworthy members of our team to keep tabs on him.  I'd been thinking a lot about him lately.  With my new skills, I knew it was time to either confirm or assuage my doubts about his alien connections.  Nick may have unknowingly been used by Shaval to kill us.

He was camped out in an old farmstead in southern Argentina.  He had plenty of food.  He was also plenty scared.  This part of the world wasn't ground zero for the Rrilk operations since they'd started in major cities around the world.  But one of Kyle's operatives told me Nick had made it far enough north to see the Rrilk converting a mid-sized city into energy cubes.  He'd spied on them a while, then retreated south.  Since then, he'd been stockpiling whatever weapons he could find but didn't hold out much hope of surviving.

Dead bodies lay everywhere as well.  It hadn't taken Nick long to know that something horrible and widespread had happened during his exile.  The poor guy was beside himself with fear and grief.  It was time to let him know he wasn't alone.

I found him sitting in the kitchen of the old farmhouse.  The place was clean, but worn with age.  Cracked white paint covered the doors and walls.  The antique stove burned coal.  The oak table was battered with age and use, but could still probably take another century of hard duty.  A clear bottle filled with amber alcohol sat in the center of the table.  I expected Nick would be drunk as usual.  But he wasn't drinking the alcohol.  He was pouring it into other smaller bottles and stuffing rags in them.

"He's making Molotov cocktails," a familiar voice said.

I spun and saw a face I hadn't seen since dying.  "Jane!"  I grasped her in a fierce hug.  "I looked everywhere for you on D-Day, but got sidetracked."

She smiled that crooked clever smile of hers that always spelled trouble, especially for me.  "I did some pretty extreme experimentation during our first months.  I only started looking for family recently."

"But if you're here, that means Kyle found you."

"I found him.  When you guys put out a general distress call for volunteers, I came."

That meant she'd been here a while.  My happiness turned a bit sour.  "And why the hell didn't you tell me you were here?  Why didn't Kyle tell me?"

"He didn't know it was me."

"Bull.  Kyle could identify you a mile away.  He used to have a huge crush on you."

Jane turned away.  "Really?" she said.  Except her voice no longer sounded the same.  Her hair shortened and turned honey gold, then light brown.  She turned back to me and it was no longer the cousin I'd known.  It was a cute brown girl with cropped hair.

"Holy crap."

Her features morphed back over the course of a few seconds.  "It's really hard to hold it for long.  Your self-image has to change inside here," she said, tapping her head.  "I didn't want him to know it was me.  I was pretty messed up in life.  It felt like a chance to start over, maybe do something worthwhile."

"No excuse for hiding from your cousin, punk."

She smiled wistfully.  "I know.  I want you to know how proud I am of you, Luce.  Everyone in the group looks up to you."

"Are you kidding?  I'm pretty sure half of them hate me."

"They respect you.  I respect you.  You saved our lives."

I cleared my throat and looked away to keep sudden tears at bay.  "Do you have a Rrilk host?"

"Yes.  I've been practicing.  I love my Rrilk."

"They're not pets, silly.  What made you decide to show yourself to me now?"

"I missed you."  Her right eye twitched.  I'd seen that same twitch a million times before.  Jane was lying to me.  It could be a little white lie, or something big.  And no matter how much I prodded her, she wouldn't admit it.

I decided not to confront her about it.  It wasn't important.  Not now.  "I'd better get to work," I said.  "Let's catch up later."

She hugged me again, kissed me on the cheek.  "I'm headed back to base, cuz.  Ciao."

Nick cursed as he spilled some alcohol on the table.  Was he seriously going to throw these things at the Rrilk or the giant centipedes?  

I slipped into my meditative pose, hovering next to him.  I merged into him almost effortlessly.  I felt his thought stream pressing against my mental dam, but it wasn't as hard to keep it at bay as it had been with Zhrrii.  Maybe because he and I shared human genes, or maybe because I was better at it now.  I found his conscious thoughts.  He wasn't even aware I'd linked up with him although he wondered why the temperature had dropped a few degrees.  Then he stopped what he was doing as his mind remembered something.

"Lucy?" he said.  It feels just like those times I dreamed of her.

It's me.

He jumped, spilled more alcohol, and stared around him.

I'm in your head, silly.  Just as always.

"So I am going nuts.  Bloody hell.  First aliens, now I'm crazy.  Or maybe I'm just crazy and there are no aliens."

I laughed.  You're not crazy.  The bad news:  Everyone is dead and aliens have landed.  The worse news:  You're the only human alive.

"I take it there's no good news then?"

Well, the aliens here are going to help us.

"Help us?  Wait, if humans are dead, who's us?"

That might take a while to explain.  But I did.  For the next several hours, I told Nick everything.  And while I did, I spied on his past.  I went back to the time during the car crash to see what he knew.  I didn't find much.  After answering his questions he still seemed reluctant to believe that he wasn't simply crazy.  I told him we'd send a shuttle to pick him up and take him to base, that being Atlanta.

"Will an alien be in it?"

Yes.  They look scary as hell, but they're pretty cool.  Don't panic.

"After those images you showed me in my brain, I don't know if I can stay calm.  I might crap myself.  How would that be for meeting their first living human?"

Considering how stinky their natural odor is, I don't think they'll notice a little poo in your britches.

He laughed.

I need to ask you some questions.  They relate to your parents' deaths.

Nick stiffened.  "If you've been in my head before, then you probably know how stupid I was during my last few years."

I don't think you were stupid.  I think you were used.  I tapped into his memories and pushed the last few seconds before the crash into his conscious mind.

"Why am I seeing this?  Wasn't it bad enough having to live through it once?"

You'll see why.  I skipped to the part with the floating orb.  I'd examined it earlier.  It was definitely alien.  What is that?

It took him a while to answer.  I noticed he was holding back tears.  "I have no idea."

I think that thing brainwashed you.  That's why you blanked out for a few days.  Kyle thinks you might have been carrying a disease that wiped humans out.

He pushed back in his chair and jolted to his feet.  "You think I'm responsible for killing everyone?  You think I'm a monster?"

Calm down, Nick.  We think you were used.  And you probably weren't the only one.  There's no way one person could spread the disease to all corners of the Earth.

"Are you sure there aren't any other survivors?  Maybe in remote parts of the planet?"

We haven't found any.  Look, it doesn't matter.  We're dead and there's nothing to be done about it.

"Unless Shaval shows up and tears us a new one.  Again."

Right.

"What can I do to help?"

I really don't know.  For now, I want you safe.  I called Kyle and asked him to bring the shuttle in.  He was merged with Ciirr.  They'd decided having Kyle in his host might smooth the psychological impact for both parties.  When Kyle had asked him to help gather bodies, Ciirr had been deathly afraid.  He thought humans were scary looking and gross.  Oh, I'd had a laugh about that one.

Let's go outside.  The shuttle will be here shortly.

Nick took one last look at his meager lodging.  He grabbed a suitcase of clothes he'd scavenged together over the past few weeks of travelling and stepped into the chilly night air.

The shuttle landed without a sound.  I hadn't seen one in action and was impressed.  It looked boxy like the main cube ship and was designed for carrying cargo.  You could fit a couple of elephants in it.  Not surprising since the intended purpose was to collect species from planets for Shaval.  He probably had a massive zoo right next to his pimped-out mansion.

An unseen light source flooded the area around the ship.  The side hatch slid silently open.  Ciirr poked out a tentative tentacle and peered around the edge.  He trumpeted a sound.

I tapped into Nick.  He just said, 'Hello, human'.

Nick waved.  "Hi, Rrilk."

His name is Ciirr.

"Hi, Ciirr."

Of course Nick's pronunciation didn't even come close to making it understandable to Ciirr.  But it's the thought that counts in my book.  Ciirr stiffened his walking tentacles and approached.  Nick shrank back.  Ciirr paused, his front tentacles up in a sign of peace.  Or maybe that was the gesture for "Please don't hurt me, scary human."  Sometimes I mix the signals up.

Hold out your hand to him.  He'll rub his tentacle against it.  Don't freak out.

Nick cringed.  "Oh, God.  Oh my God.  I wish I'd peed beforehand."

Ciirr inched closer to Nick's outstretched hand.  His tentacle extended so slowly I wondered if it was moving.  It reached Nick's hand.  The tentacle flinched.  Nick closed his eyes.  Ciirr mustered more courage, or either Kyle took motor control and rubbed his tentacle quickly over Nick's arm.  Then he trumpeted another greeting and asked Nick to follow him into the shuttle.

I translated.

"You were right about one thing," Nick said.

What's that?

"They stink to bloody high heaven."

Nick boarded.  The seats were high but not too difficult to sit on as they were designed to have tentacles draped over them.  They resembled tall metallic mushrooms.  Ciirr looked uneasily at Nick.  I could have sworn his tentacles pulled to the opposite side of the cockpit even though Nick was sitting behind him and to the right.  Ciirr inserted his tentacles into the control sockets and the shuttle lifted off.

An emergency symbol flashed on the communications holographic display.  Ciirr answered.  Zhrrii's frightened face appeared.  It amazed me how much I could interpret now.  But that look meant something bad was going on.

"Shaval contacted us.  He knows we traced his transmission.  He is coming for us."






  

Chapter 19
 

 

Oh, crap.

"What?" Nick asked.

I hadn't meant to transmit that.  Looks like Shaval is coming to visit.  I've got to get back to base.  Can you manage?

"Well, Ciirr hasn't eaten me yet, so I'm good."

See you soon.

I unlatched myself from his body.  Kyle emerged from Ciirr.  We looked at each other then flitted back to Atlanta without a word.  I went straight to Zhrrii and merged.

Did Shaval give an estimated time of arrival?

No.  She reached out to the display and played back a recording.  The transmitting symbol appeared and the same synthetic voice spoke.

"Worker Zhrrii, an unauthorized trace was sent from your location.  You will confine your crew to quarters and await investigation."  The transmission ended.

That could be a month from now, I said.

We are afraid.

I am too.

I withdrew from her and went outside in time to see the shuttle with Nick landing.  "That was fast," I said to Kyle.

"They make our jets look like toys."

I tapped into Zhrrii and told her about Nick's arrival then tapped into Nick.  Zhrrii approached him.  She wasn't frightened like Ciirr.  She'd seen human bodies, but this was her first living human.  She shivered with fascination.

"He is like the climbers from our world.  But he is missing a rear appendage," she said.

Show me a climber.  Zhrrii thought of something that looked like a monkey with tentacles.  I tapped into Nick.  Zhrrii thinks you look like a monkey.

Nick laughed.

Fascinating. Zhrrii thought.

Nick's eyes widened.  Wow.  Hello, Zhrrii.  I can understand you.

I realized with a start that I'd tapped into both of them without disconnecting from one or the other.  I transferred the Rrilk language to Nick, something I'd meant to do earlier but had forgotten.  I also passed along a few other tidbits about body language, but Nick winced and put a hand to his head.  Apparently organic beings couldn't take on too much transferred information at once.  At least Nick would have the language.  He wouldn't be able to speak it, but he could understand the parts that were within the range of human hearing.

As much as I wanted to foster understanding between my people and Zhrrii's, I had to find Anil and prepare him for Shaval.  He might kill the Rrilk from space or send in some other aliens to kill them.  We had to be ready to act fast.  I called Anil and gave him an update.

"How are things with Harb?"

"He's a fast learner but impatient.  At least he and his followers are being respectful of the Rrilk."

"We need a pow-wow soon.  Whatever Shaval throws at us will be nasty.  I want a plan in place."

"Lucy, you've become quite the leader."

"This is survival, mister.  Of course I'm going to get bossy."

Anil laughed.  "I'll return soon for the pow-wow.  I'm at a critical stage with Harb and lessons are necessarily delicate."

"Don't want to bruise that ten-gallon ego of his."

"Yes.  But left alone he could damage our operations."

I snorted.  "Ok, see you after the next Rrilk sleep period?"

"Sounds good."  He disconnected.

Kyle emerged from Ciirr and approached me.  "We're going to run that shuttle test."

"Going to get your body?"

"Yeah.  Might as well get yours while we're there."

I shuddered.  "I'll go with you."  I informed Zhrrii of our plans.  She wanted to come.  She'd seen images of me in her mind, but hadn't seen my physical body yet.  

It's gonna be nasty, I told her.

Kyle merged with Ciirr, and I with Zhrrii.  We directed them to our neighborhood.  I'd lost track of time.  It had been almost four months since D-Day.  I wasn't sure I wanted to see my body.  It'd probably be filled with roaches and worms.  Maybe maggots.  The thought nauseated me.  Zhrrii caught some of my emotions and asked me what was wrong.  I explained it to her and she made a snuffling noise, the Rrilk equivalent of gagging.

We will treat your body with respect no matter the condition.

We arrived.  I left Zhrrii and found my body in roughly the same position it'd been in.  Unseasonably cold weather had only barely helped.  My body was swollen and smelled terrible with pustules, blistering skin, and some bugs skittering around.  It hardly looked like me.  I wanted to puke.  Kyle walked beside me and whistled.

"You're a hot mess, girl."

"Your body can't look much better."

Zhrrii and Ciirr entered.  I merged with her again.  They lay our bodies out on the floor.  She took out a small pen-shaped device that sprayed a disinfectant/preservative on my body and the bodies of my family.  I'd expected the corpses to be stiff, but the effects of rigor mortis had long since subsided.  I thought I was past caring about the physical vessels that used to be mine and my family's, but had to hold back tears when they brought in my brother's swollen, blistered little corpse.  I hadn't spoken to my parents since the day Ms. Tate and her goons had tried to forcibly convert me to their religion.  I wondered what they'd think of this horror.

I am so sorry, Lucy.  I wish Shaval did not do this to your people no matter how badly you treat each other here.

Sometimes I think we deserved it.  But anyone who can mass murder like this is a monster too.

Zhrrii twitched her tentacle in a nod.  They picked up the bodies and moved them into the shuttle's cargo bay.  Once there, they sprayed a translucent gel over the bodies that hardened.  At least now I didn't have to look at them.  After collecting the corpses from Kyle's place, we returned to base.

How can we keep track of whose body is in which shell? I asked as they moved all but Kyle's body from the shuttle.  The gunk they'd sprayed on the bodies concealed their identities, not that it was easy to tell with the nasty putrid skin.  If Kyle's travel plan worked, we needed to know which bodies had to be loaded on the shuttle.

The gel contains nanomeds, tiny robots, which sample DNA and enter the information into the ship database.  I will tag the records with your names, Zhrrii said.

I left her and found Kyle.  "We should find the bodies of our other team members.  Even if your plan doesn't work, we can find a safe place to hide them for the time being.

"Sounds good."  He looked at the shuttle and bit his lower lip.  "I'm off.  Wish me luck."  He and Ciirr left in the shuttle.

I contacted the rest of the group and asked them to take their hosts to their corpses in one of the other shuttles.  I hoped we'd have all the bodies collected within a few hours.

It took longer.  Some people couldn't remember exactly where they had been on D-Day.  At least two team members' corpses were charred beyond recognition, one due to a car wreck after death, the other due to a natural gas fire.  Scavengers had snacked on Bethany's corpse.  Half her face was gone and her guts were hanging out from a hole in her stomach.  I took secret delight at the look on her face when we retrieved it.  Chris was there too and it took all my willpower not to shove my gruesome glee in their faces.

Jane didn't want me to go with her to retrieve her body.  I covertly followed her anyway and figured out why.  Her body lay barely clothed at the base of a dance pole in a strip club.  She'd quit her job at the Flying Biscuit and started working at the Pink Leopard.  I decided there was no reason to confront her about it.  I wish she'd shared it with me though.  It hurt not to have her full trust, especially after all we'd been through.  Especially after dying, for god's sake.

Kyle returned a day later, full of stories about his trip out of the solar system.  Apparently there wasn't a lot out there except dust and emptiness but he'd made it past the barrier.  We took all the team members' corpses in the shuttle and made a test run after his return to make sure it'd work.  When we were almost there, Kyle's friend Mike vanished.  Kyle contacted him and discovered that the invisible leash had yanked Mike out of the shuttle.  His body was one of the unrecognizably burned ones so apparently we'd grabbed the wrong corpse.  Oops.

Well, that was why we were testing.  I sent Kyle and Mike to find the right body and to keep testing until it worked.  Mike was one of the team members I trusted the most next to Kyle and Anil.  The dark little monster inside me wished Bethany's corpse had been unidentifiable, that she'd been the one yanked out of the shuttle and preferably catapulted into the sun by some freak chance of physics.  I didn't know how serious she and Chris were, but thinking about them made me sick with anger.  It distracted me like an itch in my brain.

Mike came up with an early detection net to give us a heads up when Shaval arrived.  We asked the different Rrilk crews around the world to send their shuttles into orbit and keep an eye out.  The shuttles had sensors that could detect objects up to two light years out.  They had to be calibrated to keep asteroids, planets, and other space junk from signaling a false alert.  I left that stuff to the geeks.

Jane and her host used one of the monstrous centipedes to dig underground tunnels and caches for Rrilk to hide in should Shaval decide to kill them with conventional means.  I didn't think the poor Rrilk would stand a chance, tunnels or not, but it didn't take long and I didn't see any harm in it.  Plus it was neat watching those bugs dig.

Surprisingly, the people in our group actually did what I asked and came to me for advice.  It was quite a turnaround from my pathetic attempts at self-exile.  I never thought of myself as a drama queen, but things had gotten out of hand before I met Anil.  I finally felt somewhat in control, not letting my emotions dictate my actions, even if the enigmatic Mr. Shaval, radioactive space turtle, was about to rock our world.  And I was damned curious to know what he/she/it/they looked like.

Anil arrived a couple of days late.  He apologized but said leaving Harb before his first controlled merge with a Rrilk wouldn't have been a good idea.

"The size of his ego is alarming," Anil said to me as we reviewed the last few days.

I shook my head.  "I don't know what else to do about him except hope he'll come into line.  When is that kid going to learn there are rules of conduct even for ghosts?"

"Careful, Lucy.  You're starting to sound like an adult."  Anil winked.

"I know.  Scary, right?"  I put a hand on Anil's shoulder and looked him in the eyes.  "We still don't have your body.  Do you have relatives you want us to collect too?"

He shook his head.  "No.  My master was the only family I had.  If we can find his body, that would be enough."

"Sounds good."  I paused to collect my thoughts.  I really hoped Anil had some idea what our next move should be.  At this point I felt like we'd prepared the best we could.  "You're our best.  We're going to need you when Shaval arrives.  I think a fast possession is in order, especially if he comes in guns blazing."

"You may be right, but I don't recommend anything too hasty.  The Rrilk took a while to assimilate.  Shaval may be so different that a fast possession is impossible."

"Which is why we're relying on you to be our first contact."

"I don't think it should be me."

"Who else can do it?"  I gave him a horrified look.  "Oh God, you don't think Harb should try do you?  I know he's aggressive, but I don't trust him with that kind of power."

"There's no way I'd recommend Harb for that operation.  In my opinion there is one who rises above the rest even if this person lacks confidence at times."

"Jane?  Kyle?"

"You."

My face warmed, but the praise felt good and I broke out in a huge smile.  "Me?  I suck compared to you."

He laughed.  "I'm too cautious.  You have a better sense of when to press ahead."

"Maybe I'm just lucky.  I was aggressive with Zhrrii out of necessity."

"See?  You lack confidence.  Nevertheless, you're my pick for Shaval."

The good feelings vanished, replaced by a stab of fear.  "What if I mess up?  I don't think I can take this pressure.  Please, Anil, don't make me do this."

"You wanted the person best suited for this.  You are that person."  He smiled.  "Besides, Shaval may not be who or what we expect.  I suggest you arrange for alternate plans."

He was right.  All my fears and worries had congealed into a straw man.  Shaval might have other minions we needed to control in case he didn't show.  I put out a call for a general meeting.  Against my better judgment I sent for Harb's team as well.  He'd only get pissed off if I left him out now.  I also told him to collect their bodies if they hadn't already.

"We have secured our bodies," Harb told me.  "We will be the ones to care for them."

"That's fine.  It's better to keep them in separate locations just in case."  We'd already stored the bodies in separate underground bunkers, the ones Jane had made.

When Harb arrived I almost didn't recognize him.  He looked older, maybe 14, and he wore a white business suit over his dark skin.  His hair was cropped and neat.  Even his shoes looked like hand-crafted leather.  I remembered Jane's ability to change her appearance and wondered if Harb was doing the same.

"Hello, Lucy.  You are looking beautiful as always."  He leaned over and kissed my hand.

I tried not to shudder, remembering the kid version of him trying to come on to me as well.  This version of Harb didn't bother me the same way.  But he was still a kid underneath all that, right?  I didn't know whether to be pleased or skeezed out.

"You're looking older," I said, unsure what to say.

"I have grown in many ways."  He glanced around the base camp.  "You have things well in hand.  You are a natural leader."

"Thanks."

"You would do well to have a strong man by your side.  It inspires confidence."

I felt queasy.  This was getting creepy.  "I'm not really looking to be the leader here.  It's a team effort."

"We would make a good team."  He smiled, trying to look charming, but came off sounding like a douche.  I'd seen that look before on guys trying to get something from me.  Something that didn't involve clothes.  The thought of intimate contact with Harb sent my sex drive running away screaming.

"Everyone here contributes.  I wanted to make sure you guys are in the loop with our preparations."  I filled him in on pretty much everything except Nick's presence.  We were still keeping him hidden from the others.  We'd found a house a little ways from home base and Zhrrii kept him supplied with food.

Harb's eyes hardened when I told him I would be the one attempting first contact with Shaval.  His appearance morphed ever so slightly and his fine leather shoes turned into grimy sandals.  The whiteness of his suit faded.

"I am best prepared for Shaval," he said.  "I have been doing this longer than anyone."

I didn't mention that he'd been doing it mostly wrong, but none of us had known that until Anil.  "I'll take the risk.  I want you ready to help the others if I fail.  We can't risk losing you."

He glared at me for a moment before his eyes softened and his clothes whitened.  "You may be right."

"Thanks Harb," I said, forcing myself to kiss him on the cheek.  "I knew I could count on you."

"You can always count on me, Lucy.  We have always been a good pair, you and I."

"Yeah," I said, my voice croaking from the effort of agreeing to something so ridiculous.

He took my hand as if to kiss it.  His grip tightened like a vice.  I winced.  Ghost or not, it hurt.  Harb looked me in the eyes and smiled a horrible smile.

"You don't fool me, Lucy.  If you take Shaval from me, I will be your worst enemy."






  

Chapter 20
 

 

Before I had a chance to think of anything witty, a familiar klaxon sounded.  Harb dropped my hand.  His face morphed to that of his child state.  His body didn't.  It creeped me out.  I flitted to Zhrrii.

Is it a communication?

Yes, from our shuttles.  Shaval is here.

In orbit?

No.  A ship appeared from nowhere as if slipping from a hole in space.  It is landing now.

So much for all our preparations.  I left Zhrrii and went outside the cube.  A ship about half the size of the cube hovered soundlessly over a clear patch of land.  Rrilk and ghosts alike gathered outside the cube and gazed at the elegantly curved ship across from it.  It was silver and organic and seemed to flow like liquid mercury in a perfectly clear vessel.  Eddies of brown and yellow swirled.  I swayed on my feet looking at it.  It remained stationary about a foot off the ground.

"It's beautiful," Jane said.

"Must be the Lexus of spaceships," I said, trying to remember that something horrible would be emerging from that ship soon.  Or maybe the ship would transform into Shaval.  He could be an alien transformer robot, after all.  At this point, I'd be kind of disappointed if he wasn't some sort of mechanical monstrosity.

The Rrilk gathered together, many of them trembling in fear and anticipation.  To see Shaval guaranteed death, at least from their understanding of how this worked.  I wondered if I should tell them to hide in the bunkers we'd made but it was probably too late.  We'd expected advanced warning, not a sudden appearance.

Kyle appeared at my side.  "Holy crap, they must have a jump drive or something to slip into orbit so fast."

"There goes our plan to hide the Rrilk," I said.  "Think soldiers will pour out of that thing any second?"

"Let's go check it out."

The ship didn't have windows or obvious entries of any kind.  We walked and flew a circle around it but found nothing.  One of the Rrilk trumpeted surprise.  Kyle and I went back to the front.  There was now an opening in the side of the craft.  A man exited the craft, his body covered by a long white cloak.  A braid held his snow white hair tight against his scalp.

"A man?" I said. "What the hell?"

"Maybe they kidnapped some humans before killing us."

"He's kind of big for a human," Jane said, approaching the figure.

As she neared him, I saw her point.  He was easily nine feet tall and broad.  He'd make a professional wrestler look like a ninety-pound weakling.  The giant gazed from side to side, surveying the Rrilk and surroundings.  A series of Rrilk symbols flashed in the air before the man, large enough to be readable even from cowering distance.  It commanded the Rrilk to form lines and rows.

"That must be Shaval," Jane said.  "Who else shows up in a blinged-out spaceship and bosses everyone around?"

"Or his bodyguard," Kyle said.  "Maybe that's a genetically modified human."

The Rrilk did as they were told.

"Should we possess him?" Kyle asked me.

I froze, uncertain what to do.  Harb, however didn't.  He approached the giant.

"Harb, stop," I shouted.

He shot me a glare before settling into a meditative pose.

"That brat," Kyle said.

"His image is slipping," Jane said.

Harb's "mature" features melted away, returning to the young boy I'd first met, except his clothes seemed even dingier.

Jane tsked.  "His self-image is pretty bad."

The giant didn't seem to take notice of Harb's efforts.  I moved toward him, determined to stop the process if it meant shaking Harb by his knobby little shoulders.  Kyle restrained me.

"There's more going on here," he said.  "Let Harb do his usual impetuous bullshit.  It'll cost him."

Once the Rrilk finished lining up, the giant stepped from the doorway to the ground.  He flung the cloak back, revealing more biceps than a gym full of body builders.  Four arms, each with well defined muscles jutted from his sides.  The top two looked almost human, growing from beefy shoulders.  The bottom two grew halfway down an elongated rib cage complete with shoulder-like muscles.  A red shirt covered his torso.  Loose white pants covered his legs.  I wondered what he looked like naked, from a completely scientific viewpoint, of course.

"Oh, God," Jane said.

"What?"

"His cloak."

I looked at the cloak as it billowed and flapped in the breeze.  Then I realized there was no breeze.  The cloak was stretching of its own accord.  It wasn't a cloak.  The giant had wings.

"He's an angel," Mike said where he stood near Kyle.

Kyle groaned.  "We're screwed."

I flew to the giant and inspected him.  He had ice-blue eyes and fair skin without blemish.  Aside from his head, no hair grew on his body.  His jaw was angular and set hard.  His pale eyes looked down the length of his long wide nose with disdain at the Rrilk as they trembled in his presence.  The wings emerged seamlessly from the back of the giant's red shirt.  I'd expected large holes.  How else could the giant put on his shirt?  The wings didn't have feathers.  A fine white fur covered them.  They were soft as down.

The giant flexed his wings again as he sauntered toward the Rrilk, sending me tumbling through the air.

"He's like a Viking with wings," Kyle said with awe in his voice.

"He's beautiful," Jane said.

"I want wings," Mike said.

I glared at them.

The giant held his hand toward the Rrilk.  I tensed, expecting a death ray to blast my new friends into dust.  Light speared from the giant's palm and washed over the Rrilk.  They cowered, tentacles twitching in protective gestures.  But nothing bad happened.  The giant spoke in hushed tones, too quiet for me to hear.  I could have sworn I heard him sing.  Harb hung in the air next to the giant, trying his best to keep his meditative state.  It was hard with the big guy walking around though.

Before Anil's teachings, he or I would've dived straight into the host, willy-nilly without a clue.  Even if it'd disabled the giant, it would've only been a temporary measure.

"Look," Jane said in a hushed voice.

More giant angel-like creatures emerged from the ship.  They were of different heights, and one was even fat.  Most wore what I'd consider fashionable attire and looked generally more stylish than the red-shirted giant who'd preceded them.  The females had similar anatomy to that of a human female, extra arms, wings, and height aside.  Unfamiliar symbols flashed in the air between the fat one and a female of super-model looks and proportions.  I counted thirteen of them.

"I'm in love," Kyle said.

"Get your tongue off the ground.  We've got work to do."

"Are they Shaval?" Jane asked.  "Or are they his servants?"

Mike appeared from within the ship and flitted to Kyle.  "It's totally mind-blowing in there.  Everything is seamless.  No doors or windows, just portals that open as needed."

"Is Shaval in there?" Kyle asked.

"Dude, I think those angels are Shaval.  I think it's the name of a race, not a person."

"There's no boss monster in the ship?"

"No giant robots?" I asked hopefully.

Mike raised an eyebrow at me.  "Nope."

Kyle vanished inside the ship anyway.  I didn't blame him for the double-check.  I intended to do it later.  In the meantime, we had to take care of the new kids on the block.  They might look like angels on the outside, but they were demons on the inside.  I chose the hottest female in the bunch as my host.  It was a tougher choice than you'd think since half of the thirteen Shaval were female and they all looked sexier than any human woman I could think of.  Their facial features and proportions were different.  One female clearly had bigger boobs than the others.  One was almost flat-chested by comparison.  Even so she probably wore an F-cup by human measurements.

I chose the female with the most exquisite features and black hair.  She had a long narrow nose; her ears almost reached a point at the top, and her pale eyes seemed sad.  I guess it made her look empathetic.  I guarded myself against thinking any of these people had sympathy or cared at all about the Rrilk or humans.  The other things I liked about her, and I would never admit it even under torture, were her shoes.  They were made of a fine black leather-like material and ran up her bare calves in a vine pattern.  The intricate designs reminded me of a pair of expensive Gucci shoes I'd fantasized about for prom.  All of the females' shoes looked amazing, but hers were artsy and tasteful with a touch of sexual innuendo.

Kyle would kill me if he knew I was goggling over their shoes, I thought.  How did these genocidal maniacs have such good taste?

Without exception, the Shaval had fair creamy skin.  Some had very mild blemishes like a freckle or two but nothing major.  Even the fat guy looked pretty handsome for someone with a spare tire hanging on his waist.  The other men were more beautiful than they were handsome.  Their lips were too full and pink, their eyes too large.  They all wore their hair in long braids.

"She is a walking wet dream," Jane said, pointing at a blonde female.

"Don't get too excited," I said.  "If they're Shaval, then they're murderous bastards."

"Maybe Shaval is God, and those are angels."

My chest tightened at the thought.  "I hope not.  I can't stand the thought of Ms. Tate saying she told me so."

"What are they doing?"

I looked as the Shaval walked up and down the rows of Rrilk, sometimes stopping to scan them with a bright light.  The fat guy stopped in front of a Rrilk and symbols flashed between them.  I missed what he transmitted.  The Rrilk trumpeted something back and symbols flashed in the air again.  I realized the Rrilk was telling him his name and position.

Harb continued his attempt with the red-shirted Shaval as the guy stood like a rock watching the twelve others conduct their survey.  I figured Redshirt was the Shaval equivalent of the Secret Service.  Harb was oblivious to that useful nugget of information since he'd settled into a deep meditative state.  Anil had taught the little asshole well, I had to admit.  I wondered how long it would be before Harb realized he was assimilating the Shaval equivalent of a mall cop.

I giggled.

Kyle emerged from the ship, a dazed expression on his face.  He started to blather on about the wonder ship, but I shushed him for the time being.

"Time for Ghost Squad Alpha to assemble for Shaval host assignments," I said.  Ghost Squad, by the way, was our "official" name, chosen by vote.  The name was Kyle and Mike's idea.  My choice, Alien Avengers, had narrowly lost but at least it had been better than Karma's A Bitch, the name Jane had suggested.  I showed Kyle the female I had picked.  He picked out a dark-haired male.

"This is like choosing ice cream flavors," he said.  "They all look so good."

"They're monsters, Kyle.  Don't forget it."  But it was easy to forget it, looking at these gorgeous creatures.  Even with the extra arms and wings, they were easily the sexiest, most beautiful beings I'd seen.

Alpha team arrived, consisting of our best people, including Anil, Jane, Mike, and Chris.  I'd begrudgingly included Bethany since Anil recommended her as a candidate.  I'd learned that Anil was a pretty good judge of skill and character, so I didn't call him out on Bethany even though I knew she couldn't possibly outshine some of our beta team members.

I assigned Chris the fat guy, and Bethany the shortest, not to mention, flat-chested female who was still a good seven feet tall.  Anil gave me a resigned look.  I could feel Kyle's eyes glaring at me too.  Neither Chris nor Bethany said a word.  I was surprised they even listened to me.  Somewhere along the way I'd become the one everyone listened to and accepted as leader.  I suspected Anil and Kyle had something to do with it.  Why they decided on letting me fill the position confused me.  Anil seemed the perfect choice.  Everyone liked him and he actually knew what the hell he was doing.

"If the Shaval threaten the Rrilk, each of you will do an immediate takedown merge," I said.  "It's not the best way, but it's at least guaranteed to take them out of action."

"Otherwise we'll start normal assimilations when they sleep?" Mike asked.

"That's the plan."

"Damn you got a sexy beast," someone said to another unidentified person.

Anger stirred in me.  I waved me hands.  "Just a darned minute."

All eyes turned to me.

"Don't forget for one single minute what these things are."  I pointed to the city on the horizon.  "They killed us and they probably plan to kill the Rrilk.  Why they haven't done it yet, I don't know.  If I've learned anything, appearances are deceiving.  We thought the Rrilk were monsters and now we know how wrong we were.  The Shaval are the enemy until we find out otherwise.  Don't let their looks seduce you."  I realized I was staring straight at Bethany when I said those final words.  I cleared my throat and looked away.

"You got it, Luce," Kyle said.  "Let's get 'em!"

The group roared.  I felt like I'd just joined the Marines.

We spent the next several hours watching the Shaval as they questioned the Rrilk.  The questions consisted of basic stuff like names and duties.  Then they interrogated them about the "accident" with the Sst and demanded to see the bodies of the deceased.  My mind glazed over as the endless questions kept coming.  The Rrilk seemed slightly more relaxed, probably because the Shaval hadn't pulled out lasers and started zapping them.

"What's this all about?" I asked Kyle.

He shrugged.  "It's like an inquiry.  Considering what we know about them it seems unbelievable they'd go through all this trouble if they're gonna blast the Rrilk."

Finally the questions stopped and the Shaval dismissed the Rrilk.  They boarded their ship.  Alpha team slipped inside before they closed the portal or all our planning would've been for diddly squat.  We still didn't know how to go through solid objects unless we could see or remember the other side.  Smaller objects were difficult to flit inside even then.  Anil with all his knowledge hadn't figured out a solution.

The ship interior was large with wide corridors, probably to accommodate wings.  The floor was covered in a soft velvety material.  Red leather-like material covered the upholstery.  Fine wood grains fused with silvery metal made up the furniture.  I'd never expected the inside of a spaceship to look like this.  Especially not after the Rrilk cube.  Where everything in the cube was utilitarian and sparse, this was overflowing with luxury.

My soon-to-be host and another male split off from the main group and stepped inside a shaft.  An invisible platform shot them up five levels.  Symbols flashed in the air between them as they rode.  An image of the red-shirted guard flashed in the air except he had a Rrilk sitting on his head.  My host laughed out loud, her voice tinkling musically.  Just the sound captivated me.  She left the male after they departed the lift and stopped before a blank wall.  A light flashed and a portal appeared in the wall.  She entered.

Her quarters matched the rest of the ship.  A couple of chairs occupied the corners of the large room.  Another rounded doorway led to the Shaval equivalent of a bathroom although no sink, toilet, or shower was present.  The only thing clueing me in to the purpose of the room was the large mirror dominating one of the walls.  My host stretched all four arms and her wings at the same time, taking up an impressive amount of space even in the large room.  She took a silver rod and held it against her shoes.  The leather vines retreated down her leg, withdrawing into the shoes until only flats remained, then the flats vanished.  She held the same rod against her skirt and blouse.  Each one shimmered and vanished.

I was calculating how many millions of pairs of shoes I could own with that technology when I realized she was nude.  I stared at her in awe.  The lines of her abs were etched into her flat stomach.  She had a ten or twelve-pack due to the elongated ribs and extra arms.  Her breasts remained pert and upright despite their generous size.  Her pubic region was smooth and bare.  I wondered if they had sex organs similar to ours.  Something was different in the design for sure.

She stepped into the bathroom and regarded herself in the mirror for a moment.  Then she touched the silver wand to her hair and the braid fell away into a waterfall of shiny black hair.  She possessed beauty that men would kill their best friends for and fight wars over.  She looked too good to be true.  All of them did, except the fat one.  Given how beautiful most of the Shaval were, I couldn't imagine what his excuse was.  She stepped inside an alcove and stretched her arms and wings again.  Mist sprayed from the walls for a few seconds, followed by a flash of white light.  She exited, shaking her glossy hair even though it looked dry and straight out of a Pantene commercial.

As she exited the bathroom, she warbled a few notes, sounding almost like a bird.  A holographic image sprung up in the middle of the room.  She sat in a chair and sang a few more notes.  The image of a rugged handsome male appeared.  To the side of his image, symbols flickered past.  My host sighed, a sad little warble peeping from her throat.  Tears glistened in the corners of her eyes which she wiped away.  The image vanished.  Another one appeared, this of a young Shaval.  He chirped and warbled on for several minutes.  My host smiled and laughed at one point.  I guessed she was looking at messages or something.

The next message caught my attention.  It showed a Rrilk.  A symbol flashed in the air repeatedly.  My host held out her hand.  More images flashed past.  Another creature appeared on the screen.  I gasped.  It looked like a Shaval but its head was huge with a large ridge on the forehead and spiny bumps on the temples.  Its skin was pale red.  Its sapphire eyes glittered with evil intent.

Great.  First angels, now demons.






  

Chapter 21
 

 

I was starting to freak out.  Ms. Tate might actually be right.  Both of these aliens had been illustrated in our myths and religions and now I was looking at both of them.  Was Shaval God?  Had he really visited his wrath on our planet?  We probably deserved to have our asses kicked, but did God really have to go through all this trouble?

Besides, why did angels need spaceships to tool around the universe?  Since when did angels cry?

Kyle had to see this but I didn't dare disturb him if he was already in meditation.  My host finally turned off the hologram and pressed another button.  A flat white surface shimmered into place where the hologram had been.  My host climbed onto it, sinking into the soft material and lay on her stomach.  As she did, her wings folded out, covering her like a downy blanket.  These things were better than Snuggies.  I wondered if she could fly with them.  They easily stretched as wide as my host was tall, but it seemed impossible they could generate enough lift for someone with her mass even if she had hollow bones.  The extra pair of arms had to add a lot of weight too.

I examined her back where the wings joined it.  A hard mass of muscle ran the length of her back, much larger than the back muscles of a human.  I studied her for a moment, fascinated until I remembered I wasn't here to give her a physical.

It took a moment to collect my thoughts and tuck them away after I assumed the meditative posture Anil had taught us.  I took my forefinger and pressed it to her temple.  I'd halfway expected something supernatural to happen or perhaps to glimpse images of Heaven.  I was disappointed.  The process was similar to what I'd gone through with Zhrrii.  My new host was every bit as alien to me as she had been.  Despite the physiological differences between the Shaval and the Rrilk, both had languages based on musical intonations.  It took me a while to decipher language, however, because the Shaval had several different methods for communication.  Their spoken language used words and notes that could be mostly heard by humans but not easily produced.  They had a written language based upon their spoken language, but my host only knew of it in passing.

Their primary method of communication was based on the symbols I'd seen them flashing each other.  I reviewed several of her memories.  I found several with the ruggedly handsome Shaval from the video in them.  He was or had been her lover until recently.  When they communicated, they almost exclusively used the spoken language.  I skipped through her memories until I found more recent ones.  It was difficult to translate the symbols they flashed each other and it annoyed me that I couldn't seem to absorb the knowledge like I had the spoken language.  In her memories, she understood the symbols, but it was like the translation was going on somewhere else other than her brain.

I dug for a while until I stumbled across something else.  It felt like another being was inside of her.  She had an implant.  An organic computer of some sort.  I figured out how she tapped into it after muddling around.  It was an unconscious effort on her part which made it tough to discover.  After that the symbolic language, which I nicknamed Sym, translated easily for me.  But it brought up a concern.  We wouldn't be able to translate their messages without tapping into their implants.  Maybe we could adapt as our hearing had with the Rrilk, but time was precious.

Speaking of language barriers, I found her name almost impossible to translate into English.  The sounds were so avian in some cases that the syllables wouldn't make sense.  Her name might literally be low warble to high warble followed by a high trill for three seconds.  I decided to call her Diana, if for no other reason than she made me think of a goddess.  Stupid, I know, but what can I say?  I'm easily impressed by nine-foot tall super models with wings even if they might be the destroyers of humanity and slavers to boot.

I was jolted from my trance as she woke up.  My nerves tightened and I feared for the Rrilk.  I hadn't had time to find the memory streams dealing with Diana's purpose.  Kyle called me, followed shortly by Anil and several others.  I instructed them to meet me outside to examine our findings.  Half of the team assembled within a few minutes.  Mike and Chris were still missing.  Harb wasn't around either.  That set my nerves even more on edge.  It was late afternoon on a mild spring day.  I felt disoriented and out of synch with reality.  My inner chronometer wanted to know why the hell it wasn't morning time.  I guess aliens don't go by Eastern Standard Time.

Anil and Kyle were the only other two who'd found the implant.  The others had been lost trying to decipher Sym language.  In other words, they hadn't found out jack squat.  Anil and Kyle had about as much information as I did.

"We need more time with them," Kyle said.

"The Rrilk might not have more time.  The Shaval might kill them today."

He shrugged.  "So we'll do the merge takedown.  No big deal."

Other Alpha members trailed in over the next hour.  They looked as woozy as I felt.  Chris appeared from the ship.  He smiled and my heart fluttered for an instant.  I wondered if that smile was for me.  His eyes seemed warm.  Trying to keep my voice steady, I asked for his report.  Some of the warmth dissipated.  He rattled off a concise report, voice neutral.  My heart sank.  Bethany showed up a few minutes later and my spirits fell lower.  She, however, was energetic as an over-stimulated gerbil.

"I found some totally weird stuff," she said to the group, without looking anywhere near me.  "They have these things in them that help them talk using those air symbols.  My host is a member of a committee sent to investigate how their signal was traced and--" her voice faltered.  "Once they figure out how it was done, and the security hole is plugged, the Rrilk are to continue their job under direct Shaval guidance."

"That's not so bad," Kyle said.

"Actually, it's worse than you think," she said.  "Another crew is being dispatched by something they call tunneling from another job.  Once they're here, the current workforce is to be liquidated."

"Assholes!" Kyle said, slamming one fist into his open palm.  "At least we have time."

"If tunneling is how the Shaval traveled here, then the other workforce could be here in no time," I said.  "Besides, the Rrilk will refuse to work and the Shaval will probably kill them sooner."

We observed the Shaval all day, our nerves on edge.  They spent a good while in the hologram room using the equipment to send messages.  I watched the symbols flash between Diana and Chris's host, Gabriel.  To keep things simple, we'd named some of our hosts after angels.  Ms. Tate would crap a brick if she knew.  Since Diana was standing relatively still, I tried to tap into her.  I hadn't assimilated though so it required tremendous effort on my part.  And when she moved, it broke the connection and left me feeling drained and nauseated.  I understood bits and pieces.  The messages were going to Zalista, a name I'd seen in her memories.  The Shaval still hadn't figured out how their transmissions had been traced.

They brought in Zhrrii and Phiirr, Mike's Rrilk host, for questioning.  Harb's host, the muscular angel, brought them in.  He'd earned the name Azriel since he looked like the ass-kicker of the bunch.  Harb still hadn't shown up but things were moving too fast to worry about him.  A deep evil part of me hoped he'd been swallowed up by Azriel.  Harb was a ticking time bomb.  It was like watching a preacher with Tourette syndrome.  You knew the "Shit!  Balls!" was coming at some point during the sermon, probably while he was slapping you on the forehead during a faith healing.

Diana asked most of the questions.  Phiirr was one of the communications engineers but he hadn't set up the trace.  Kyle and Ciirr had done it.  Phiirr told Diana that he didn't know about the trace which was true.  Zhrrii hadn't known either.  Once we'd discovered the Shaval knew about the trace, we'd decided it'd remain a secret by necessity since Zhrrii and her kind had trouble lying.  Kyle had tweaked Ciirr's memories so he wouldn't remember it but the effort had drained Kyle too much to rely on that ability as a weapon.

Rrilk symbols flashed before Diana.  Phiirr trumpeted back a fearful reply, again denying knowledge.  Diana's eyes flashed with anger.  Her wings whipped out and one batted Phiirr across the floor.  He slid to a halt in a tangle of tentacles making a whimpering noise.  Diana spoke, her strange voice warbling out an angry statement.  Rrilk symbols flashed, translating it:

"I don't have time for games you stupid animal."  She spun to Azriel.  "What do you think?"

He spoke aloud, and the translator interpreted them as well.  "It must have been an accident.  I don't think these creatures are smart enough to do it."

"I gave up my vacation for this?" Diana said.  She made a motion and the Rrilk translator stopped following their conversation.

"This is not good," I said.  "These guys have a superiority complex bigger than Miss Compton's butt."

"And she had the biggest butt of them all," Kyle said.

"If we don't take control of them soon, things will go badly for our Rrilk friends," Anil said.

A red feather drifted nearby and drew my attention.  Nibbles stood watching it.

"Nibbles," I said and picked him up.  He meowed and rubbed his tail over my face.  I laughed.  "Where have you been?  I'm sorry kitty, kitty.  I got so busy that I forgot all about you."

He meowed again then jumped to the floor and stalked the red feather.

"I think Nibbles understands that the Shaval threat comes before his feline feelings," Kyle said.

The Shaval entered their ship after dark to eat.  I called the team together.  Everyone showed up except for Harb.  Nobody knew where he was.  I called him but he was either ignoring me or something had happened to him.  I was pissed but managed to keep from ranting about it.  There was too much to be done.

Almost half of the team was having issues assimilating with their hosts.  The Rrilk had been different, but their gentle, almost simple nature made them easier to understand at least from a purely informational standpoint.  The Shaval were far more complex especially with their implants.  Two members of our team were noticeably pale and weakened from their attempts.  They'd been unable to maintain the meditative wall that kept back the host's flood of consciousness and had to withdraw and recuperate.  

Those of us who had successfully found the implants merged and shared the information with those who hadn't.  I hoped it was enough.

The Shaval continued their investigation until the early morning hours before retiring.  I paced back and forth in Diana's quarters, waiting for her to go to sleep.  She watched messages, presumably from her family back home and recorded a couple of messages.  I understood some Sym, but not enough to make sense.  The images flashed past too quickly.  The image of the handsome male Shaval appeared.  She gazed at it longingly for a few minutes before looking away and waving off the hologram.  She sighed, sounding like a dejected nightingale, then lay down to sleep.  It was hard to reconcile this private version of her with the evil bitch that treated the Rrilk like dirt.

I tapped into her.  After throwing up my wall, I burrowed into her implant.  There was a lot of knowledge stored there just like you'd find on the hard drive of a computer.  Entire documents could be accessed.  It was much different than sorting through her mind.  Even though it was easier to browse the data, I didn't know what to look for.  Whenever she needed a tidbit, her mind accessed the implant and snagged it.  It was like having Google in your brain.  How cool was that?

I decided to play around with it a bit.  I thought about Zalista, taking care to think of the symbol that represented it.  The implant accessed a glut of data then narrowed it to one phrase.

Heart of the democracy.

Interesting.  Where is my home world?

13.45-5.58-99.4-F Zalista.

What is that number?

Delivery address.

Geez, they must have a really advanced post office.

I queried on for quite a while.  I found coordinates for Zalista, found the SSC or Shaval Standard Cycle was equivalent to almost two Earth years, and that Diana was four-hundred cycles old.  She taught Social Core in their early education school.  The course was all about relating to others through friendship, sex, etc.  If humans had ever implemented something like that in our curriculum, we'd have staved off the social retardation that makes some humans such terrible people.

The Shaval government was a pure democracy.  Every vote was sent to the general populace along with the complete verbiage of whatever was being considered.  Every citizen was required to read and vote.  If a citizen missed more than four votes in a cycle without filing for leave of absence, they would lose their citizenship for one cycle and perform worker duties which were usually performed by NSC-BI's like the Rrilk.  NSC-BI meant Non-Sentient Class - Basic Intelligence.  When I queried a list of sentient classes, it came back very short:  Shaval, Lavash, Deneb (extinct*).  The Shaval equivalent of an asterisk pointed to another entry which explained the Deneb were only known by their remains on two planets.  There had been some debate about their sentience, but their space-faring and defensive abilities had won them the distinction.  I also noticed that Lavash was "Shaval" spelled backwards.  Whose idea of a joke was that?

I pulled up a list of NSC-BIs.  Twenty names came up.  Besides the Rrilk and two more, every single one was marked extinct.  Humans were last on the list.  It made me so angry I wanted to kill my host.  I had to withdraw from her before I did something irreversible.  I hovered over her, my fists balled and teeth clenched to keep from screaming at her.  They had no right to determine sentience or to snuff out anyone who didn't meet their qualifications.  I wanted to totally possess Diana and walk her into the mouth of a giant centipede.  These assholes had messed with the wrong planet.

I tapped into her again after I wrestled my mind back to a state of calm.  The Shaval had thousands of pages of legal code defining and classifying life forms.  It all boiled down to a few basics.  If a species could protect themselves from the Shaval, they were regarded as sentient.  If not, they'd be lumped with the rejects.  If their species didn't present any advantages to the Shaval, they'd be scheduled for eventual extermination depending on how desirable the planet was and how likely the species was to develop into a threat over the next few hundred cycles.

Humans had been discovered several thousand Earth years ago but not studied until sometime in the caveman days.  There was even a graph that factored in thousands of qualities to determine our threat vector.  That vector was a plateau until the early 1900's when it shot up sharply.  Apparently within the next two hundred years we might have posed a threat.  I had news for the Shaval.  

They'd fast-forwarded the timeline.






  

Chapter 22
 

 

We info-dumped all over each other the next day.  Harb showed up looking pleased as the cat who ate the canary.  Surely by now he'd figured out that Azriel was nothing more than a Shaval thug.  I didn't mention it to him.  No sense stirring him up.

"I know how we died," Kyle said.

All eyes focused on him.  I spoke first.  "Well spit it out."

"About fifteen years ago they captured a hundred humans from all over the planet and infected them with a DNA-based virus that spread by skin-to-skin contact.  They tried the same thing over two hundred years ago but our immune systems adapted and bred out the strain."

I almost said Nick's name aloud.  He'd been a carrier.  There was no other explanation for it.  "So the virus activated after a certain time?" I asked.

"It activated on a signal from a probe they stationed near Saturn.  Someone flipped a switch and we died."

"How the hell could they infect the entire planet in fifteen years?" Mike asked.  "That's over six billion people."

"Skin-to-skin contact would spread like wildfire.  It probably remained active on surfaces infected people touched for a while too."

"Monsters," Bethany said, tears in her eyes.

I still hadn't spilled the beans on the list of species the Shaval had made extinct.  I figured now was as good a time as any.  Mike was nearly apoplectic by the time I finished.  Anil simply closed his eyes and shook his head.  Harb, who hadn't said a word, was grinning.  I wondered what was going on in that insane little mind of his but I didn't ask.

The same two people who'd had problems tapping into their hosts were still having issues.  I pulled them aside after the meeting.  Alex and Missy were two of the most dedicated people I'd met but I would replace them with Beta team members if necessary.  No sense fooling around when you've got the End of the World Part II to worry about.  I told them what was on my mind.

"I'm sorry, Lucy," Alex said.  "If there's someone better, maybe you should replace me now."

They'd worked out so well with the Rrilk and I couldn't understand why they were suddenly having issues with the Shaval.  There were no guarantees anyone else would be better.  "Two more days," I said, holding up two fingers to emphasize my point.  "Please make it work.  Talk to Anil right now and see if he can point out what you're doing wrong."

I checked on the Shaval as they ate a breakfast consisting of earthly fruits.  Diana was praising the qualities of mangos in her singing voice.

"This planet has potential.  I may apply for the resource committee," she said.

Alex's host, Kutiel, seemed uneasy, an unnatural look for such angelic looking creatures.  "Something is wrong in this place.  I cannot sleep without dreaming about the creatures who once dominated this world."

"We've done nothing but study this place since joining the Committee on the Irregular Communications Trace by Worker Zhrrii."  Diana sampled another bite of mango.  "I suffer dreams after studying things in great length.  It could also be an implant issue."

"I've been having very unsettling dreams too," Missy's host, Cassiel, said.  "I see rotting corpses.  I feel hate and anger to the point that I almost hate myself when I wake up."

"That's very similar to my experience," Kutiel said.  "Could there be dangerous disease vectors on this planet left unaccounted?"

"Absolutely not," Diana said.  "The Committee on Alien Environmental Disease Control and Prevention ran many tests on this planet with our nanomed immune system and found it easily defended against all forms of infection here."

"What about the Committee on Alien Environmental Toxic Studies?"

Diana warbled a melodic sigh.  "All committees charged with health studies gave their full reports some time ago.  Your implant should have all pertinent information.  Really, you two, I would not want to report you for failure to understand the duties charged by being a member of this committee."

I wondered how many damned committees the Shaval had.  Did they have a committee meeting about bathroom breaks too?  This conversation worried me.  Alex and Missy were not holding back their own thoughts from their hosts.  I called Anil and confirmed that he was working with the pair.  Both of them had acute inferiority complexes about the Shaval.  He advised me to look for replacements.

Not what I wanted to hear, but I didn't have time for mistakes.  I called on potential candidates.  Only one of them was an original member of my group.  The rest were from Harb's contingent.  I agonized over the decision.  Nibbles paid me a visit.  His motorboat purring soothed my nerves.  Then he bounded away, fascinated by the downy wings of a Shaval.

As the next sleep cycle drew near, I brought in Alex and Missy.

"I need you to be completely honest with me," I said.  "If you can't do this, tell me right now.  I've chosen replacements who can take over tonight."

"I feel much better about things today," Missy said.

Alex looked toward the Shaval ship.  His shoulders slumped and a tear streamed down his cheek.  "I don't think I can do it, Lucy.  I'm a failure."

Missy put an arm around his shoulder and hugged him.

"Thanks for being honest, Alex," I said.  "You're very valuable to us no matter what.  You've done great work with the Rrilk and I want you to continue to help out with them."

He wiped away the tear, nodded, and left.  Missy departed for the Shaval ship.

I breathed a partial sigh of relief.  At least I wouldn't have to assign a Shaval to one of Harb's lackeys.  I called Ben, my candidate, and told him I'd need him.

"Lucy, I've done a lot of thinking, and I don't think I'm cut out for this assignment.  My religious upbringing is going to make this…difficult."

"Ben, I really need you."

He shook his head.  "I can't get it out of my head that they might actually be working for God."  He snorted.  "I didn't think it would be a problem.  But it is."

I tried to talk sense to him but it was no good.  I felt the rock against my back and the hard place against my chest.  Damn.  Picking someone I felt remotely comfortable with from Harb's group had been hard.  The girl, nicknamed Pandi, seemed the best choice, mainly because she was the only female in Harb's group of immature boys.  Although very young, her green eyes sparkled with intelligence but also an unsettling hint of mischief.  I got the feeling that Harb felt threatened by her and that was a good thing.  Being female didn't hurt.  Call me biased.

She agreed immediately with delight on her face.  It must have been quite a move up going from orphan to angel.  Something about that thought nagged me.  Then again, it would be pretty cool taking control of Diana and flexing those big pretty wings of hers.  I hadn't felt that with Zhrrii and she was far more noble a being than these uppity Shaval.  What sort of universe gives dominance to the alien race that wins the intergalactic beauty contest?

Okay, so maybe humans did that very thing all the time.

I sent Pandi on her merry way to her host.  Anil called me and asked how things had gone.  He wasn't surprised by Ben's decision.

"He's been uptight since the Shaval came.  I had a feeling he might decline."

"A warning would've been nice."

"Sorry, Lucy, I've been busy.  A lot of people are concerned about what the Shaval represent symbolically if not literally."

"Maybe they visited our planet back in the Stone Age and that's where this entire angel myth came from.  I know I'd be freaking out if I was Mr. Joe Caveman and saw a dude with wings."

"You may be right.  The Shaval implants have an impressive amount of information stored on them, but for a race as ancient as theirs, I'd bet they have larger databases on Zalista."

"Keep me informed," I said then realized how bossy that sounded.  "You know, uh, if you have a chance."

He laughed.  "If anything really alarms me, you'll be the first to know."

I disconnected and found Diana.  She had just finished cleaning in her mist shower thing, whatever it was, and was drying.  As I had with Zhrrii, I felt time nipping at my heels.  Tonight I planned to merge completely with her and to take control.  I felt reasonable confident.  I'd identified her important thought processes and had a basic understanding of how her body worked.  She went through her typical ritual, complete with shedding a few tears for whoever the hunky angel man was and went to bed with a soft sigh and flutter of her wings.  She looked kind of cute for an Amazonian with wings.

Before attempting the merge, I tapped into her and eased myself into her mind.  The first night had been like listening for the faint noise of a radio while a tornado roared nearby.  The complexity and depth of her thought processes rivaled those of Nick's when he wasn't drunk.  She had the same worries as most humans.  Money, relationships, family.  She worried about how her students were doing while she was away.  She worried about the upkeep in her apartment.  She wondered what the hunky angel man was doing and whether he'd found someone else.  Apparently he'd been her life mate at one point, but I hadn't dug much into her personal business so far.  Now that I wanted to control her, it was time to learn some of that stuff so I could at least act like her when the time was right.

As Diana entered the deepest stage of sleep, I decided it was time to try.  One by one I felt her senses come to me.  I felt her toes (all twelve of them), her twenty-four fingers, her four arms all send tactile information to me.  I left Diana's consciousness slumbering and opened her eyes.  She slept without a pillow, her head turned to the side.  I hated sleeping like that, but her neck seemed flexible enough that it didn't cause discomfort.  I wiggled her extremities.  I'd thought tentacles felt weird to control.  Four arms was something entirely different.  At least with Zhrrii the feeling was completely alien to me.  Diana felt almost human so the addition of two more arms threw me off.  I pushed up to her knees with all four arms.  Her wings--my wings slapped convulsively against the bed and I fell off balance onto my back, flailing with all four arms.

My wings retracted by reflex and braced my fall.  I couldn't figure out how to relax them so I could roll over on my stomach.  I lay there for several minutes feeling stupid and helpless.  I experimented until the wings curled around me.  I rolled to my stomach and eased myself onto my knees.  I stood.  One wing flared for balance automatically.  It startled me and I jerked to the other side, nearly capsizing myself again while chirping like a startled sparrow.

After a quarter hour of practice, I was able to flex, spread my wings and retract them.  The feeling was indescribable.  I wanted to get a running start and fly.  Flying as a ghost felt light and sometimes immaterial.  Actually flapping wings and feeling their raw power against the wind would be incredible.  I flapped them hard, sending a breeze through the room and lifting off the ground a few inches.

I see Father as he takes me into the fledglings park.  He laughs as I flap my tiny wings, newly dusted with down.  They are just large enough to provide the lift I need.  I run and flap, flap, flap.  The wind rushes against my bare legs.  My feet come off the ground.  I chirrup in surprise, lose my balance and fall.  Father and I laugh.  I brush myself off and try again.  This time I keep my legs stiff behind me and keep my balance.  I climb into the air, laboring for several minutes before gliding back to the waiting arms of Father.  I am exhausted but the pride in Father's eyes make everything worth it.

I snapped back from the sudden onslaught of memories, dizzy but full of joy.  Diana's father looked awfully familiar.  He and the hunky man angel looked very much alike but they weren't the same individual.  Did she have daddy issues?  I mused over that and stretched my wings, eager to fly.

But now wasn't the time to take my naked host outside for flying lessons.  Nor was it the time to be reminiscing about her father or fairy tale childhood, considering this was going on while an anonymous committee on Zalista was planning to wipe out human civilization.  At the very least, it showed they were every bit as mortal as we were.  They were just as vulnerable and just as killable.  I hated the thought of killing such perfect beings.

I cringed.  My host's thoughts were starting to affect me more than I'd realized.  Perfect beings my ass.

And then Diana woke up.

 






  

Chapter 23
 

 

I panicked.

I'd learned the triggers that were supposed to keep Diana's conscious mind asleep but stupidly I hadn't used them.  I had to know them.  I couldn't allow her to regain consciousness while I controlled her body.  That would be very bad. 

Zhrrii and I had practiced consciousness triggers.  She told me it was like going to sleep and waking up without a clue it had happened.  Since I knew what triggers to activate, it shouldn't be hard to keep her consciousness asleep but my mind drew a blank.  She was still groggy, just on the fringe of knowing she wasn't dreaming.  I focused and threw up the walls in those places that should put her back to sleep.  She resisted.  I found a point I'd missed and blocked it too.  She winked back out again.

I warbled a sigh of relief.  Close call.  If she'd realized someone else was in charge of her body, it would not have been good.  Then I realized why she'd woken up.  I'd been so absorbed with her inner workings that I'd not realized the basic call of nature pressed hard on her bladder.  Stupid me.

I stepped into the bathroom and activated the mirror display to look at my new body.  

Damn, I'm smokin' hot.

Then I figured out how to make the solid holographic version of a Shaval toilet and relieved myself.  I had to stand in a certain spot to activate it.  A little seat formed under me, took in the waste, and vanished.  I wondered what it did with it.  Maybe vaporized it into the air.  The thought of breathing in my own pee grossed me out.

I toyed around with the holographic technology in her room, familiarizing myself with it and how her implant interfaced with my thoughts to supply tidbits of info I needed.  The implant stored tons of data, but not experience.  I could think about engineering and things that Diana didn't know how to do.  The data was there, but it was like reading an instruction manual at light speed.

Most of their technology was holographic.  Their holos could be solid like the bed or ethereal as a ghost.  Pretty nifty stuff.  That was how their clothes worked too.  I mentally upped the number of shoes I could own by a power of infinity.  Whatever you could imagine could be made.  I wondered how Shaval clothes designers made a living.  The answer sprang to mind from my implant.  Like I said, nifty stuff.

  After breathing a sigh of relief, I got back to work, this time studying Diana's relationship to the other Shaval in her committee.  

The Shaval did everything by committee.  The Shaval Committee on Central Control was the rough equivalent of a parliament or congress, except it was about half the size of what we'd had in the United States.  Every city and organizational unit had a CCC named after itself.  The SCCC was the central committee that all the universal bills went through for vetting.  They could return the bill for revisions if it had problems.  If it met a basic standard, it was published to the Shaval equivalent of the Internet which was available through their implants.  Each voter had one month to consider the bill and to vote on it in that time.

I wondered how they kept crazy people from submitting crap to the SCCC all the time.  It seemed like committee members would spend every minute going through a slush pile of crap a mile deep.  The implant, of course sent me the answer.  If an individual submitted two bills in a row that failed either by vote or by basic computer analysis vetting, they'd lose submission rights for a year.  Their version of a computer vetted every submission before the committee received it by using some complex algorithm I didn't want to know about.

After my brush with Shaval Politics 101, I knew we were in even more trouble than I'd thought.  I had hoped to find out who the central authority was for making stuff happen and controlling them.  A president, dictator, or some kind of royalty would have been easier to deal with.  Our team could take control of key people and change the policy toward Earth.  Make it off limits.  But since everyone got a vote and there was no one single authority everyone bowed to, there was no weak link to fix.

I thought about controlling the central committee and sending out a bill that would put Earth off limits.  Several hundred Shaval had done that very thing over the centuries.  Some bills tried to ban interference with alien life, some banned exploiting Earth by name (in the Shaval language of course) and others tried various legal maneuvers to ban the practice of classifying creatures as non-sentient.  All failed by billions of votes.  After a time, the computer automatically rejected bills with language even remotely similar and would continue to do so until a successful paradigm shift vote was taken on the matter.  It made my head spin.  I'd thought human politics were confusing.

So the matter was crystal clear if that crystal were bathing in a mud pit.  I gritted Diana's perfect teeth and dug back into the seemingly endless amount of information on Shaval politics.  Over ten thousand Earth years ago they'd had a monarchy which had been amicably dissolved and evolved into the democracy they had today.  On the one hand they seemed so very enlightened and on the other three hands crazy Medieval.  I looked through the data on Earth compiled by hundreds of committees over hundreds of years.  

The Committee on Shaval Extraterrestrial Defensive Initiatives had recommended immediate eradication of humans due to our rapid advances and warlike nature.  The Committee on Intergalactic Nature Preservation asked for Earth to be kept pristine, sans humans, of course.  The Committee on Extraterrestrial Sentience declared humans intelligent but non-sentient which gave the green light to the Committee on Selective Eradication to tell the Committee on Eradication Implementation to come up with a suitable method for ridding the universe of humans.  Then a Committee on Earth Matters was formed after the fifty plus other committees which dealt with extraterrestrial affairs reached consensus on the size and scope of that committee.

Considering that humans had bred out the first attempt at DNA poisoning, they'd likened humans to the Shaval equivalent of a cockroach.

It was ridiculous.  Especially after finding an audio file and hearing Earth pronounced as warble, warble, chirp, trill, warble, trill.  In their symbolic language, Sym, Earth's name literally translated into numeric coordinates based on the Shaval Known Universe or SKU.  Oh, and they used acronyms for everything.  If I'd thought acronyms in English were irritating, it was even more so translating them from Shaval spoken and Sym languages.  In other words, finding a solution meant digging through the digital equivalent of reams of information and then reams of definitions for acronyms.  I trilled in exasperation.  Coming from Diana's throat it sounded cute instead of angry.  I tried to growl, but sounded like an irritated sparrow.  My research seemed pointless.

Then I found the weakness.

I laughed and clapped all four hands in glee at the discovery.  It was so simple and right in front of my eyes the entire time.  Well, most of the time.  The SKU (Shaval Known Universe) was kept in the CD (Central Database) on Zalista.  Multiple copies propagated to thousands of different locations like planets and bases, but the CD was considered the authority.  Once a change was made, it would trickle out to the other cloned databases located on Shaval controlled territories.  If we simply erased data about Earth from the SKU in the CD then the SCCC and every other acronym the Shaval could throw at us wouldn't matter.  We could make pretend Earth never existed and the Shaval in all their terrible awesomeness might never find us again.

The kicker, of course, was finding the right people who could change the SKU.  That meant a field trip to Zalista landed on the agenda.  I dug around in the implant for information about the SKU.  The advantage of the Shaval democracy was that nothing was top secret or hidden.  Freedom of information was top priority amongst citizens and since no committee held broad or absolute power, it was nearly impossible to keep anything a secret.  On the other hand, things could take forever to progress.  If the Shaval weren't such monsters I would marvel at their wonderfully open form of government.  It didn't translate.  How could such a seemingly perfect society have no regard for any other intelligent life?

They didn't even have religion bogging them down.  No superstitions frightened them into taking up torches and pitchforks against monsters.  They were logical but still colored by emotion.  They were more kind to dumb animals than to intelligent species.  Or maybe they had contempt for species with potential that hadn't risen to their level.  Maybe they simply wanted to win.  It made me feel ill, like finding out the perfect couple next door are brutal assassins and hate dogs.

I eventually found the names of those Shaval who controlled the Committee on Central Database Updates.  Another committee controlled the information for the SKU, but after studying the duties of that committee, I knew the update committee was the right one.  All 13 members had to agree on changes and updates.  Each would provide an individual random encryption key that was used by the database administrator to update specific items.  The administrator himself had no access to the data without those encryptions keys.  Every major section of the database had a controlling committee that would submit their own token symbols to the database update committee.

I studied the flow of data until my brain ached.  Unless I was terribly mistaken, which was a frequent enough occurrence, we needed to control the database update committee and one of the database administrators.  We would issue a maintenance command and use that to remove information about Earth.  We weren't without hackers in our midst.  A couple in Alpha were really good.  But this was alien technology.  We'd have better luck assimilating a Shaval hacker if such a being existed.  With the total freedom of access to information they enjoyed, there might not be Shaval malcontents lurking behind holographic keyboards, drinking Shaval soft drinks, and munching on Cheezy Poofs.

The hologram console lit up, bathing Diana's room with reddish light.  The symbol for "emergency" flashed.  I answered without thinking.  Azriel shrieked something about insanity and disconnected.  I used Diana's magical clothes wand and materialized a simple green gown to preserve her modesty.  I opened the portal to the hallway and rushed down it.  Other Shaval emerged from their room, eyes bleary and confused.  Azriel shouted again, motioning us outside.  I followed.

Missy's host, Cassiel, was struggling with Chris's chubby host, Gabriel. Cassiel was yelling that he knew what was causing the dreams, and pointing in the direction of the Rrilk cube.  He had something in his hand that looked like a black pen, similar to the silver one I'd used to make clothes for Diana.  Gabriel was trying to grab it from him.  My implant spat out an answer to my subconscious query.  The black pen was a weapon.  A remarkably deadly one.  Diana's knowledge of Cassiel was limited, but she knew he was not irrational.  None of them would touch a weapon unless the guardian, i.e. Azriel, told them it was necessary.

My heart thumped.  I focused with my ghost eyes, looked around, and saw Anil and other alpha team members standing there.  Chris wasn't present.  Anil gazed at me.

"You in there Lucy?"

I nodded.  It might look crazy to the other Shaval if I spoke to thin air.

"Chris is in Gabriel.  Something went wrong.  Missy lost consciousness during the merge and when she came to, Cassiel was running for a weapon, saying he knew why he was having strange dreams."

I couldn't speak to Anil, not there.  He could understand me if I spoke in Shaval, but the other Shaval were too close now.  I saw a lone figure watching from behind Anil and the others.  It was Harb.  He looked amused.  I wanted to scream at him, tell him to get off his ass and do something.  But I couldn't leave Diana without her waking up and wondering just what the hell she was doing outside with her hair looking such a mess.

Cassiel broke free of Gabriel's grip and stomped toward the Rrilk cube.  The other Shaval followed, too confused to know which course of action to take.  I wished I had a weapon.  My implant told me where to get one in the ship.  I raced back inside and pulled a black pen device from a rack.  It really was no larger than a ballpoint pen to Diana's large hands.  To human hands it might be the size of a drumstick--the musical kind, not the tasty chicken part.  I caught up with the others as they entered the cube's cryo-chamber.

What was he doing?

He activated a retrieval unit.  The robotic arm grabbed a container and placed it on the floor.  I realized with a shock what it was.  It was the container with our bodies in it.

"The beings here are not completely dead," Cassiel said.  "The dreams we have, they are caused by the quantum energy imprints of these beings.  They are trying to take over our bodies."

My mouth dropped.  I looked at Anil.  "How do you know this?" I asked.

"One of them confided in me and told me their plan.  She said she didn't agree with it and told me everything of their plot.  At first I thought insanity or sickness was infecting me, but she convinced me otherwise."

"This is not logical," I said.  "What is in the container?"

"Their bodies."

"I recommend he be evaluated," I said.  "These beings are dead.  Are you suggesting they exist in some afterlife?  Preposterous."  I tried to used Diana's somewhat haughty tone to my advantage.  The others seemed to be leaning my way.

I saw Anil tap into his host, Hadriel.  He hovered for a moment, then merged.  Hadriel slumped ever so slightly during the switchover.  Anil turned to me and winked.

"I agree.  You may be sick, Cassiel."

Cassiel narrowed his eyes.  "Some of you may even be under their control this very moment.  We'll find out soon enough."  He aimed the weapon at the row of gel-encased bodies inside the container.  "Because I know how to kill them for good now."

"No!" I shouted and dove for him.  My wings flared open, knocking everyone aside.  I stumbled and fell against the container in time to see a blinding white light lance from the weapon and into the first gel-encased body.  I had no idea whose it was.  The laser vaporized it to nothing.

Hadriel gasped and slumped.  Time seemed to slow to a crawl.  Anil floated free of Hadriel.  His eyes locked with mine.  I felt the weight of that look, almost as if in that split instant he transferred a mountain to my shoulders.  He vanished.






  

Chapter 24
 

 

I screamed.

Hadriel dropped to the floor unconscious.

Chris, using Gabriel, punched Cassiel in the face.  Cassiel dropped the weapon and fell over backward.  The rest of my team merged into their hosts.  Some couldn't take control but managed to stun them or lock them out.

I fell to my knees and sobbed over Hadriel's inert form.  We had lost our real leader, the one who knew how to teach; the one with infinite patience.  Most important, the one we could all trust with our lives.

Kyle walked over to me in his host, Bob.  He didn't think the Shaval deserved angelic names.  Well, it was his host.  He could name him anything he wanted.  Bob laid a hand on my shoulder.  He remained silent for a moment, then squeezed my arm.

"We need to lock them up, Lucy."

"Do what you want.  Leave me alone."

"For what it's worth, I'm gonna miss him too."

I stood and shrugged his hand off my shoulder.  I looked blankly into the distance.  "He was the best of us.  I don't know what to do now."

"I'll take care of this mess."

"Find that traitorous bitch and bring her to me."

"Missy?  She can't be the traitor."

"She was in control.  Cassiel clearly identified a female as telling him what to do."

"I'll take care of it.  Maybe you should rest."

I nodded.  Diana's body was thirsty and hungry.  The weight of her flesh pressed against me.  I needed a break from her.  I went into the ship and had it prepare breakfast.  It was ecstasy being able to eat--really eat--once again and it helped me escape from the horrible weight in my chest.  Anil, I miss you already.  After I was full I walked back to the Rrilk ship.  Kyle had fashioned part of the cargo area into a prison.  His Rrilk host, Ciirr controlled access to it.  I walked Diana into an empty cell.  They locked her inside.  Kyle abandoned Bob in his cell as well.  I checked each cell until they were all accounted for.  I noticed even Azriel was locked in his cell.  I'd been afraid Harb might not cooperate.  He, however, was nowhere to be found.

After resting for a while, I merged with Zhrrii and filled her in on the grim news.  Phiirr, Anil's host, was particularly sad.  He'd had many interesting philosophical discussions with Anil during their merges.

"Anil may have been human, but he thought like Rrilk," Phiirr said.  "And I never found out what a Twinkie was."

Considering how gentle and noble the Rrilk were, I considered that a compliment of the highest order.

The Shaval, on the other hand, were pissed.  Diana still didn't know what had happened.  Only Azriel and a few others had witnessed the fiasco while in full control of themselves.  As a result, they had quite a few questions.  Zhrrii and her people herded the Shaval into one room.  The Rrilk were deathly afraid of the weapons and refused to use them so Kyle and Mike merged with their Shaval hosts to do the loathsome duty.

"Your race has committed a horrendous crime against mine," I said to the gathered Shaval.  I had merged with Diana and kept her consciousness awake so she could hear what I had to say.  "Without thought or care, genocide was perpetrated against my people so you could use our planet as a plaything."

"What are you talking about, Diana?" One of the less-informed Shaval said.

"The former sentient beings on this planet," I said, placing an emphasis on "sentient".

"There were no sentient beings here," Gabriel said.  "The committees studied it with care."

"As the life force of a former inhabitant, I'm telling you to forget what the committees said.  We can take control of you whenever we wish.  We could make you kill yourselves and be done with it."

Gabriel's eyes widened and his wings looped protectively around his torso.  "What do you want?"

"To be left alone."

"Nonsense," Azriel said.  "We killed you once and we will finish the job."

"Brave words, guardian."  I gave him a contemptuous look.  Diana had some awesome facial expressions for that.  "Maybe you'll be the first we kill."

"Then get on with it, fiend.  No matter what your powers, you're not sentient.  You're abominations, weak underdeveloped monstrosities, small of body, small of mind, and empty of the spark of sentience."

I really wanted to hit Azriel.  Right in the crotch.  What would a sentient being do?  "I don't know how your people define sentience, but we came back from the dead.  So stick that in your pipe and smoke it, bub."

Azriel looked confused by the last part.  I guess Earth idioms don't translate so well into Shaval.

"We're in the hands of animals," Cassiel whined.  "We're doomed, I tell you, doomed."

At least I knew who the optimist of the bunch was.

"None of you are doomed.  Not unless you really piss me off.  Then I'll introduce you to the Committee on Whoop Ass."

Bethany's host, Laylah, gave me a sour look.  "How do we know Diana hasn't simply sided with these…creatures?"  She waved her hand at the Rrilk.  "Filthy things.  I don't know why--"

She started dancing a jig.  Laylah's eyes grew wide and she trilled out a scream.  I'd had a few of my team prep for merges in case I needed to prove anything.  The other Shaval backed away from Laylah until their backs were against the walls.  Laylah started walking like an Egyptian and I stifled a laugh.

"Enough," I said, motioning for Bethany to stop.  "Over the next couple of days, we're going to share our pain with you.  You'll get a real education about Earth and what you've destroyed.  At that point, you'll be asked to help us willingly."

"Never," Azriel said, slashing his hand in the air.

"I'll help you," Gabriel said.

I waited a moment until Gabriel shook his head.  Chris was in there, checking him out.

"Gabriel, quick hint:  Don't lie while you have a mind-reading ghost inside your head."

His face turned red and he looked away.

I left Diana's body and waited for the others to join me in one of the cargo bays.  The cavernous bay was empty, save for scattered gray containers a few hundred yards away.

"What do you think?" I asked, once everyone arrived.  Missy was conspicuous in her absence.

"I don't think they're capable of allying with us," Kyle said.

Chris nodded.  "Agreed.  Just like the Rrilk have no concept of lying, these guys have no concept of any other species being their equal.  It would be like us letting monkeys tell us what to do."

"Maybe we would be better off flinging poop in their faces," Kyle said.

I raised an eyebrow.  "Um, let's try to educate them anyway," I said.  "Maybe after they've lived with an active human mind in their heads they'll identify."

"Who's taking Hadriel and Cassiel?" Mike asked.

I glared at him and he looked away.  "Where's Missy?  I want to ask her some questions, face-to-face.  Like why she betrayed us to these elitist bastards."

"She claims she lost consciousness, Luce," Kyle said.  "I don't think she did it."

I fought to maintain control of my emotions.  I wanted to tear into that stupid incompetent girl.  "I want her brought to justice."

"You don't have to look far," Missy said, walking into the circle.  "I didn't do it."

I flitted right up to her and chest bumped her like some testosterone-fueled retard.  "Like hell you didn't.  You killed Anil."  I slapped her with everything I had.

She staggered back a few feet.  Regained her balance and stared at me, tears in her eyes.  "I loved Anil.  I would never do anything to hurt him.  Never.  I love you and my sisters and brothers here.  I believe in what we're doing."

"It was a female voice telling Cassiel what to do, Missy.  A female.  Your host.  Explain that, please.  Nobody else can just jump into another person's host while they're inside without them knowing.  Even so it takes hours to open up two-way communication with a new host."

"I don't know," she said.  "I don't remember anything."

"Maybe her unconscious mind was dreaming," Kyle said.  "Maybe Cassiel picked up on that."

I growled and turned away.  Part of me wanted to find the concrete cause of the problem and beat the tar out of it.  Another part hurt because I'd believed in Missy.  Even if it had been a mistake, what if it happened again?  I turned back to the group.

"I don't know what happened.  Maybe you betrayed us, maybe you just messed up.  Bottom line, we can't afford for it to happen again."

"We don't have enough volunteers to control the Shaval," Jane said.  "I vote we keep her."

"Fine, a vote.  Who's in favor?"

Six hands went up.

"Opposed?"

Six more hands.  I hadn't voted yet.  I stared at Missy.  I remembered the dedication she'd shown.  Never once had she failed with the Rrilk.  But this mistake cost a life.  Anil's life.  I bit my lower lip.  Anil would probably believe her.  Anil would let her prove herself.  Plus, Jane was right.  We didn't have enough people right now and despite my threats against the Shaval, I didn't want to murder them.

"Missy, you're back.  But we have to keep an eye on you."

She brushed away her tears and nodded.  "Thank you."

I turned to the others, trying to remain calm.  Trying not to let my doubt worm into my resolve. "Reeducation starts soon, folks.  Let's get started."

The group dispersed.  I trudged outside and sat on a tree stump.  My thoughts were heavy with Anil.  I missed him so much.  Grief welled up inside, choking me with pain.

Someone sat next to me.  I jerked upright and wiped my eyes.

"Hi," Chris said.

"Hi."  I trembled with desire for his touch, for a friendly hug.

"I've been really unfair to you."

"Chris--"

"Hush for once, Lucy.  Let me finish."

I nodded.

"After assimilating the Rrilk and Shaval, I learned what it must've been like merging with Nick."  He sighed.  "It's like a drug.  You feel—actually feel—life!  Life pumping through you, hot blood in your veins, and the real world against your flesh.  It's amazing.  It's like living again."

"I know."

"Anil told me about your fears with Nick.  In retrospect, I think you did the right thing."

I managed a faint smile, remembering that conversation with Anil.  I'd told him everything, more than anyone else.  I'd trusted him that much.  I loved Anil as a brother.  But I didn't love him in the same way I did Chris.  I wanted Chris, wanted to feel him against me again, his lips pressed to mine, his strong arms braced against the small of my back, his breath on my neck.

Chris touched me tentatively on the shoulder.  "I want to be your friend.  I want to fix things between us."

My heart dropped into my stomach.  I fought to keep the tremble from my lips.  I stood up.  "Sure." I held out my hand and shook his.  "Friends."

"Wait, Lucy--"

"Yes?"

"Are you sure you're okay with this?"

"Absolutely fine."  I almost popped a figurative blood vessel trying to keep back the tears.

He stood and hugged me, but it felt reticent, like he wasn't sure how to do it properly or had never hugged a woman.  In short, it was awkward.  I bit my lip harder to keep from crying and shambled away.  When I was sure he was gone, I bawled and cursed Bethany, Nick, and most of all, my own stupidity.  I had lost him.  Me.

"Get a hold of yourself, idiot," I said slapping my cheek.  "There's a world to save first.  Then you can feel sorry for yourself."  It seemed a fair deal, so I took it.

My head tingled with the sensation of an incoming call.  I answered but it took a moment to figure out who it was.

Robby?

Lucy, where have you been all this time?

Sorry, kiddo.  Aliens, giant bugs, end of the world stuff to deal with.  You know how it is.

Giant bugs?  Really?

Yeah.  I felt guilty.  I hadn't talked to him for a while.  Not since Ms. Tate and her goons had tried to force my conversion.

I need you, Lucy.

I'm sorry, hon.  I never did make that bed or tuck you in, did I?

No but that's okay.  This is really big and bad.

What is?

Mom and Dad are gone.

I gritted my teeth.  They'd promised not to take off and abandon Robby again.  I'll find them, honey.  And give them a verbal thrashing too.

I know where they are.  I can talk to them but they can't come to me.

What do you mean?

Ms. Tate took them.  They say they can't get away.






  

Chapter 25
 

 

I disconnected from Robby and contacted Mom.  She didn't answer.  I tried Dad but didn't get a response.  As if the end of the world wasn't enough, now I had issues on the home front.  But how could Ms. Tate hold two ghosts against their will?  It didn't make sense.  I tried calling them a few more times but had no luck.  I already had a black knot of stress in my guts and this doubled it.

Kyle contacted his parents after I told him.  His parents were elusive about it, saying some people were ignoring the truth, that we were making things worse by interfering with God's will.  Kyle wanted to flit to them straight away but I convinced him not to.

"Something bad is going on in Heavenly," I said.  "But we have too much to do here first.  If the Shaval have their way, none of this will matter."

He clenched his jaw.  "We need to take care of this before we leave the planet at least.  Hell only knows what Ms. Tate has been up to."

"I agree.  We at least need to check it out."  I tried to sound reasonable, but on the inside my emotions tore at me to take immediate action.  I couldn't afford to rush in.  Not after my last encounter with Ms. Tate and the realization that she and her goons could physically hold me in place somehow.  There were rules about our states of being that I still didn't understand.

The next few days stretched on forever as we worked on the Shaval issues.  Another committee from Zalista queried them about their status.  They had to report to another committee, naturally, since the Shaval probably took a dump by committee.  As Diana, I stalled for time, telling them there were technical issues with the transmitter in question and that the trace may have been caused by a fault caused by falling debris or ionic discharge in the atmosphere.

Kyle's the one who came up with that BS.  The committee we were to issue a final report to was a defense committee of sorts.  They didn't want intelligent alien races knowing their zip code just in case said aliens had the capacity to do damage.  We figured once we gave them a final report, the committees would forget about Earth, and once we deleted Earth from their database, that would be that.

But the Shaval weren't coming to our side.  If anything, they viewed our old lives as pathetic and anything but self aware.  In fact, they talked about us after the sessions.

Diana rolled her eyes at Gabriel after our latest session.  "This high school society proves without a doubt that humans possessed low levels of intelligence but absolutely no self awareness.  When Alice made the other girls hate Sally simply because of her choice in fashion apparel, it was abhorrent."

Gabriel nodded.  "And the emphasis on their brutal sports is further proof.  The primitive male players received the attention of the most desirable females while intelligent males were derided."

So says the fat brainy Shaval, I thought.

Okay, so life as a teenager probably wasn't the best thing to share with aliens.  But it had been a part of us.  Maybe the entire human race had acted like teenagers in high school compared to the almighty Shaval, but there were good sides to us as well.  Jane came closest to breaking through by sharing memories of her as a child and her father playing with her.  The female Shaval reacted most favorably to those memories, but they still didn't convince them we were anything but intelligent animals with no place in their universe.

"Even mindless animals can express love," Bethany's host, Laylah said.

I called things off after a week.  So much for winning the hearts and minds of elitist aliens.  Trying to prove sentience was like trying to prove God didn't exist to Ms. Tate.  The controlling committee on Zalista was asking for a wrap-up of duties.  That meant killing off Zhrrii and her crew, and any other crews that might know the location of Zalista.  A replacement Rrilk crew would be arriving any day and the pressure was making me more irritable than usual.

"The Shaval aren't going to see our side of things," I said.  "And we don't need all of them anyway."

"You aren't going to kill them, are you?" Jane asked.  The rest of the group had the same question in their eyes.

"Of course not.  We only need a couple of Shaval to accompany us to Zalista.  Once there, we locate the key individuals we need and assimilate them."

"What about the ones we leave here?"

"They'll be cared for by the Rrilk.  Two Rrilk will accompany us as well just in case something goes really wrong."

"And the replacement crews?"  Kyle asked.

"Zhrrii will explain things to them.  It shouldn't be a problem.  The Shaval ship will get us to Zalista in a couple of days.  It shouldn't take more than a day to find the committee members, and a week or so to assimilate them and have them take the vote.  Once we get the encryption key, we assimilate the database administrator, use the encryption key, and delete all record of Earth from the database.  Then we return to Earth.  The Shaval here will be welcome to live out the rest of their days on Earth.  Preferably in Antarctica or in the middle of a gator-infested swamp."

"What about the other committees that dealt with Earth?" Jane asked.  "Won't they remember it?"

"Most of those committees disbanded once the eradication was carried out."

"I want blood," Mike said.  "I don't believe in murder, but don't we deserve retribution somehow for what they did to us?  A little payback?"

A few murmurs of agreement went up from the others.  I pursed my lips.  "What would be different from killing the Shaval on Zalista as opposed to the ones already here?  Just a moment ago nobody wanted them killed."

"We deserve some kind of justice," Mike said.  "What if this plan doesn't work?  Maybe we need to deter them from screwing with us ever again."

"Amen, brother," Liu Chan said, slapping him on the back.  "Blow the shit out of those bastards."  He'd been in the Chinese special forces before the end and seen some brutal stuff.  "We could hold a trial for the ones we have here."

"At the very least, we should steal their defensive technology, and the knowledge to make our own," Kyle said.  "We may technically be dead but--"

"I think we can fix that," Missy said.

All eyes riveted on her.

"Cassiel's day job deals with alien life form preservation for various zoos around the galaxy.  He can take DNA samples from anything and clone it."

"So they could clone our bodies?"

"Why not?  Then we hop back inside, good as new.  The clinic he works for also clones Shaval body parts.  Except for terrible accidents, they can live just about forever."

"One ethical problem," I said.  "What happens if the clone wakes up with a soul?  I don't know how I'd feel having two of me inside the same body.  Or worse, it might not be anything like me.  I'd be a walking schizo."

"If they care so much about alien life preservation, why did they kill us?" Bethany said.  She pointed in the general direction of the imprisoned Shaval.  "Those assholes have double standards worse than a man whore."

A few people laughed.  I couldn't.  All I could do was look at her and picture her and Chris in a tangle of naked limbs.  I felt sick but pushed it aside.  An argument broke out between various factions, one wanting blood, the other simply to erase ourselves from Shaval memory and vanish.  I wasn't sure which I side I sat on.  Every time I saw Azriel, I wanted to kick him in the crotch.  But that might be because he was Harb's host.  Harb, for his part, stood apart from the others and watched them bicker.  He was in his older guise.  I noticed he'd beefed up his biceps a little, turned his skin white and his eyes blue.  His gaze settled on me but betrayed no emotion.  I wondered what he was thinking.  If anything he seemed to have lost interest.  I wasn't sure if I should care or not, so long as his commitment didn't waver.

Nibbles flitted to me about then and settled onto my shoulder.  He rubbed his furry face against my cheek and purred.  I pulled him into my arms and pressed his cute little nose to mine and gave him Eskimo kisses.

"Oh, Nibbles, maybe you should tell us what to do."

He meowed and purred.  I held him in my arms and stroked him.  A red feather drifted from somewhere.  His feline eyes locked onto it but he seemed too content with my embrace to attack the feather.  I set him down and held my hands up.

"Quiet, everyone.  Here's what I propose.  We follow through on the database plan.  While doing that, the other team procures defensive weaponry schematics and plans.  It shouldn't be hard due to their open information policy."

"Not for military weapons," Chris said.  "Gabriel once served on the home world defense committee.  To access information on weapons you need an encryption key from their committee."

I groaned.  "Is it 13 members like most of their committees?"

"Yes."

"We don't have enough people to deal with that."

"On the bright side, most of their defenses are automated, including their navy."

"And?"

"Gabriel toured several of their battleships and most are run by very small crews, most no more than five people, including the captain."

"We could steal a battleship?"

"Yes.  There are ten battleships.  Each one has a copy of the central database on it and the captains have unlimited access.  That is if they haven't changed procedure since Gabriel served on the committee."

"So we'll need to split our forces."

"Yes.  I recommend that at least half of us go for a battleship."

"But we need almost everyone for the committee."

"You only need 7 votes for a majority," Kyle said.  "Once you win the vote, the committee will create the encryption key and you'll be set."

After talking strategy for a few more hours, we came up with something workable.  It scared the hell out of me but we really didn't have a choice.  I talked Ben into taking over Hadriel now that Anil was gone forever.  He still had religious issues but  I used guilt as my lever.  We sent a final report back to Zalista saying the trace was part of a self-repair process after falling debris damaged the transmitter.  They bought my explanation and told us to pack up and come home.  Azriel, as guardian, was charged with liquidating Zhrrii and her crew in case they somehow knew Zalista's coordinates.  We faked it, of course.  Their replacements arrived two days later but quickly joined the cause after the other Rrilk explained things to them.

It was a busy, busy week.

I chose Gabriel and Bob as the Shaval to accompany us.  Chris and Kyle were solid and had my complete faith.  We didn't want too many of the Shaval with us since we would have to lock them up during the trip.

We reached the point where all that was left to do was hop in the Shavals' fancy spaceship and blast off.  Harb approached me as I used Diana to look up some things in the ship's limited database.

"We need to take Azriel," he said.

"We already have two Shaval to deal with.  From a security standpoint it doesn't make sense to take more."

"I can knock him out for days if needed.  It will not be a big deal."

An uneasy sensation tingled on the back of my neck.  Harb was up to something.  "Why?"

"Azriel is the guardian.  They assign one to any committee with extraterrestrial duties.  He's the one who has to sign off the moment they arrive at Zalista and deliver a debriefing."

I queried Diana's implant and sure enough, his information was true.  The uneasy part of me relaxed.  "You're prepared to deliver on that?"

He smiled, showing almost every one of Azriel's perfect teeth.  "Of course.  You realize now you don't need one of the other two Shaval to come with us."

I had just started to relax my BS sensor when his words reactivated it.  He know Kyle and Chris were tops in the group.  He hated both of them from what I could tell even though Chris and I weren't seeing each other anymore.  I looked at him and returned his smile.

"They've already got plenty to do once we arrive.  Removing them now would require extra planning.  Probably best if we stick to the plan."

He nodded.  "Very well."  He turned to walk away, stopped.  "By the way, I'm sorry about Anil.  I know how very much you liked him."

The tone of his words chilled me.  They lacked any trace of sincerity.  "Thanks, Harb," I said, forcing the words out.  Deep inside, I knew Harb was happy to have Anil gone.  I was surprised he hadn't made a move for leadership yet.  As I watched him go, I had the feeling that the other shoe would drop soon.  And when it did, I wouldn't like it.  But with only a couple days until liftoff, he'd have to make a move soon.

I got the group together that evening.  "If you have family to say goodbye to, I recommend you do it now.  There's a chance we might not make it back."

A lot of heads nodded in silent reply.  None of us had been back to Heavenly in a long while.  Things had been too busy.  My nerves had tightened a little more every day thinking about Robby and my parents.  I'd tried calling them daily but had no luck.

Kyle and I told Mike and Chris about my troubles.

"If something happens to us, we might need you to take over operations," I told Chris.

"Are you two crazy?  We can't afford to lose either of you if we're going to stand a chance on Zalista."

Kyle gave me a guilty look as he spoke.  "We have to look in on our parents.  Something is up and we can't just leave."

Chris nodded.  "Anything you need, Lucy.  I'm in."

"We got your backs," Mike said.  "Don't worry about a thing."

"Thanks, man," Kyle said, slapping Mike on the back.

I smiled at Chris then turned away to hide my misty eyes.  "Let's go then."

We shifted into Heavenly.  I saw the Playground.  It looked abandoned.  The usual din of laughing children was gone.  Storm clouds hung in the usually clear sky.  In the distance, I saw a sight that took my breath away.  Ms. Tate's church had mutated into a gothic monstrosity that dominated the skyline.  It looked like the Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, Spain times a hundred.  Atop the church was the gargantuan statue of an angel with four arms.  A Shaval.
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Kyle's eyes widened.  "Holy cow."

"Holy crap," Mike said.

I stared with numb horror wondering how anyone could have erected such a massive structure.  Four figures detached themselves from the base of the statue and winged their way toward us.

"What are they?" I asked, pointing.  I focused my vision and zoomed in, something I'd picked up from my time in Diana.  The Shaval had remarkable eyesight, even better than the Rrilk.

Four people rode upon horses with wings.  But these creatures weren't related to Pegasus.  Their flesh was sunken and the bones showed through.  One horse was pale white, the others red, black and green, respectively.  The people on the horses wore hooded cloaks which flapped dramatically as they streaked toward us.

"I don't like this," Mike said.  "Maybe we should flit."

"Wait," I said.  "Maybe they can tell us what's going on."

Kyle snorted.  "I think they're part of what's going on, dude."

"Are they supposed to be the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse?" Chris asked.

The four horsemen landed.  The one on the white horse threw back the hood.  The head of a young girl with deep green eyes and red hair appeared.  The other horsemen did the same revealing two young men and another girl.  Technically, I guess they were the Four Horsepersons of the Apocalypse with the two girls and all.  The presentation reeked of Ms. Tate's melodramatic flourish.

"Lucy Morgan, you've returned," the girl said.  "I am Anna, servant to God and his Church of the Apocalypse.  You have many crimes to answer for."

"Crimes?" I asked.  "Are you kidding me?  Did you people totally flip your lids while I was gone?"

"Shut your mouth, sinner," the boy on the green horse said.

"Why don't you try to make her?" Kyle said.  "If you can get through me, that is."

Chris and Mike stepped up next to me.

"I'm not here to deal with weirdoes," I said.  "I want to know where my parents are."

"They await you in the church," Anna said, beckoning to the looming structure that had probably been stolen from the set of a gothic horror film.

"How 'bout you bring them out here," I said.

"They are held fast by the God Hand.  You will come with us and appear before God's tribunal to answer for your crimes and then you will see your parents."

Let's flit to the church, I said to Kyle and the others without speaking the words aloud.  Be ready. "Where in the church are they?" I asked Anna.

"You'll see soon enough."  She flicked her wrist.

The flesh on my neck prickled.  Flit!  Kyle and the others vanished.  Teeth clamped down on my shoulders a split second before I could do the same.  Three more monstrous jaws clamped teeth on empty air where the others had been.  I gasped and tried to push the pain away but it was different than the physical pain most ghosts could will away.  Something had changed in Heavenly.  Something fundamental.  And now these lunatics had me.

Dog slobber stained my shirt.  I wriggled like a worm in a bird's beak.  The massive hound growled.  Its companions snarled, teeth bared as they circled me.  They were huge, big as ponies but without the cuteness factor.  They looked like some lunatic had crossed a Rottweiler with, well, a really big dog.  My captor's teeth held my shoulder firmly but not hard enough to break the skin.  I wondered what would happen if it clamped harder.  Could it maim me?  Kill me?  I remembered the early days of Heavenly.  People didn't really get hurt or bleed.  I'd seen kids beat the hell out of each other as they played superhero games.  But maybe I'd missed something or maybe something had changed here in my absence.  I cursed myself for not taking more of an interest in those things.  I'd been too self absorbed in my own pity party, not to mention Nick.

Boys.  Nothing but trouble.

At least Kyle and the others had escaped.  Maybe they could help me out.

The boy on the green horse looked where my friends had been and cursed. 

"Jesus wouldn't like that," I said, trying to keep a groan of pain from my voice.

"Should we pursue them?" he asked Anna.

"No, Latham, we don't have traces on any of them.  Besides, we have the one the God Hand wishes to see."

"What about the God foot?" I said.  "Or the God pinky finger?"

Latham hopped off his horse, an evil grin spreading across his face.  He walked to me.  Put a hand on my free shoulder.  Punched me right in the face.  Stars danced in my vision and my head lolled.  Something trickled down my lip.  I tasted it.  Blood.

"Wha--what the hell is going on here?  How am I bleeding?"  My voice sounded far away and unsteady.

"This is our new Earth, you idiot," Latham said, grabbing my chin in his hand.  "And God is guiding us in making it our paradise."  His grip tightened and I felt him merge with me.  I tried to scream.  I tried to stop him.  But I was too disoriented.  I did the only thing I could do.  I retreated inside and threw up walls.  I hid in the darkness of my mind.

I huddled there in the pitch black, miserable and crying.  

"Hi, Lucy."

I jumped.  A single street lamp phased into existence, glowing dimly in the gloom.

"Who's there?" I asked.

Anil stepped into the light, a smile on his face.  "I'm sorry it came to this."

Sorrow constricted my throat.  "Came to what?  You're gone.  I'm hurt, bleeding, and in the hands of religious lunatics.  I'm apparently seeing things in my own head which isn't good either."

"You've retreated into your mind.  I implanted this memory here to help you out in case things got really bad one day."

"Okay, things are really bad.  Help."  I wasn't sure whether this was my own imagination playing tricks on me or if Anil had really hidden something in my mind during one of our merges.

"I found some memories I thought it best not to tell you about."  He sat cross-legged on the black floor and looked up at me.  "But since you're here, I might as well spill the beans."

"Did a preacher touch me when I was little or something?"

He smiled grimly.  "You were one of the original infected the Shaval used to end human life on Earth."

"No way.  That's not even funny."

"I know, but it's true."  A film screen lowered to the left of us.  Gritty footage flickered on it.  Tiny feet in tiny red shoes ran upon green grass.  The camera shifted up and trees came into focus.  A black Labrador bounded into the woods.

"Licks!" I said.  He was my first dog.  He licked everything.  Then again, I think most dogs do.  But I was young and not very good at coming up with original names.  Considering my next dog's name was Bites, maybe I never improved my naming abilities.  If I'd lived to have a kid I might have named him Drools.  At least my names were descriptive.

The view chased the dog into the woods.  A flash of silver caught the camera's attention.  It closed in on the object.  A tiny silver cylinder protruded from a tree about eye level with the camera.  "Is this my memory?  I don't remember this."

"You wouldn't."

On the screen, my hand reached for the cylinder.  I grabbed it, screamed, and dropped it.  I looked at my hand.  A tiny drop of blood blossomed from the wound in my palm.  The cylinder buzzed and disintegrated in a puff of white light.  I fell into the leaves.  Licks licked my face and the screen went black.

"That wasn't me," I said.  "That never happened."

"Your young mind covered it up, blanked it out.  Perhaps the virus blanked part of your memory too."

"Why me?  That's preposterous that I would be chosen out of billions of people."

"You weren't chosen," I don't think.  "You were a random person who found a cylinder."

"Why tell me this now?  I thought you were here to help me out of a jam.  Now you're giving me a guilt trip about killing off the human race."

"I'm showing you there's far more hidden in your mind than you think.  There is also more potential than you dreamed."  Anil steepled his fingers under his chin.  "You always had problems creating things in Heavenly because you don't believe in yourself."

"Thanks for the heads-up, Dear Abby.  It's hard to believe in myself when I keep failing.  And it seems I failed hard as a kid, helping to kill off the human race and all."

"You fail because you don't believe that anything is possible."

"Or maybe I suck."

"You let your mind rule your reality instead of you ruling your mind."

"Are you reading this stuff out of a Dr. Phil book?"

"If a cat can make feathers, you can make mountains.  If someone thinks you can bleed, you will bleed."

"I'm bleeding all right."

"Our spirits were freed from their bodies, but we have not freed our minds."

"Okay, enough already.  I get the picture.  I can read fortune cookies like anyone else."

Anil smiled and faded away.

"Wait!" I shouted.  "I didn't mean leave."  I looked around, fear once again clawing its way up my throat.  "Anil, come back.  Give me the picture-book version instructions and I can do it."  The dark remained silent.

Great.  Not only does my dead mentor tell me that I fail hard at controlling my mind, but he tells me that I infected millions of people with an alien virus and thus brought about the end of the world.  And now I was trying to save it, "trying" being the operative word, since at this moment I was closer to the fail end of the trying spectrum.

And why did I get the needle in the hand treatment from the aliens when Nick got a flashbulb in the face?  Death just wasn't fair, damn it.  I groaned.  I deserved a nice big hunk of cheese to go with my whine.  Oh well.

Time to get to work.

I sat down and closed my eyes, then pushed out of my hiding place.  When I reached the first wall I'd thrown up, I lowered it, bracing myself for a flood of attacks.  Nothing came.  I probed outward but Latham wasn't in my mind anymore.  I reached out and tapped into my ears.

"I mind-locked her," Latham said.  "She won't come out until I say she can."  His voice was smug, cocky.

"Don't wreck her," Anna said.  "The God Hand wants her intact for conversion."

I returned fully to my senses and peeked through an eye.  I saw a butt.  It was Latham's.  He'd tossed me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  Apparently he'd removed his robe.  His black leather boots clomped over a gray stone floor.  We were inside the church.  We passed through a doorway and their footsteps echoed in a cavernous chamber.  He set me down on a chair.

"Wake her," a familiar voiced commanded.

Latham touched me but this time I was ready.  I observed his clumsy efforts as he entered my mind like a drunk stumbling home with cheap lipstick on his shirt collar.  He hardly knew what he was doing, but it was enough to probably knock most people out if they didn't know how to counter it.  If you ram your head into someone else's hard enough, you might knock them out first.  That was his approach.

I blocked his efforts and trickled into his mind.  Finding consciousness triggers wasn't too hard, but every individual was different.  It was more about stream of consciousness than anything physical even though our spiritual forms mimicked our dead physical bodies in pretty much every way.  I found his speech to consciousness link and his sight to consciousness link and walled them both off.  There were more but they'd take a while to find, and these would hold him for a while.

He gasped and fell back.  I gasped and woke up, acting like he'd succeeded brilliantly and wasn't just now blind, mute, and floundering in panic.

"Where am I?" I said as Latham fell over a chair, his mouth wide in a silent scream.

Anna grabbed Latham.  "What's wrong?"

He tried to answer but couldn't muster even a whisper.

"Messing with the mind is tricky," I said and smiled sweetly.

Anna growled.  "You sinful whore."

"Quiet child," Ms. Tate said, appearing from a doorway.  She wore a long white dress with a choker collar.  Frills and lace adorned every free seam.  It looked like the redneck version of a Victorian-era dress.

"Kentucky called," I said.  "They want their dress back."

"Too smart for your own good, child," Ms. Tate said, grasping a golden rod with a cross atop it.  "You are interfering in God's business, in the re-creation of the Earth for the new millennium."

"Little ol' me?" I said, blinking innocently.  I bared my teeth.  "You have my parents.  I want them back."

"Tut-tut.  Things have changed since I last saw you, child."  The cross atop the rod glowed white.  "I have been given the power to shepherd God's people into the new world.  Those who go against him are to be cleansed by his wrath."

"Someone missed the first day of band camp," I said.  "Little kids can make things light up too.  You don't scare me."

A jagged beam of light lanced from the cross.  It struck me in the chest and sent me flying.  A stone wall mercifully stopped my flight.  I hit the floor gasping.  A thin wisp of smoke drifted from the burnt fabric on the front of my dress.  I smelled burnt flesh and knew it was my own.  Agonizing pain erupted and I screamed.

How was this possible?

"You are interfering with God's plan.  His angels have come to put His Plan into action.  Repent and desist, child or I will end you in God's holy fire this instant."

"This is impossible," I groaned.  "You can't hurt people in Heavenly."

"Belief is a powerful ally.  I believe and God makes me strong."

I dragged myself behind an ornate wooden couch.

"Let me end her, please," Anna said.  "She has put her witchcraft upon Latham."

"Is it God's will to pervert the minds of kids and make them sound like idiots from the Dark Ages?" I asked.  "Witchcraft?  Are you kidding me?"  I groaned and my eyes watered in pain.

"This is my God-given duty, dear one," Ms. Tate said to Anna.  "I must complete it.  God will reward us all if we convert rather than end her."

"But the corrupt ones weaken us," Anna said.

"They do, and that is why they must go.  But the believers strengthen our cause."

Something tugged at my mind.  I answered.  It was Kyle, thank the stars.  I intentionally avoided thanking God for that one.

My God, you're hurt, Kyle said.

I'd appreciate it if you didn't use his name around me right now.  He's kicking my ass.

God?

No, but his bitch is.

How?  It's impossible to hurt ghosts.

Tell that to the smoking crater on my chest.

Flit to us.  We'll get out of here.

I need my parents.

You'll need a grave if you don't leave now.

I sighed and groaned at the same time as my chest ached.  He was right.  I couldn't fight something I didn't understand.  Ms. Tate would hold my parents hostage until I was either dead or on her side but at least they were alive.  More pressing matters needed tending to.  I willed myself to Kyle.

Nothing happened.

I tried again.

Still nothing.

"There's no escape, child.  You can't flit from within the church."

I almost shouted that it was impossible, but so far she'd won those arguments today.  I heard her approaching, the golden staff clinking heavy upon the stone floor.  I might not be able to flit, but I could still fly.  I hovered a few inches off the floor and jetted away.

Huge corridors intersected in a grid-like fashion.  I turned left and got nowhere fast.  The place was a huge maze.  I saw signs for Sunday school designated by age and gender; I saw singles classes and married classes also divided by gender.  Most of the rooms were full of people.  Some of the attendees turned to stare blankly at me as I drifted past leaving a trail of smoke and the odor of burnt cotton and flesh.

A few people wandered the halls.  I stopped a nerdy-looking man with buck teeth and horn-rimmed glasses.  Why he hadn't fixed that yet I didn't know.  "Help me," I said.  "Which way is out of here?"

"You want to leave the house of the Lord?"  He stared at the front of my crispy dress.  "You bear the wrath of the God Hand.  You've been bad."  He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, "Sinner on the loose!"  He grabbed me.

I screamed as his arms closed over my burns.  "You idiot." I kicked him and sent him sprawling.  The effort cost me another dose of horrific pain.

Damn what I wouldn't give for super powers right about now.

The classrooms started emptying out.  The halls filled with people.  I flew higher until I was almost touching the vaulted ceiling dozens of feet above their heads.  Hands reached from the throng below.  People flew up to meet me.  I dodged them but there were too many of them.  Super powers would be really, really great right about now.

Wait a minute.  I was flying.  Didn't that count as a super power?

I zipped left into a featureless corridor.  It was empty of people and doors although large iron chandeliers hung from the ceiling just like the rest of the corridors.  It didn't go anywhere except a stone wall with a huge painting of Christ nailed to the Cross on it.

I spun around.  The corridor behind me swarmed with worshippers on the ground and in the air.  I had a feeling I was in for a painful conversion.
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A stone wall to my back and the Sunday school group from Hell to my front.  Not a great way to go down kicking and screaming.  The burns on my chest raged for relief.  If one of the zombies for Christ offered me some aloe vera in exchange for my soul, I probably would have given it to them at that moment.

I had to do something.  I concentrated, picturing a wall between me and the mob.  A lump grew from the ground until it was about a foot tall, shuddered, and stopped.  People spilled over it and tripped over each other.  Funny to watch on any other occasion, but really, really sad right now.  I was such a failure.  I needed a wall, an invisible barrier, a raging fire, anything.  Even a freaking feather would be saying something.

Nibbles, where are you?

I focused, picturing a stone wall between us.  Instead, a single red feather floated down.  I looked behind me, expecting Nibbles to be staring down the horde with his green eyes.  But he wasn't there.  Had I made that feather?

I turned to see another and another feather drift from the ceiling.  Then a flurry of red feathers dumped from the air like a red blizzard, carpeting the floor and the people.  I backed up to the wall as the Sunday school horde closed to fifty yards.  The feathers fell thicker until they blinded me.  People were yelling and spitting feathers out of their mouths.  I flew to the top of the corridor and positioned myself against the corner.  I pictured a clear corridor just my size through the feathers along the edge.  A gentle breezed puffed the feathers out of my way.  I could see down to the corner ahead.  Nobody blocked my way.  I zipped over the blind worshippers leaving a cloud of red feathers whirling in my wake.

I turned right at the corner and zoomed onward.  The rain of feathers continued for a distance down the hall and then ended.  The hall was clear of the throng of people as well.  Something growled and leapt from the darkness of a side corridor.  I dodged as one of the mammoth brown hounds smashed into the stone ceiling.

Another appeared ahead and leapt, gaping maw and slobbering canine teeth snapping on empty air as I jerked to a halt.  The hounds formed a circle, their black eyes watching my hovering form.  I couldn't move without one of them landing a chomp on me.  The one against the wall to my left pounced.  I held up my arm reflexively willing it to protect me.

The dog yelped and bounced off a shimmering wall in the air about two inches from my bare arm.  Another attacked and hit the same resistance.  I gritted my teeth.  My arm felt like a wet noodle.  I had a feeling another couple hits like that and my shield or whatever it was fending them off might go with it.  Forget super powers.  What I really needed now was a hundred pounds of beef.

I pictured a huge mound of ground chuck on the floor.  Nothing happened.  Anger snapped through me.  "Give me something at least!"  The crystal clear image of a raw t-bone formed in my mind.  A tyrannosaurus-sized version appeared in the air and thudded on the floor.  The hounds looked at the steak.  They looked at me.  They looked back at the steak, sniffed it, and made a decision.  I could wait.  The steak, on the other hand, could not.  They tore into it.

T-bone.  Dogs.  Classic.

Or maybe just luck.  Whoever had created those dogs may have given them abnormal size but at least they had the same instincts as normal dogs.  I'd managed to occupy the dogs but I still didn't know how to escape from this blasted church.

I saw a familiar landmark ahead.  On the right was the entrance to Ms. Tate's cavernous sanctuary, a marble arch.  She looked up, saw me, and raised the cross.  A beam of light seared from it, blasting a chunk of mortar inches away from my face.  I raised my arm.  My shield slammed into a chunk of stone.  Pain jolted through my bones.  I ricocheted downward and slammed into Ms. Tate.  She tumbled away.  Her staff slid across the floor.  I stopped cold.

I staggered to my feet in time to see Anna's fist in closer detail than I wanted to.  It intersected my face.  The blow lifted me off my feet and I slid across the floor.  I pushed myself up.  My shield arm had gone numb.  My nose felt broken.  The charred spot on my chest ached.  I sat on my knees, vision swimming with tears.  I tasted blood on my lips.  No use asking how or why I was bleeding.  It was happening and it hurt like hell.

Anna grabbed a handful of my hair and dragged me across the floor.  Ms. Tate lay a few feet away.  She wasn't moving.  I clutched at Anna's hand.  Grabbed her arm.  I tried to merge but I could barely muster enough of my senses to keep my eyes open, much less meditate.  She kept pulling me as I kicked and screamed and flailed.  I punched backward at an awkward angle.  She grunted.  Released me.  I spun, scrambling to my knees, fists up like a boxer.  She was gone.

I saw her slumped against the wall near Ms. Tate.  Damn, I must really pack a punch, I thought.

Then I saw Kyle, Chris, and Mike hovering in the air.  Kyle was nursing his fist.  Chris landed, cradled me up in his arms like a baby.

"Let's jet," Kyle said.

We flew through a series of holes in the thick church walls until we reached open skies.

"How'd you do that?" I asked, my voice sounding thick, my tongue rubbery.

"I was pissed," Kyle said.  "Didn't know I had it in me to hit a girl."

I looked into Chris's deep blue eyes.  His face was blurry and my head kept lolling from wooziness.  I probably looked like something from a horror movie:  bleeding face, split lip, busted nose, burnt chest, and the coordination of a drunk.

"I love you," I said to him, although it sounded more like "I luuu ooo."  I felt blood bubbles on my lips.  Attractive.

Chris smiled.  He looked kind of like Superman at that moment, flying me out of danger.

I bobbed in and out of consciousness but I didn't care.  I was in Chris's arms.

* * * * *

I jerked awake.  Looked around.  I was in the Shaval ship in Diana's quarters.  I looked at my body, half expecting to see Diana's curves, but no, the curves I saw were all my own.  My burned shirt was gone and I was back in a yellow summer dress.  I pulled down the front, holding my breath.  If my boobs were burnt, I was going to cry.  But the flesh was whole.  Not even a hint of trauma except the flesh was slightly paler in spots.  My lips felt fine.  I gently touched my nose.  It was firmly in place.

A dozen roses sat on the floor next to me.  They smelled wonderful.

Chris?

You're awake, he sent back and appeared a second later.  He hugged me and kissed me on my forehead.

"I'm not messed up anymore."

"We were worried sick but there wasn't jack we could do about it.  Kyle noticed your lips were healing so we figured you just needed rest."

"Thank Go--I mean--my lucky stars.  Damn, I need some other entity else to thank now."

He laughed.  "Lucy, I know things went bad between us.  I tried so hard to do the friends things."

My heart sank a little bit.  "It's not working for you?"

He shook his head.  "I can't do it.  It's too hard."

"Please don't give up on me.  I don't know what I did wrong--"

"You haven't done anything wrong."

"But--"

He put a finger to my lips.  "Hush for a minute.  I'm not finished."  He took my hand and kissed it and gazed into my eyes.

I whimpered.

"I love you, Lucy.  I can't deny it anymore.  What you did with Nick hurt me more than anything I've ever felt.  I was so angry with you, but after a while I realized it was because I care for you like no other girl and any little thing you did could hurt me.  I felt so vulnerable and I'm not used to that."

"What about Bethany?"

"She's been a good friend to me.  She's the one who told me I needed to man up and beg for you to come back."

"I thought you two were a couple."

He laughed.  "No, we've always been good friends.  We grew up together and I guess she's like a sister to me."

Tears pooled in my eyes and my lower lip quivered and scrunched up.  I've seen myself cry and it's not pretty.  Just my luck I'd ruin this romantic moment with one of my scrunchy-cry faces.

Chris brushed a tear from my cheek, just like in a chick flick.  Then he kissed me.  His warm lips melted into mine.  I pressed my hands to his cheeks and felt that wonderful stubble on his face and pressed myself into him.  I started laughing in between sobs of joy.  Lucy Morgan, you're a complete wreck.

But Chris still loved me and that was the only thing that mattered.

"You're not mad at me that I gave you the fat Shaval as a host?" I asked after I regained a bit of sanity.

"Heck no, I love Gabriel.  He doesn't use meds or surgery to keep himself looking like an athlete.  And he's really smart."

"I think he and Diana should have a date."

"Oh, you're a naughty girl."  He clucked his tongue.

"I'm curious to see what it feels like."

"So wrong, but oh so right."

"Let's do it."

"You got it, babe."

 

Later, much later, I assembled a squad meeting.  We went over final preparations.  The Rrilk put the gel cases with our bodies in the stasis chamber of the Shaval ship.  The chamber was more or less the Shaval equivalent of an industrial-sized freezer that didn't actually freeze anything with cold temperatures.  It also ignored living tissue so the Rrilk could walk in and out without effect.  We rigged the security in one of the bedrooms so only the Rrilk could open the portal and we could lock the Shaval inside.  It was time to go.

While the others were saying goodbye to friends and family, I went back home and took a long last look at the place I'd grown up.  I looked down the street at the quiet houses.  I saw the tree where Kyle and I had carved a heart around the names of two neighbors who were married to other people just to see what trouble we could stir up.  I saw where we put up our lemonade stand one summer.  After our concocted lemonade gave five kids diarrhea, we'd had to go out of business.

I chuckled at the memories.  We'd been little hellions.  Life had been fun.

A red feather drifted onto my nose.  I heard a plaintive meow as Nibbles stretched his claws through my jeans and into my leg.  I laughed and jerked back.  Bent over and picked him up.

"I'll be back soon, kitty."  I nuzzled his little nose and set him down.  "By the way, your little feather trick saved my life."

He meowed again, staring at me with those feline eyes.  I wondered if he'd been a human in another life.  Sometimes he seemed to be trying to tell me something.  Nibbles raised a paw, almost like a dog would do to shake.  I knelt and took his paw.  He meowed again.  He sounded almost sad to me.  Then he started to fade away.  I clenched his paw.

"You're leaving me?" I said.

He meowed.

"No, please don't.  I want you to stay with me."

He meowed again.

His paw slipped from my fingers.  His eyelids drooped languidly and he regarded me through the slits.  Then he was gone.  A single red feather drifted gently to the ground where he'd been.

A rasping noise scraped from my throat and sobs shook my body.  I picked up the red feather and kissed it and hugged it like a little baby.  I lay on my back and stared at the stars as the tears cascaded from the corners of my eyes and over my ears.  I hoped Nibbles was in kitty heaven.  I hoped he had all the feathers he wanted to play with.

I hoped the god of kitties had nicer followers than the human god.  People like Ms. Tate dragged the entire human race down.  I'd questioned myself so much over the past few days about what made us worth saving.  Why not let the Shaval take stewardship of our planet?  They'd probably be a lot nicer to it than we were.  But I knew the answer.  I knew why I'd risk everything to save humans.  I suspected even Nibbles knew the answer to that.

Because there were people like Kyle and Chris, Mike and Anil, Bethany and Missy.  The rest of the people on my team were humans worth fighting for, worth dying for.  They were my brothers and sisters.  They deserved a good life and all the bad ones could go to Ms. Tate.  Somehow I suspected that was a worse fate than Hell.

Anil had known why we were fighting before his end.  We carried a part of him with us now.  And it was our duty to make sure his death wasn't in vain.  I stood up, wiped away my tears, and kissed Nibbles's feather one more time before tucking it into my pocket.  I looked up at the stars.

Zalista, here we come.






  

Chapter 28
 

 

The journey to Zalista wasn't really a journey in the usual sense.  Kyle, using his host Bob, swiped a few commands on the holographic console.  Once we left Earth orbit there was a slight moment of disorientation as the Shaval craft shifted space.  Kyle was fascinated with the process and tried to explain it to me.  He told me that the ship shifted into a parallel universe where physics worked a little differently and there the ship travelled faster than light.

"Is there another Earth in this universe?" I asked.

"No.  It's still very young."

"But there are other universes with other Earths?"

"Might be.  Shaval space-time theory allows for multiple universes but so far they've only discovered five.  The universe we share with them is the only one with life according to their probes."

"Is Heavenly another universe?"

He nodded.  "I guess so.  I'd love to have Shaval scientists give me the lowdown on that."

I looked through the holographic window as the stars of another universe streaked past like white lasers.  "Do you believe in magic?"

He chuckled.  "Luce, I believe in a hell of a lot more now than I did before dying.  That stuff going on in Heavenly fits my definition of magic."

"So maybe there are universes where things work a lot differently than our own.  I wish I understood how we ended up there and why we aren't all truly dead."

"Yeah, well welcome to the universe, kiddo."

"Maybe the deaths of billions of people all at once created a new universe."

"I'd like to think we're that important," Kyle said, "but it's a stretch."

"Humans are most definitely not the creators of Heavenly," Harb said from the entrance to the cockpit.

I whipped my head toward him.  "Yeah, so what do you think?"

He smiled.  "I think the universe has many great things in store for me."

"For you?"

"For us, of course.  I see a certain order to things now."  He turned and left.

I faced Kyle.  "I think Harb is treading the thin line between sanity and lunacy."

"Nah, he's just a kid, Luce.  He wants to feel important.  Let him have his fun so long as he does his job."

I wanted to remind Kyle that we were all just kids, still teenagers for the most part but I didn't want him to think I lacked confidence.  Instead, I sat back and watched the lights flash by.

* * * * *

A couple days later, the ship slowed, stopped, and shifted back into our universe.  A glowing blue orb hung in the void outside.  The colors looked familiar but the landmasses were obviously different.  A thick gray ring circled the planet like a metal bracelet.  Vague shapes zipped and drifted between the ring and the planet.  A monstrous ship to our left (or port as Kyle insisted was the correct geek terminology) hovered upside down relative to us.  It was sleek and organic in design, similar to our own ship, only a heck of a lot bigger.

Kyle let out a long whistle.  "That's one of their battleships."

"That thing has a crew of only five?"

"According to their records."

Shaval symbols flashed on the screen.  Harb stepped forward in Azriel's body and sent symbols back.  Another symbol appeared, allowing us to proceed.  And we were on our way to the planet and its capital city, Chandara.

Zhrrii and Ciirr trembled as the world grew larger in the view port.  I'd asked them to accompany us as the two Rrilk I knew best.  I could trust them with our corpses which in essence still held sway over our lives.  Zhrrii locked the Shaval in their room.  I called a meeting in the conference room to go over final plans.

Kyle located the closest battleships.  Three of them were in orbit around Zalista.  The rest were deployed to parts unknown.  Considering how the Shaval had killed us I wondered why they needed such massive things.  Throwing a switch had been a clean way to commit genocide.  Not as messy as blasting a planet to ruins.

Eight people were going with Kyle to carjack the battleships.  Eight were going with me.  Although most committees rarely met in person, the permanent committees were required to meet in person at regular intervals.  Our target, the database committee, had a meeting scheduled in two Shaval days.  In the meantime my team would split up and locate their assigned members by address.  All eight of us had to be in control of our hosts by the scheduled meeting.

That set my nerves on edge.  It would be hard to keep an eye on their progress even though we'd be meeting every day.

Kyle's team would divide into groups of two since each ship had two executive officers that controlled ship activities.  We planned to have them take the ships to Earth where we'd disembark the crews and detain them.  Kyle had agreed to take Harb on his team.  Harb had consented without much comment.  I hoped he'd take orders and do his job.

"You nervous?" Kyle asked as our ship settled down in Chandara's primary spaceport.

I gazed out at the amazing spires and unearthly fluid, curved structures of Zalista's capital city.  The city itself seemed alive and the buildings like tenuous molds of mercury that could change at any moment.  Silvery curved vehicles, like smaller versions of our ship, zipped back and forth between buildings and through the air.  Pink-tinged clouds served as backdrop to the cityscape while the sun set.

"I'm terrified," I said.  "You sure nobody's going to come snooping around the ship?"

"Everything appears automated so I don't think anyone will notice that nobody disembarked the ship.  We had the other Shaval on Earth send their relatives messages saying they wouldn't be back for a few cycles due to meetings, so that base is covered.  We should have a few days to get things done."

As we talked, the sky grew darker.  The city lit up around us.  I stared in wonder and could think of nothing comparable on Earth.  Many lights had no obvious origins.  Such a damned shame the occupants of this place were the neighborhood bullies.

"I hope you're right.  I can't help feeling anxious."

"Think how Zhrrii and Ciirr feel.  They can die a lot easier than us."

"True."  In the event they were found, it was likely we'd all die together.

I pulled my crew together for one last pep talk and we split up, leaving for the homes of those we needed to control.  Chris would assimilate the database administrator.  I was headed for the committee chairperson.  I wondered if "person" or "people" were correct terms to use in reference to an alien species and decided since the grammar Nazis were all dead, I could do as I pleased.  In fact, if we were successful in reviving the human race, I'd be sure to get in on the ground floor when it came to rule making.  That way our successors could wonder just what the hell we were thinking when we came up with all our stupid rules.

I arrived at my soon-to-be host's place.  I'd tried to think of a name for her since transliteration from Shaval made no sense at all but gave up.  It was hard enough keeping up with the names of the Shaval we had on Earth, much less the ones we'd be in control of here.  She lived in one of the mercurial high rises near the edge of the city.  It overlooked a vast natural park that extended for miles.  I'd planned to take the elevator or whatever the Shaval used to go up floors in the building but quickly found that what they used to zip between floors wasn't anything like what I'd expected.  Individuals simply stepped into the hallways and an invisible force pushed them up through the floor as if it were a tenuous membrane.  It was magic.  Then again, I guess magic is anything that's beyond the beholder's ability to understand.

Since I couldn't very well hop inside one of their bodies and go along for the ride, I was at a loss.  I exited the building and watched as aircars glided to various points up and down the high rise and docked.  Portals opened in the organic material and the drivers simply stepped inside their apartments.  Apparently most inhabitants didn't even need to use the elevator.  According to information, my target lived at coordinates which placed her on the side facing the park around the 200th floor or so.  That meant I'd have to count the blasted levels.  I grimaced.  Some of the levels didn't have windows since the inhabitants created them as the mood suited them.  Just like doors, they would form out of the amorphous material of the building.  Living inside something like that would scare me to death.

I started counting and noticed translucent symbols along the edge of the building that I wouldn't have seen if I hadn't looked closely.  They were numbers.  I cheered, thanking whatever genius had such brilliant foresight to put them there.  Trills of excitement and joy echoed from above.  I looked up in time to see two young Shaval rocketing straight down, wings folded back.  At the last minute, they opened their wings and whizzed over the trees and into the park.  I watched as they glided lower and disappeared into the canopy. 

An older couple launched from a few stories above me, opening their wings and gliding into the park.  As the sky grew darker, a group of lights focused on a large clearing in the park.  Soon the sky was filled with the gliding forms of Shaval as they went toward the clearing.  I watched in wonder, trying desperately to hold onto my sense of worth as I drank in the magnificent sight.

No wonder the Shaval think they're such bad asses.  They kind of are.

I forced myself to ignore the view and flitted up to the proper level of the high rise.  Another set of coordinates on the building led me to the proper spot where the committee head supposedly lived.  A window morphed open and she stepped out.  The pictures in the Shaval database didn't do her justice.  She looked exactly like Fergie from the Black Eyed Peas.  That is if Fergie was over nine feet tall with wings and an extra set of arms.  She wore a tight t-shirt with the monochromatic image of a handsome male Shaval emblazoned on the front and a knee-length black skirt.  I wondered if the man on her shirt was the Shaval equivalent of Che Guevara or Justin Bieber.  

I decided to name her Fergie since she seemed pretty hip.  It was better than "Bob" any day.  Kyle had told me he planned to name his new host Fred.  He obviously hated the Shaval.

Fergie launched herself from the window and glided toward the park.  She looked to her right at a neighboring female who was also gliding the same way.  They spoke aloud, warbling and trilling and making a racket as they talked about how hot they thought the neighbor in 22.4 was and how stupid his girlfriend acted.  Wow.  Just wow.  And our captive Shaval criticized us for being petty.  These beings were no better.  Screw Diana and her bunch of elitist snobs.

Just like humans had done in the past, the Shaval weren't above justifying their criminal behavior when it came to wiping out or enslaving other sentient beings for their own selfish reasons.  I listened to Fergie and her neighbor prattle on like two teenagers until they reached the park and went separate ways.  Fergie joined up with a group of friends.  They were standing around drinking what looked like cocktails to me.  A tall male, easily over ten feet tall, was boasting about the important things his committee was doing with regard to regulating some substance that I couldn't translate into English.  One of the ladies was all over him.

A platform bubbled up in the center of the park, growing out of the ground and made of the ubiquitous stuff that formed the buildings.  It was the color of the dark green grass that carpeted the clearing and almost looked like a natural formation except for the flatness.  A group of Shaval glided in from the darkness around the clearing and landed on the new platform.  One of them bellowed out thanks to the attendees and warbled out how cool Chandara was and how great it was to be back home.

This was a rock band?  I wondered if Fergie might join them and sing about her lovely humps.

Then they sang.  From the first notes to the last I was entranced by the amazing harmony and melody.  They spread their wings, creating intricate patterns that mirrored the melody and sang in a range that extended to notes I probably couldn't have heard in physical human form.  As the concert went on, I found myself swaying to the sound of their voices.  Tears formed in my eyes and chills ran down my back.  Music had never affected me this way.  When it was over, I wanted more.  Fergie and her friends gabbed on for a while after, then she hugged some of them goodbye, waved to the others, and walked to a clear area of the field where I'd seen aircars landing and picking up their owners.

Her vehicle landed.  Like the others, it had its own shape and color which I assumed could probably change at her whim.  I slid into the portal behind her.  It closed and the vehicle took her back to her apartment.  I wondered why she hadn't flown back using her wings.  I hadn't seen any of them flying back, now that I thought of it.  Maybe they were too lazy, or maybe the wings couldn't handle lifting off.

Once we reached her apartment I wandered around looking at the decorations.  There was no kitchen.  The bathroom and bedroom looked like the ones on the spaceship.  She had holographic images, presumably of family, and nice wooden furniture like tables and chairs, albeit much larger than the human equivalent.  I wondered if they were real or holographic.

Fergie hit the sack after cleaning off in her mist shower.  I followed up with my usual meditation techniques and started the process of assimilation all over again.  It was getting to be old hat.  By the end of the night I felt comfortable enough to completely merge with her.  I marveled at how quickly I'd been able to hit that point, but then again, I'd gathered some experience with her kind.  Fergie's thoughts were every bit as complex as Diana's but I didn't bother searching her soul or trying to understand what made her tick.  I found her consciousness triggers and tested them once she started to wake up.  She winked back out.  I took over and walked her around, scratched her butt, ran in place, and did a few more tests until I was satisfied that I could do it again.

I spoke with the other team members.  Chris had managed to take control of the database administrator.  He'd discovered a risky back door technique to changing the database that might work in case of an emergency.  The others on the team felt certain they'd have physical control of their hosts by the next night.  We still had a couple of days so I wasn't too worried.  

As for Kyle and his team of battleship thieves, he informed me that things were on schedule except for one thing:  Harb was missing.  Kyle wasn't too concerned since he already had enough people for the job, but Harb was supposed to be collecting military data by using Azriel's contacts.  Harb hadn't responded to Kyle's calls.

I tried calling Harb but he didn't answer.  I cursed him a few times for good measure and decided to check in on Zhrrii and Ciirr.  Needless to say, they didn't have a way to contact us so I had to go there in person.  Zhrrii was trumpeting something in a worried voice to Ciirr when I arrived.  I tapped into her.

What's wrong?

Lucy, thank goodness you came.  This is terrible.

My chest iced over.  What is?

The bodies.  They're gone.

 






  

Chapter 29
 

 

I belted out a curse and broadcast the emergency to Kyle and Chris.  Everyone dropped what they were doing and flitted back to the ship.

Zhrrii was beside herself with worry and sorrow.  I tried to assure her that everything would be okay, but she was frantic.

I have failed you, my dear friend, she said.  I cannot believe the bodies would vanish.

The first thing I noticed was that Harb was a no-show to the emergency meeting.  The next was that the ship's logs showed Azriel had come and gone a few times.  My mind jumped to the obvious conclusion.  Harb had hijacked our bodies for some reason.  He could hold us for ransom if he wanted to.  But why would he?  It made no sense.  Surely he had as much invested in the mission as we did.

After the yelling died down, I told everyone there wasn't much we could do at the moment.  Like everyone else, I was scared to death.  The end could come at a moment's notice and that would be that.  Chills ran through me every time I gave it a thought.  I couldn't help it.  Somehow I convinced everyone to go back to their assigned tasks.  I pulled my trusted inner circle aside and asked for advice.

"This place is totally automated, right?" Jane asked.

"Yeah," Kyle said.  "So there wouldn't be any guards we could assimilate for information."

"For all we know, he parked an aircar right outside the ship and loaded it up with our bodies," Chris said.

Jane looked at the holo-console.  "Doesn't this ship keep a video log?"

"I guess," Kyle said.

Kyle merged with Bob and brought him into the room.  It took a few seconds to find out how to activate the video log.  In the middle of the night while we had all been in deep meditative trances with our new hosts, Azriel emerged from the ship.  The video could be panned and shifted any way to follow Azriel.  He walked toward one of the large hangars several hundred yards away and returned with a smaller hovering craft.

"Looks like a luggage carrier," Kyle said.

"Why would Shaval need luggage?" I asked.  "Everything they use is holographic."

"I'm sure they have plenty of souvenirs from other planets they visit."

I shrugged and watched as Azriel lugged out the gel cases with our bodies.  Each case had a name painted on it so we knew which one was ours.  We each grimaced as the cases with our names were tossed into the carrier.  Azriel finished loading and drove away toward the same hangar.

"He probably hid them in that hangar," Jane said.  "Let's go check it out."

We didn't waste a second flitting over to the hangar.  I gasped once we arrived inside.  It was massive and stuffed to bursting with containers.  Large cargo shuttles landed in one area and wheeled robots offloaded hundreds of containers then turned around and loaded other crates back on the same shuttle.  Smaller aircar vehicles landed at another dock and picked up goods, probably for local distribution.  This particular hangar had almost nothing but food in it.

"The Shaval keep their fresh foods in stasis at home," Kyle said.  "When they order something to eat, the computer organizes the ingredients and a machine prepares the dish.  This looks like a main hub for food distribution.  I hope like hell our bodies aren't sitting in someone's stasis unit right now."

"You mean our bodies might get served up as food?" I asked, gagging at the thought.

"No, stasis units scan for spoilage and will dump the bad food into the garbage automatically."

"Let me guess, they probably treat their garbage like they did the human structures on our planet."

Kyle nodded.  "They send garbage to a treatment plant where those giant centipedes and Sst's convert garbage into energy."

"Oh crap," Jane said.

"I doubt our bodies will even make it out of the warehouse.  I'd bet a place like this has scans for spoilage as well."

We looked up and down the rows of containers that seemed to stretch into infinity.  I started cursing like a sailor.  "There's no way to find our bodies in this place."

"Might as well give it a try," Kyle said.

I slumped my shoulders.  We had no choice.  If anything happened to our bodies the mission would fail.  Thousands of Rrilk and billions of humans would die; the humans for real this time.  I recalled everyone back to the ship to help.  After a few hours of flying back and forth across my section of the warehouse, I was certain we'd never find the bodies.

I found something useful, Jane sent to me.

I flitted to her.  She was in a room with a console.  A short Shaval with a stunted lower arm and a potbelly sat inside.  He looked like a social reject and I wondered if bottom-of-the-barrel jobs were given to people like him.

"This guy looks rough," Jane said.  "They could patch him up with cloned parts."

"I guess.  So what's useful here?"

She pointed at the console.  "Video records."

I called Chris and had him grab Gabriel from the ship.  While we waited, I tapped into the dude in the chair.  His thought processes were pretty simple compared to my other hosts.  It didn't take me long to figure out why he was here and hadn't fixed himself.  He'd failed to vote on several occasions and shirked other civic duties thus earning a demotion to non-citizen worker class.  At that very moment he was stewing about his crappy job and how he'd like to get back at his boss.  Seemed like a typical blue-collar guy having a bad day.

Despite his apparent lack of brain power, it would still take a while to assimilate him so I had to wait on Chris to bring Gabriel over.  He arrived twenty minutes later, but it felt like eternity with our bodies on the loose.  Gabriel asked the guy to review the video logs.  The worker refused.

I told Chris to say that he was with internal affairs trying to find video that his boss might have stolen some items and that his boss could lose citizenship privileges.  The worker happily agreed to that and showed Gabriel how to access the pertinent logs.  Then he went outside for a break.

Since the video was compiled into one large file that allowed holographic 3-D viewing, we skipped to the time the ship's log had recorded Azriel and panned in the direction of the ship.  Azriel drove the cart to the local distribution dock and past it.  An aircar waited just past it.  He loaded the gel cases inside and the car took off.

"Son of a bitch!" Kyle said, slamming his fist onto the console.  "Now we'll never find him."

"Harb's in an unfamiliar place," Jane said.  "He knows what Azriel knows, but he only trusts himself, right?"

"That pretty much sums it up," I said.  "Harb is narcissistic and craves to be the center of attention."

"So the first place to look is obvious."

"Azriel's address?"

Jane nodded.  "Unfortunately, none of us know Azriel like Harb so he might have other places to go.  But it's a good start."

"We've got to tread very carefully," Kyle said.  "Harb might do something stupid if he feels threatened."

"Stupid?  He's already done that," I said.  "Chris, put Gabriel away and let's pay Azriel a little visit."

Chris sprinted back.  I flew ahead and updated Zhrrii and Ciirr with the news.  Zhrrii pulled up Azriel's bio on the console and found his address.  I told her I'd keep her updated.  She trumpeted out a few notes of good luck which roughly translated into "I hope the Rruukk doesn't eat you."  I knew the Rruukk was a giant carnivorous fish on her home world.  You could at least see a Rruukk coming.  Harb could pull the trigger at any moment and vaporize our bodies.  We'd never even know it happened.

Whatever happened, it was imperative to sort this out by nightfall so we could finish assimilating our targets.  The committee members were especially important since their meeting was happening in less than two days.

Since we'd never been to Azriel's place we had to fly there.  His building had the same numerals on the side as did Fergie's so it didn't take long to pinpoint the apartment.  It wouldn't have been hard anyway since he was on the penthouse level.

"Guardians must get paid pretty well," I said, whistling.

"I get the feeling his military contacts have something to do with this," Chris said.

Azriel's high rise started broad at the base and reached for the skies in undulating waves.  His penthouse capped the top like the dome from a mosque.  A columned terrace surrounded the penthouse complete with a large pool of dark blue liquid that I figured might not be water.  The window portals facing the sun were open.  I zipped over to them and looked inside.  The place was palatial, all columns and marble floors.  It looked almost earthly.

"This reminds me of the Taj Mahal," Jane said.  "In fact, it looks virtually identical."

"They can alter the appearance to just about anything," Chris said.  "This is a sure sign Harb's around here."

"I am indeed," Harb said through Azriel as he stepped outside onto the terrace.

Chris streaked over to him.  "You asshat.  Return our bodies."

Azriel smiled.  "Or what?"

"Or you'll find an army of Shaval knocking on your door with us inside."

"You'll do no such thing."

"Why are you doing this?" I asked.  "I don't understand."

Harb freed himself from Azriel but stayed tapped in.  Harb retained his new muscular look but now he'd added wings and extra arms.  He looked like a Shaval.  "This is why I'm doing it.  Humans are pathetic and weak.  The Shaval were right to kill them all."

"That includes you, buster," I said.  "Lest you forget, you're as human as we are."

"No longer," he said, cutting the air with a swing of his arm.  "Azriel and I are in agreement.  They will clone a Shaval body to be my own.  I will be given a high rank in their society.  Among humans I was an orphan.  I was trash to be discarded or used like an animal.  The Shaval have no such thing.  Every citizen has a place of honor."

"The Shaval are no better than us."

He sneered. "Then you're blind.  True, they aren't perfect, but their society has achieved a level that humans never will."

"Fine, Harb.  Join them.  But let Earth be.  Let us fix their database and we'll go back to Earth and live happily while you stay here.  Everyone's happy."

"Lucy, you can have your own Shaval body.  You can stay with me.  But I'm sorry.  The humans are too dangerous to leave in any form.  They must be destroyed for good."  His eyes locked onto Chris.  "I must uphold my end of the bargain for the Shaval to fulfill theirs."

"Harb, I can't do that.  Please reconsider.  I don't want any more deaths.  What about the Rrilk?  They'll suffer too.  The ones on Earth will be killed as well."

He shrugged.  "They're just animals."

"If I stay with you, will you let the others go and leave Earth alone?"

"Are you crazy?" Chris said.

"Hush," I hissed at him.

"But--"

"Shut up," I hissed again.  I couldn't have him upsetting Harb and wrecking everything.

Harb looked at Chris and a smug smile spread across his face.  "You realize you would be my lover, right, Lucy?"

I nodded.  "Yes."

"Get on your knees and beg me to be your lover and I promise I'll let the others go."

My eyebrows shot up along with my rage.  Somehow I stifled my heated response.  I looked at Chris and the others.  I thought about the Rrilk and the other humans.  It would save them all, even Ms. Tate, The Flying Spaghetti Monster bless her evil twisted soul.  And it wouldn't be such a horrible sacrifice.  Harb would probably get tired of me after a while and move on.  There was no shortage of hot Shaval women for sure.

I stepped toward him, each step leaden and stilted.  I hated him at that moment more than anyone.  Even more than Billy Nichols, who, in the fifth grade had pulled down my pants in front of everyone at recess.  My ego weighed every step down with hate.  I stopped in front of him.  Dropped to my knees.

"Please be my lover," I said unable to keep the sob from my voice.  I glared at him, jaw clenched.

He took my hand, pulled me up.  "Thank you.  That's what I wanted to hear."

"You'll let them go?"

"I will.  I'm a man of my word."  An aircar docked at the terrace and a squad of armored Shaval disembarked and entered the house.  "Unfortunately the Shaval have made no such promise."

"What?"

"It is out of my hands."

Azriel followed the men into the house.  I pursued them along with the rest of the group.  I sent out an emergency broadcast to the rest of the squad.  They flitted in immediately.

Emergency takedown, I said.

The second I gave the order I could see it wasn't going to work.  There were almost thirty soldiers and only fourteen of us.  The soldiers filed into a large room.  Our gel caskets lined the back wall.  Harb tapped into Azriel and he smiled.  I glanced at the names on the caskets.  Jane, Kyle, Chris, Mike, Missy; all the names of the people I loved and had trained with were there.  Conspicuously absent were mine and Harb's.

"No!" I screamed as the soldiers took aim.

We merged with the soldiers.  I sent out a burst of hatred so pure into the one I took that he passed out.  The others dropped.  I left mine and aimed for another.  I hit him the same way.  He went down.  But my strength evaporated and I faltered.  Chris and Mike took down another before they too fell.  Jane struggled free of her first soldier and launched at another.  Bethany was out cold after her second attack.

Confusion and panic hit the ranks.  The soldiers yelled in alarm as their comrades collapsed for no apparent reason.  Only Azriel remained calm and none of us could touch him with Harb in the way.  Azriel fired at a casket in the center.  I saw the name on it:  Chris.  I dove at Azriel, willing myself to merge with him.  Harb's presence acted like a shield and I bounced off.

I screamed bloody murder as light enveloped the casket.  I felt an arm on my shoulder.  I looked into Chris's blue eyes.  His lovely sad eyes.

"I love you, Lucy.  Always."  And he was gone.






  

Chapter 30
 

 

I stared at the empty space where Chris had been, my mind in shock.

Azriel took aim and blasted another casket.  Missy went with it.  Then Tatiana Ivanovna, then Liu Chan, Piotr Ivanovich, and Erika Jannsen.  Azriel could see us with Harb inside him.  He smiled.  The bastard was enjoying this murder spree.  Mike staggered to his feet and into the last remaining soldier standing.  He took him down before slumping out of the Shaval's body and onto the floor.  Mike's eyes were closed, his body translucent from weakness.

All we could do was watch helplessly as Azriel had his way.  We had nothing to fight him with.

"A shame he won't be awake when he dies," Azriel said.  He took aim at Mike's casket.

White energy speared into Azriel.  He and Harb screamed simultaneously as Azriel's body disintegrated from the center out.  Harb ejected and fell to the ground, still screaming.  His body morphed back into that of the young boy I'd first met.

I launched myself at him though I felt so weak I could hardly move.  I wrapped my hands around his scrawny neck and squeezed for all I was worth.  Harb's face reddened.  I willed for him to suffer.  I wanted him to pay for the murders he'd committed.  I wanted the floors red with his blood and hot with his agony.

Chris is gone.  Chris is gone forever.

Someone grabbed me and pulled me back against their chest.  I screamed and thrashed until the last ounce of strength evaporated from my body.

"I've got you," Kyle said.  Bob's unconscious form slumped nearby.  I'd asked Kyle to bring him in case we found the caskets and needed to move them.  He'd been the one to kill Azriel.

"Everyone's dead, Kyle.  They're all dead."

"I know, sweetie.  I know."

I felt his tears drop into my hair.  I turned and hugged him and we sobbed together.

Jane brought us back to our senses.  "We've got to go," she said.  "Load the bodies now before those soldiers wake up."  She formed a length of rope from nothing, tied Harb's unconscious form with them, and secured him in the ship.  I knew from Ms. Tate's new order in Heavenly that Harb couldn't flit while tied up like that.

Kyle nodded and merged with Bob.  The gel caskets were easy for one Shaval to move.  And now there weren't many left:  only eight, although mine and Harb's were unaccounted for.  We searched the apartment but couldn't find them.  Harb had probably hidden them with care in case Azriel double-crossed him.

The rest of us were exhausted, too weak to fly, so Kyle used Bob to fly us back to the ship in an aircar.  As the minutes stretched, my rage gathered to a point where I could barely control the seething demon roaring to get out.  I wanted payback for the crimes perpetrated against Earth.  For the deaths of my dear friends and the one I loved.

Bethany returned to consciousness on the way back.  She hugged me and cried the rest of the trip.  Chris had been her best friend like Kyle was mine.  If I'd lost Kyle too, I would probably have gone catatonic.  But now my sense of purpose was crystal clear.  My intent had changed and I had gone cold.

Mike awoke and lunged at Harb, murder in his eyes.  It took several of us to restrain him although he walloped the kid a few times.  I noticed that Harb still had purple bruises on his neck where I'd squeezed.  Something was happening to our ghostly bodies.  Either we'd changed them or we'd figured out how to truly injure others like us now.  I didn't know.  I didn't care.  I was happy.  It meant I could hurt Harb.  It also meant he couldn't escape so long as he was bound.

When we reached the ship, I took a head count.  Only four hours remained until nightfall and our assigned duties.  But now our link to the database administrator was gone with Chris.  I was short two people, and Kyle was short by five.  He could deal with fewer since they only needed the three battleship captains.  The ships were so highly automated that the rest of the five-man crew was hardly necessary to pilot them to Earth.

Since Jane and a few others could already control their hosts, I assigned a couple of them to control another committee member as well so we'd have the votes to change the database.  I told Kyle I'd assimilate one of the battleship navigators since we'd need one of them to program in Earth's coordinates once we had control.

Another plan formed in my head.  I didn't dare tell anyone what it was but it was there and it probably needed doing.

Harb drifted in and out of consciousness.  The death blow to Azriel had messed him up good.  I took the opportunity to merge with him during his discombobulation and discovered where he'd hidden my body and his.  I took Fergie in her aircar to pick them up and delivered them to the ship without telling the others just in case I decided to vaporize Harb's corpse.  Or kick his body into the far reaches of space.  Then I dropped her back at home and worked on my side plan.

 

The day of the vote arrived.  As committee head, I called the vote using Fergie, saying routine maintenance was required to update obsolete records.  It was a standard vote according to Fergie's memories, and it also gave the database administrator wider latitude.  With our control, the vote passed by a wide margin and I realized that it probably would have passed if only because Fergie called the vote and the other members respected her judgment when it came to routine matters like that.  Still, it was better to be safe.

Jane had taken double duty as the database administrator as well and downloaded the encryption key from the committee to the console that controlled the database.  From there it was easy to run a search on all references to Earth by its Shaval designation.  Rather than delete the entries which might stand out to an audit, we changed the records to show that our solar system had no useful resources or life in it.  That would keep us off Shaval radar, maybe forever, or maybe just a few years depending on variables out of our control.

She also altered the records of the Rrilk who were working on Earth to indicate their duties were finished and they were allowed to go to their home world.  I wished I could do more to help the Rrilk overall, maybe free the entire from enslavement, but that required a lot more than just fiddling around with the database.  One baby step at a time.

Next up were the battleships.

I updated Zhrrii and Ciirr with our current status.  Both were more than ready to get the hell out of Dodge.  I joined Kyle on his shiny new battleship.  We'd decided to imprison the Shaval crew from the ships since each one performed a useful duty that we'd need to learn if we wanted to actually use the battleships to do anything besides look pretty.  We did merge takedowns on all crewmembers but the captains since they were already under the control of Kyle and his gang.  Over the past day, I'd taken time to assimilate the ship's navigator.  Otherwise it would've taken forever to figure out how to get back to Earth.  That was my excuse, anyway.  I had other plans that I didn't want to share with the others.

I stood on the bridge of Kyle's battleship in the Shaval navigator's lithe female body and gazed at the rotating blue planet below.

"Beautiful," I said, though my heart felt cold with anguish.

"Yeah," Kyle said, a tremble in his voice.  The Shaval captain stood almost ten feet tall with broad shoulders and cropped gray hair.  He looked too grim and noble to have such a sad little quirk in his voice.

 Kyle had locked the other Shaval crew members in the brig after we'd taken them down.  Now all that was left was setting the coordinates for Earth and going home.  I strode across the large bridge and to the navigation console.

A blip appeared on the communications console.  Zhrrii was signaling us from the smaller ship we'd hijacked to get here from Earth.  I activated the battleship's hangar controls and Zhrrii ferried the smaller ship inside.  I entered the coordinates for Earth and transmitted them to the other two battleships now under our control.  The lumbering space cruisers weren't required to report their destinations to any central location unlike civilian ships.  The Shaval military wouldn't have a clue where they'd gotten off to.  How pissed would that make someone, I wondered.  These behemoths had to be worth a gazillion dollars.

The other battleships under our control acknowledged receipt of coordinates.  We'd put the gel caskets with the corpses of the respective team members on board the other battleships since we had no clue what would happen if they were out of range of their old bodies and got yanked off the ship while in that other universe.  The thought of it made me shudder.

The other two ships rotated slowly away from Zalista and faced outward.  They shifted and winked into another dimension.

Kyle put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed.  "Let's go home."

"Okay," I said, and activated a command on the console.

Multiple white beams speared from the battleship.  One lanced into the large grey space station that encircled Zalista and blew a chunk from it.  Another vaporized the capital buildings in Chandara.  The others beams destroyed nearby defense satellites.  Kyle gasped as a cloud of steam, dust, and debris became visible on the planet surface, marring the otherwise crystal blue.  Bethany cried out.  I watched in numb fascination at the magnitude of destruction and murder I'd just committed.  I watched as the massive space station cracked and tore itself apart under the strain.  I imagined the bodies being blown into space at this moment, hurling briefly out into the expanse before caught in the gravitational pull and burned into dust in the atmosphere.

But revenge didn't fill me with a sense of justice or make me happy.  It made me feel emptier.  I continued to watch the injured planet as our ship rotated toward home and shifted away.






  

Chapter 31
 

 

Nobody said a word about the atrocity I'd committed on the way back.  We talked about plans to revive Earth, about how best to defend her, and all sort of other things except the elephant in the room.  Actually, forget elephants, this was a one-ton monster.  If God existed he was probably preparing a very special place in Hell for me right this very minute.  A place right next door to the Shaval.

I already felt like I was there.  Grief swelled in me every time I thought of Chris.  Every time I thought how I could have saved him.  I couldn't have done anything though.  I'd been useless without a host to stop Azriel.

Harb was still tied up in the smaller ship in the cargo bay.  I hadn't decided what to do with him.  I'd planned to nuke his body while he watched but since the mass destruction of Chandara, I'd lost the will to do anything.  There was no justice that would make me feel better.  Only having Chris back would do that.

* * * * *

We arrived on Earth a few days later.  Less than a hundred people gathered to express their thanks and welcome us home as heroes.  The families of those who'd been lost mourned them.  My parents, of course, were still absent, presumably in Ms. Tate's evil hands.  I couldn't think about that right now.  There was too much else to do.  My emotional range seesawed from comfortable numbness, to leaden grief, to apoplectic rage.  It made me question my sanity.

Bethany saw Chris's parents and ran to them, crying the entire way.  Their eyes lit with understanding the moment they saw her expression.  They beckoned me over and brought me into the fold.

"We're so proud of you," Chris's father, Mr. Rogers, said.

"Your parents would be so proud of you too," Mrs. Rogers said.  "There are plenty of us in Heavenly trying to make things right.  Unfortunately Bertha has too many people under her control."

"Bertha?" I asked.

"Bertha Tate.  Otherwise known as the God Hand."

I tried to laugh but even that seemed unfunny.  "I never knew Ms. Tate's first name.  I'll be sure to use that next time I see her."

"Things are bad."

"We're going to make things right on Earth," I said.  And then kick some ass in Heavenly.  For the first time in days, a sense of purpose returned to me.  We had a job to do.  I had something that would take my mind off Chris, at least in short stretches.

The battleships had miniature automatic factories in them used to fabricate all sorts of things the military might need in a campaign on another planet.  Cloned body parts were among those items.  It took a couple of months to figure out the proper tweaks, but using the combined knowledge of the captured Shaval, we were able to configure it to make human bodies using our DNA.

We had DNA samples from all team members stored in the Rrilk cube.  After several raging disagreements, we decided to use Chris's DNA for the first clone.  I forced the issue until everyone was sick of arguing and told me to do whatever the hell I wanted.  I had wild ideas about what might happen, pipe dreams and fantasies most likely.

We placed Chris's DNA sample in a large clear tub of gel.  The cloner analyzed the DNA sample and started weaving a body from the gel proteins.  At first it was only a tiny button of flesh encased in a sea of gel.  A knot of tension in my stomach tightened every day as I checked the progress.  By the end of the first week, the bones were in place.  By the second week some internal organs were identifiable.

I held my undisclosed desires close to my heart.  I hoped against hope that this clone would somehow revive Chris's soul and bring him back.  That whatever magic existed in the universe would do the trick and give him new life.

I think Kyle knew what I wanted, but he remained silent.  He'd argued against using Chris's DNA for the first test, instead volunteering himself.  Nobody knew what would happen.  Maybe the body would come with a soul already inside, or it might come empty.  Maybe we weren't really souls in the first place, just trans-dimensional beings created by a massive discharge of life when the Shaval had killed us and the real Lucy Morgan and friends were all truly dead.  End of story.

The questions gnawed at me deeper and deeper until I could barely stand the passage of time.  I literally could not wait for the cloner to finish.

By the third week, sinews, muscles and veins showed through the translucent skin.  The body was young, perhaps the equivalent of Chris when he was fourteen.  There were ways to set the age of the final clone but we'd left the parameters alone.

One month, two days, and six hours after starting, the cloner declared the body complete.  It sent a shock of electricity to the heart and a puff of oxygen into the lungs.  The clone coughed and started breathing.  The console displayed the vitals:  healthy and functional.  After verifying normal function for an hour, the cloner placed Chris's new body onto a bed where it lay staring at the ceiling, occasionally blinking.

I merged with Diana's body and went to him.  I took his hand and held it.  "Chris, it's Lucy.  Are you in there?"

He looked at me with a placid expression.  Then he looked back at the ceiling.  I instructed the computer to scan his brain patterns.  It showed normal base autonomic activity.  Higher functions showed almost nil.  Not much going on upstairs.  I snapped my fingers in his face.  He looked at me again with a blank expression.  I took his hand and pulled.  He lay there staring at me, not moving a muscle to help.  I don't think he knew what I was doing.  After all, his mind was a blank.  Diana's body was plenty strong enough to carry him.  Instead, I pulled him into a sitting position and swung his legs over the side of the table.  He sat there, staring ahead at the wall.

Maybe taking him to the planet surface would do something.  I dressed him in shorts and a t-shirt, loaded him in a shuttle, and took him down to his old neighborhood where he'd grown up.  After a frustrating hour of attempts, I gave up teaching him to walk.  He tottered around like an infant, constantly toppling over his long legs.  Only Diana's strength and height kept him from falling over.  I could hold each of his hands in mine and walk behind him like one would teach an infant to walk.  I cursed at the futility but loaded him onto one of the hover stretchers in the back of the shuttle.  It morphed into a seat that fit him and I pushed him inside his old house like an invalid.

I had cleaned up his house and mine during the cloning process if for no other reason than to give me something to do.  I took him to his room and showed him Chris's stuff.  I did that for hours without a positive response or spark of interest from him.  Even infants had some responses.  Maybe something had gone wrong with brain development.  He learned to pick up things and look at them but he didn't have the curiosity to examine them.

I called Bethany and asked her to help.  She showed up in Laylah's body.  Her face twisted in disgust when she saw him and almost left.  I begged her to stay.  She spoke with Chris for a while about the old days and incidents from high school.  He stared at her the same way he had me.  Then he pooped in his pants.

"He's not in there," Bethany said.  "This is just a shell.  And it's wrong to have given it a life like this."  She waved her hand to ward off the odor.  "Chris is gone."

I clenched my fists in an effort to hold my temper at bay.  "Maybe he's not.  Maybe this will bring him back."

"No."  She shook her head as a tear rolled down her cheek.  "This just makes it that much harder to let him go."  She broke into more tears and looked away.  "I can't do this, Lucy.  I have to move on.  You do too."

I ground my teeth.  "I'm not giving up that easy."

"It's not giving up if it's impossible."

I barked out a laugh.  "You're saying that after everything we've been through.  After everything we've done?  We've done the impossible.  We survived death and maybe Chris somehow survived the destruction of his body."

"If he did, this--this construct isn't bringing him back."  She made a noise of disgust and left.

I cleaned up the clone's rear end and used Diana's holo-emitter to create another pair of clean pants.  I loaded him into the shuttle and took him to a new facility the Rrilk had built near Zhrrii's cube.  Word had spread like wildfire about the cloning technology so we'd had the battleships build several more cloning units and placed them in the facility which everyone called the Factory.  We asked for candidates and received more than we could handle.  Out of those we took ten individuals and cloned their bodies.  Each would take a month to create, but we had fifty cloners online by then.

I talked to Chris's clone every day, trying to get a response.  But each day passed like the last.  His autonomic functions kept on ticking while everything else stayed close to flat line.  The auto-doc unit warned that the clone's brain was slowly becoming atrophied as were its muscles.  The clone could walk and manipulate objects with its hands, but only under direct guidance.

"Lucy you have to give this up," Kyle said to me one day.  "You haven't done anything but babysit this thing since we returned.  Our parents are still trapped in Heavenly and there are people who need our help right now."

"I can't leave him.  What if he comes back?"

"He's not, Lucy."  Kyle pounded the table where the clone lay and looked at the diagnostic console.  "He's gone.  Let it be, just for a day or so.  The first batch of clones is done and we need to help these people into their new bodies."

I gazed at the clone, at how I could see Chris in every line and every detail of its flesh.  But I saw nothing in the eyes.  No love, no recognition, no desire to exist.  Kyle was right.  I'd been so selfish with my time.  I needed to help the people who were still around.  Rejuvenating the human race would give me purpose enough to care about something else for a change.

Kyle, Jane, and others from our team had been training the test subjects and showing them how to merge with a body.  When the clones were done, we took them inside.  I was assigned the old guy of the group, Tom Sanders.  He approached his clone and gasped at the sight.

"It's so strange seeing me lying there breathing.  But it looks like I'm not even really alive."

"That's exactly what your clone is right now," I said.  "Just a hunk of meat with no spark.  Are you ready to dive in?"

"I dive into the body like they do in the movies?"

I laughed.  "Sorry, bad idiom.  Are you ready to start the process?"

He nodded.  His hands trembled and he gulped.  "You're so young.  Are you sure you know what you're doing?"

"It's how we saved the Earth, Tom."  I should put that on my resume, I thought.

"If something goes wrong, will I die for good?"

I didn't know the answer to that, not under these particular circumstances.  But I had experience.  I could guess.  "You'll be fine.  If you don't like it, you can leave the body."  I pointed to Diana's slumbering form in a chair nearby.  "I'll have her on hand to help you afterward."

He licked his lips and placed a hand on the clone.  He closed his eyes and a moment later the body sucked him in.  It was unlike any merge I'd seen before.  The clone's eyes opened.  It screamed.  I heard asynchronous screams echo from the other chambers where the other test subjects were.  The clone jerked upright and whipped his head left and right.  He saw Diana's body.  His face blanched in terror and he backed away.

I merged with Diana and stood up, motioning him to calm down.  He kept screaming and backing away.  His screaming was driving me crazy so I had the auto-doc sedate him.  I heard other screams go quiet as my team mates got the same idea.  We were each in a Shaval body so we easily moved the new bodies into a single room where we could keep an eye on them.

"What the hell?" I asked.

"No idea," Kyle said.  "We can't communicate with them in our Shaval bodies.  It terrifies them.  Maybe they haven't assimilated or something."

"Or maybe it's because their minds are blank," I said, a wash of horror sweeping over me.  "What if we just wiped them clean?"

"Oh no," Jane said.  "I hope not."

Then the obvious occurred to me.  "Hold on, I have an idea."  I should have thought of it long ago.

I grabbed a shuttle and took it north a ways to a nice house we'd set up for a very special inhabitant.  Nick was there mowing the lawn.  He raced over to me and gave Diana's large body a big hug like a child would to an adult.  I had to bend way down.  I gave him a kiss on the cheek.

"How's the hottest alien I know?" he said with a smile.

"Diana would tear you apart," I said, smacking one of her four large hands on his scrawny butt for emphasis.

He laughed and smacked Diana's butt which was about even with his face.

"I need your help," I said.  He had a translator device that repeated what I said in English.

"Thank God.  I'm bored stiff out here."

I took him back and briefed him along the way.  He was bursting with enthusiasm by the time we arrived.

"This is wonderful news.  You mean I may have real humans to talk to again?  Not that I have issues with the Rrilk, of course.  Bloody nice chaps and all, but a bit on the ugly and smelly side."

I showed him to our new patients.  I stepped from Diana and watched as Nick had the auto-doc awaken Tom.  Tom jerked awake and looked at Nick.  He sat up and stared with confusion at the other slumbering patients.

"What happened?  Are you a doctor?"

Nick nodded.  "What do you remember?"

"I was getting the mail.  Then I must have passed out.  I remember some crazy dreams about flying people and Kansas and something about aliens."  He gritted his teeth and furrowed his brow.  "But I feel like a lot is missing."  He looked at his hands and gasped.  "My hands.  Something's wrong.  They're young again.  My voice is all screwy too.  I sound like a kid."

Nick put a hand on Tom's shoulder.  "Yeah, it's a new hand cream we're using.  You suffered a stroke and will need to rehab, but I think you'll be fine."  He showed Tom into another room.  "There's a lot that needs explaining so you'll have to bear with us.  First I need to wake up your companions."

"Did they have strokes too?  They all look too young to have had strokes."

"This is the brain trauma ward."

"Oh, I see."

Nick repeated the process with the others until they were all calm and assembled in the room.  Then he came outside and conferred with the rest of us.

"We have a huge problem," he said.  "They've all suffered varying degrees of memory loss.  Some remember Heavenly but think it was a dream.  Another guy doesn't remember anything at all."

Kyle groaned.  "We're gonna have to rehab the entire human race."






  

Chapter 32
 

 

Jane was the first of us to request a new body.

"I always dreamed of having a big family," she said.  "Now I can."

"What if you forget everything like the others?"

"Then I know you'll be there to help me, sweetie."

Nick had his hands full with the original group's orientation but they had more or less accepted the new reality that waited outside their makeshift rehab clinic.  By the time Jane's new body was ready, most of the original group were actively helping in the clinic and training to rehab the next batch that arrived.  The amnesia hadn't scared any candidates off.  If anything, most of them wanted to forget the last year.

I watched as Jane prepared for the merge with her body.  She meditated for a while.  As she tapped into the body, her face tightened in concentration.  Her hand warped as if the body were trying to pull her in.  She stayed like that for a few hours while screams echoed from the other rooms and the other candidates as they awoke in their new bodies.  Nick popped in from time to time to check in on us, not that he could see anything but Jane's clone lying still on the table.

It was a while before Jane's face relaxed.  She smiled.  Her ghost popped into the body.  I held my breath, waiting for the scream.

Jane opened her eyes and laughed.  She sat up, looking around the room for me.  I was about to go grab Diana when Jane's gaze grew unfocused, almost dazed.  Worry stiffened me.

"Hey, Lucy," she said, looking at me.

"It worked?"

"Yeah.  Had a few smooth spots in the new brain to settle into.  No wonder the new guys freak out."

"Can you leave the body?"

She sat for a while, eyes closed and eventually shook her head.  "Looks like I'm in here for good, or at least until the next apocalypse."

"But you can see and hear me?"

"If I look and listen for you.  You're like a shimmering outline that only sharpens if I concentrate on you.  Then I can see you in a bizarre fuzzy way."

"Weird."

"So you gonna get your body done?"

I shrugged.  "Maybe in a while.  I don't know."  I had too much left undone.  My parents, for one thing.

I held a meeting with Nick and his team that night using Nick's body as my vessel.  As the number of revived humans increased, so did the rehab staff.  I explained what had worked with Jane.  A number of ghosts were on the flip side of his team, prepping ghostly candidates for their rebirth.  Unfortunately, many of them were too impatient or undisciplined to learn meditation and preferred to deal with the temporary memory loss.  What many didn't know was that several had lost years worth of memories that might never come back.  Memories from well before we all died.

Most of the first reborn humans had been young people before D-Day.  After discovering that everyone would get a new teenage body, a lot of older people started signing up too.  I could see the road to rebirth for the planet, but it was going to take a long while.  I also wondered just how hellish life would be with generations of humans hitting hormone-saturated puberty at the same time.

After a meeting during which I merged with Nick, he asked me to wait a moment before I left.

"I've been wanting to ask you something, Lucy."

What's that? I sent back.

"Will you please get your body made?"

Why?

"I want to see you in person."

You can see me all you want in your head.

He sighed.  "After everything we've been through, I'm surprised you don't know why."

I could read your mind, but what fun would that be?

"You joker."  He laughed then grew serious.  "Lucy, I'm in love with you."

I didn't know what to say.  I guess a part of me already knew that.  A part of me loved him too.  I care for you too Nick, but I'm not ready to come back to life.  I'm not ready to fall in love again.  I still hurt too much.

"Please, Lucy."

I'm sorry.  I can't.  I fled from him as pain bubbled up through the cracks in the armor I'd placed around my heart.  Chris's clone was wasting away.  The auto-doc said it would die soon.  And it hadn't achieved its own sense of awareness.  It was an empty meat-machine with no soul.  It was dying like my love life.  I figured it might be for the best if I had to endure this sort of heartache.  The kind that clung like lead weights in my chest.  It made me feel alive in a twisted way.

I found a quiet spot at the edge of the facility that housed our new venture.  The building looked fluid and organic, made from the same material the Shaval used for their buildings.  We called the material flux, and hoped to rebuild cities with it.  Rrilk crews were busy retrieving corpses and cleaning up the towns and cities.  They'd offered to stay and help us rebuild, thankful that we had freed them from the Shaval and hopeful we could eventually help free their home world.

The future looked promising but grief still clung to me.

"It's not as bad as you think," a familiar voice said.

I spun and cried out a note of the purest surprise and joy.  Anil smiled back at me.  His ghost glowed like he'd been standing too close to a power cube.  I hugged him and kissed his cheeks, wetting his face with my tears.  Then I realized he too was crying.  I'd never seen him cry.

"You did it, Lucy.  I'm so proud."

"How did you survive?  Why didn't you tell me you were still alive?"

"Because I couldn't."  He shrugged.  "The destruction of my corpse only freed me from chains I never knew existed.  It cut me loose in a torrent of dimensions and places that swept me like so much debris down a river.  I was unprepared for it.  I nearly drowned in its endlessness."  He sat cross-legged on the ground.  "There is a Beyond.  I finally found it.  For those who died before D-Day, they had time to adjust to a new state of being and to discover Beyond for themselves while their slowly decaying corpses anchored their souls for an easier transition.  For me, it was a matter of willpower and meditation that helped me recover."

"So there's a chance that the others will return."

"Others?"

I told him the story of Harb's betrayal.

He took a moment to muse over my story then nodded.  "There's a chance.  Time works differently between here and the other places.  It took me what seemed years to find my way.  Once I found Beyond, I was able to control where I went.  There are infinite dimensions waiting out there.  So much to do and see.  And other battles to fight."

"We can bring you all the way back now.  We're reviving the human race."

He nodded.  "It's a worthy plan, Lucy.  A noble one.  Be certain you are the one to write the rule book this time."

"You trust me with that kind of power?"

"For the most part."  He winked.  "I will not be returning to this life, however.  I've found my calling."

"But we can patch you right up, good as new."

"I know."  His eyes settled on a point in the sky.  "I want to help people on this side.  I want to find the lost ones and help them find Beyond."

"In infinite dimensions?  That's impossible."

"No, there are many of us already engaged in this task.  I think it's a worthy one."

"Can you find Chris?"

He paused, and must have seen the pain in my eyes.  "Having merged with him before, it might be more likely.  But I can't promise anything."

My hopes shot through the roof anyway.  "But you promise to visit me from time to time?"

"I will.  Be seeing you around, Lucy."  He smiled and shifted to dimensions unknown.

I twirled and laughed into the sky.  Anil was alive.  Chris was still alive out there somewhere.  One day, I might see him again.  I would hope and wait for that day.  I wanted to make Earth beautiful once again so when Chris came back to me he would be proud.

So I did.
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