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Body-Smith 401 and twenty other stories is dedicated to the memory of Ray Bradbury,

who passed from among us on June 5, 2012, after having taught many of us a simple truth: 

“Jump, and you will find out how to unfold your wings as you fall.” 

You were right. Thanks, Ray.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Body-Smith 401

[image: ]




and twenty other stories



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Foreword

[image: ]




It is a massive understatement to say that when Ray Bradbury passed away on June 5 of 2012, the world suffered a great loss. Still, as he knew and illustrated so well with his work, sometimes the understatement is more profound than rattling on endlessly. 

One of my first thoughts, with my fledgling ebook publishing company, was to conduct a speculative fiction contest, the results of which would be an anthology to honor his memory. I placed only two requirements on those who would enter: the stories had to be speculative fiction, and they had to deal more strongly with the characters’ reaction to the science or fantasy than with the science or fantasy itself. As you will soon discover, the contest was successful beyond my wildest hopes.

We received submissions from all over the world. Our authors range from Australia to Canada, from Europe to the Far East to the United States. They’re an entertaining lot to be sure, but their passion for the craft of storytelling is as apparent as their desire to leave their readers wanting more. 

Herein you’ll find humorous and heartening and cynical and frightening and thought-provoking stories about artificial intelligence (AI). About long-extinct octopoid creatures that booby-trapped their abandoned planet. About brave warriors, skilled hunters and skulking menaces. You’ll visit both Utopia and Dystopia. You’ll find magic, music, myth and mystery, infidelity, paranoia, suspense and schizophrenia, space travel, time travel, mind travel, rockets, space ships, colonists, time dilation, robots, multimorphous beings and a very deadly game. 

And there’s more... oh, so very much more. Welcome. 

Harvey Stanbrough

Editor
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K.J. McKenzie

Merrilee Evans woke in the night choking. As she reached for her throat, she tried to sit up. A black shadow shoved her back, digging steel thumbs into her windpipe. 

White spots danced. Her awareness dimmed. She hit out, thrusting the heel of her hand into something soft. The figure above yelped and jumped back into the darkness. She gasped and coughed. Tears sprang to the corners of her eyes. Finally able to breathe enough, she croaked, “Computer, lights.” 

Lights flashed on and she squinted. No one was lurking in the corners of the room. The hallway and wardrobe doors were closed.

“Computer, open wardrobe.”

Pastel-blue double doors leapt wide open. For an instant Merrilee imagined the doors were throwing themselves at her, rushing to kill, but they stayed on their hinges, only exposing her many new Prestolean clothes. 

She strained to hear something—running feet, anything—but beyond her ragged breathing, only the alien tropical plants outside her window clack-clacked.

“Computer, telephone.” 

A dial tone rumbled above her head. “Police,” she said.

A garbled voice replied.

“Shit, sorry. Translation, Earth English.”

In a heartbeat an almost-human-sounding male voice asked, “You are Merrilee Evans of Carrington Nine?”

“Yes, I’ve just been attacked. Nearly strangled. Please come. Urgent.”

After a long moment, the voice said, “An armed pair is being dispatched. Is the attacker identified?”

“No.” Clearing her throat, she tried to remember. There’d been a head, and shoulders. “Humanoid. That’s all I could tell.”

From above she heard the whisper of a computer working in sync with the mind of a Prestolean. She pictured what she’d seen of their system: a Prestolean’s bald head encased in a cap of pink tendrils that joined at the back of the neck. The collection of tendrils flowed into the floor. How it all worked she had no idea.

“Your windows and entrances have not been breached,” the operator said.

“Are you sure?”

“Our readings can be altered, but it is unlikely. Is there any other body in residence? The Prestolean Body-Smith 401?”

Merrilee shook her head, triggering a bout of dizziness. “I don’t know.” 

“Is there any reason to suspect its Current-Time personality of hostility?”

She hesitated. At this time of night, Betlano would be the conscious personality. He couldn’t be the attacker; the consequences would be too awful. “I don’t think so.”

“Please stay in your room until a police pair—” The voice above went silent.

“Yes?” She drew up her knees, pulling the blanket close. “Until a police pair what?”

No response.

“Hello? Are you there?”

Not even a dial tone. 

“Computer, what is happening?”

No answer.

Outside Merrilee’s window, a gust of wind rattled the glass, and the plants clacked together violently. Another Prestolean dust storm.

Merrilee flung back her blanket and stood, putting her hands out to stop herself from swaying. “Computer, respond!” 

Her heart felt swollen, each beat like a punch in her chest. Someone had cut off the connection.

What had the operator said? No doors or windows had been breached? Perhaps Betlano had let in a dangerous guest. 

Had she hurt the attacker badly? Not enough to prevent him from running out of the room and closing the door behind him. She’d probably hit his nose. 

There was no blood spatter on the lime-green moss the Prestoleans called carpet. Perhaps she had struck the soft part below his chin. His? It may not have been a he. And most Prestolean bodies are androgynous... assuming it wasn’t another human. Thousands of humans had settled on Prestolea just in the last year.

There was no lock on her bedroom door. Whoever it was could barge in at any time. Merrilee glanced around for a weapon. Besides the bed, wardrobe, and wall-mounted computer screen, there was a table scattered with her make-up. Her eyeliner certainly wouldn’t help her fend off anyone. The only other thing on the table was the hologram of herself and Jane—her younger sister—and their parents, taken on Earth only a week before Jane went missing.

Merrilee picked up the delicate wicker chair beside the table and held it in front of her like a shield. A pathetic shield, she decided, and put it down. Her breathing rasped. Wind wailed around the apartment building. How long would the police take? She had a vague feeling that Prestolean cops were known to be over-stretched and under-paid.

She couldn’t just stand there and wait. First she had to find a proper weapon, and second she had to get out of the apartment. She had to move.

“You’re a mover,” her mother had said in a complaining tone two months before, at the Earth space terminal. “I knew it as soon as you could walk. Always curious, always wanting to explore.”

“I’ll be fine, Mum,” Merrilee said, checking the time on her finger-phone. Smotherly instinct—that was what a friend of Merrilee’s liked to call it.

At that last meeting, neither Merrilee nor her mother had spoken of Jane, who’d left for school six months earlier and then vanished. And neither of them said Merrilee was trying to escape from the terrible possibilities: Jane dead in scrubland with worms eating her face; Jane naked and grimy, chained in a rapist’s cellar; Jane in a bath of marinade on a ship headed for the planet where they ate the hands and feet of live virginal girls.

Merrilee wasn’t going to end up missing like Jane. No way. I’m no innocent school girl. Pressing her ear to the bedroom door and hearing nothing, she tried to think of a reason why Betlano would want to kill her.

There was none. For the last week they had stayed away from each other. It had been as if she only shared the place with Jeffy-Jax and Darson.

But who knew? Face it, she thought. You know so little about this planet, its inhabitants, its customs.

She opened the door a crack, sucking in a quick breath. 

Always lit in the evening for Betlano, the hallway was empty. 

There were knives in the kitchen, on the way to the only exit, the front door. Betlano’s room was in the other direction. She should check to see whether he was all right. Maybe warn him... but he should be at work now.

If only she knew whether Betlano or anyone else was in the apartment. 

Glancing in front and behind, she charged down the hallway to the kitchen. The knife block was a rough slab of silver-coloured rock. The largest blade slid smoothly out of the slit. She swung around, holding the blade before her, half-expecting to see a dark figure in the doorway. 

No one there. 

She hurried across the living room and tried the front door. The doorknob wouldn’t turn. She gripped it and pushed harder. The knob wouldn’t budge. She whirled around and pressed her back against the door, scanning the room for anything that might attack. Her pulse was drumming in her ears.

On the wall a two by two metre screen that was the main computer terminal suddenly hummed to life.

She sucked in a breath of surprise. “Computer?” 

“Yes,” it answered.

“Thank God. Computer, open the front door.”

“No.”

“What?”

“No.” 

The flatness of the electronic voice was maddening.

“Why not?”

“I am unable to answer that question or any similar questions.”

“Link me to the police.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I am unable to answer that question or any similar questions.”

A scream threatened to burst out of her. “Can you do anything for me?”

“I can provide entertainment.” The screen flicked through various shows.

Merrilee put her free hand to her forehead and felt sweat. The police must surely show up any minute. She demanded, “Computer, ready English translator.”

“Translator ready.”

Well, that’s something. Merrilee paced the living room, keeping a wary eye on the two doorways. All she had to do now was wait for the police, but waiting wasn’t one of her strengths. She muttered, “Come on, come on.” 

“Eek sot, eek sot,” the computer translated.

The alien words rang in her head. She couldn’t believe what was happening. This was all just meant to be a bit of fun. She’d been enjoying working as a make-up artist for a virtual reality inter-planetary porn series. It had been such a lark. 

Mauve light glinted off the knife in her hand. Everything on this world was tinged with purple: the sunlight, the artificial light, even Prestolean skin. Darson’s was the smoothest mauve. 

Darson had been the first personality to start the double romance that had brought her to this apartment. She’d first seen him minutes after disembarking from the shuttle as she lined up with the other members of the show’s cast and crew, her gaze pulled to where he sat behind a thin desk. He was wearing a generic grey guard’s uniform. As he checked through each person’s entity chip, he glanced at her every few seconds. Besides the gorgeous sheen of his mauve skin, his bald head and snub nose gave him away as a Prestolean, and an orange mole sat above one of his eyebrows. 

When Merrilee handed him her chip, he continued to ignore the nearby, sexily sculpted actors and sent her a you’re-really-hot smile, promising whatever intimacy she was willing to share. His smile pressed at her like a hard kiss on her mouth. For weeks the cast and crew had barely acknowledged her unenhanced looks, and she’d thought it hadn’t mattered.

* * *
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Back in the living room, Merrilee slashed the knife across the air in front of her, but abruptly stopped. The GPS chip... I can use it to find out whether Betlano’s in the apartment. She’d learned about the chip at work, when the director tracked down a missing actor. From age eighteen all Prestolean residents, including humans, had a GPS chip embedded in their brains via a nostril. Impossible to remove, the chip let out an easily tracked distress call if the person died. Merrilee had thought at the time how helpful it would have been if Jane’s head had contained a chip when she’d disappeared. Even if she were dead they could have found her body.

“Computer, locate Body-Smith 401.”

“I am unable to answer that question or any similar questions.”

“Is anyone else in the apartment?”

“I am unable to answer that question or any similar questions.”

Merrilee raised her arms in disgust. “Agh!” 

“I do not understand. Please repeat your—” 

“Shut up!”

If the attacker didn’t kill her, this waiting would. 

At the top right corner of the computer screen, purple numbers flickered: 4:42 a.m. Betlano’s time. It would be at least another five hours before Betlano morphed into Jeffy-Jax. 

If only she could talk to Jeffy-Jax now. Hear her soft, clipped English and watch her forehead crease in fierce concentration. Not that Jeffy-Jax had been that appealing when they had first met, the morning after Darson’s smile. Merrilee had been leaning against a wall behind a transparent curtain that allowed her to see and hear the actors, but blocked sound going the other way onto the set of a space terminal waiting room. A Prestolean guest actor was lying on a row of padded silver chairs on his back, straddled by Greeta, the show’s human porn queen. 

Greeta’s cries of, “Yes! Baby, oh yes!” were so loud Merrilee barely heard someone nearby say, “Hello.”

A female Prestolean dressed in a lollie-pink robe was gazing at her. “I am Jeffy-Jax. I will be Interrupt Girl One.” She pointed at the bright, stark set. “To be coloured in by you, woman says.” She gestured in the direction of Merrilee’s snoozing boss, a large woman with fat rings on every finger and a willingness to snap at Merrilee any chance she could get.

Merrilee suppressed her urge to say, “Well, you’re sure interrupting me, girl.” 

“I practice English with you,” Jeffy-Jax said. “I am good?”

“Yes, your English is very good.”

From the set, Greeta stopped her cries of ecstasy and climbed off the Prestolean. She gaped down at him as his erection shrank and his penis disappeared. As Merrilee watched, his chest rose, the flesh filling to a D cup. His shoulders thinned and his testicles drew in on themselves. 

Merrilee gasped and slapped a hand over her mouth, not wanting the other crew members to see her naïve reaction. She’d known that every Prestolean body morphed each day from one gender to another and that they were happy to show off their unique talent—it had been the reason for landing the show on Prestolea—but knowing and seeing were two different things. 

Greeta knelt beside the new female. “Oh baby,” she crooned.

The Prestolean starlet sat up, rubbing a hand over her shiny scalp. “Want to play some more?” She fondled Greeta’s breasts.

“You find arousing,” Jeffy-Jax said.

Shifting her gaze away from the performers, Merrilee cleared her throat, unwilling to confirm her desire.

“Many humans repulsed, I heard,” Jeffy-Jax said. “Like Prestoleans disgusted by human... not normal.” Jeffy-Jax flashed the same you’re-so-hot, intimate smile that the male Prestolean had displayed yesterday. 

Merrilee stepped back. An orange mole was above one of Jeffy-Jax’s eyebrows. “Are you the male I saw yesterday?”

Jeffy-Jax stared with big eyes. “I be not male.”

“I mean—” Merrilee waved her hands about, unaware of how Prestoleans phrased the whole male-female thing. “A guy I saw yesterday looked like you.”

“That Darson, the afternoon personality. I be morning. Betlano is night.”

“I see,” she said, not understanding. “There’s three of you per body... somebody told me that.” Knowing sometimes she could tread all over cultural taboos, Merrilee wasn’t sure how to phrase her next question. “A Prestolean day is thirty hours, yes?”

“Yes.”

Jeffy-Jax looked unperturbed, so Merrilee continued. “Does that mean each of your... um, personalities, has ten hours use of the body you share?”

“Sometimes not ten hours. Sometimes big feelings—like, bad feelings—bring change, but yes, ten hours normal.” She made a slight tilt of the head that Merrilee guessed was meant to resemble a human’s nod.

“Why didn’t you change when he... err she, did?” Merrilee pointed to the set.

“Morphing time unique to body. My individual life form is called Body-Smith 401.”

“Right.” Merrilee nodded. How little she knew. She should have read up on these amazing beings. She directed Jeffy-Jax to a chair. 

Into the head-sized make-up machine that squatted beside an armrest, Merrilee keyed in the formula for the foundation that would mask the Prestolean skin. The machine thrummed. It was a shame to cover the rich mauve, but the porn show’s audience consisted of mostly white humans who preferred their characters to look as much like themselves as possible. She unlatched the brush, which was connected by a long pliable tube. “Would you tilt your head up?” 

Jeffy-Jax complied. 

Merrilee clicked the brush and circled it softly over the smooth forehead. “If you don’t mind me asking, when do you sleep?”

The young woman’s forehead crinkled. “Sleef?”

Merrilee clicked the brush, stopping the powder coming through, and straightened. “No, sleep. Rest. Lying down. With your eyes closed for several hours.”

“Why do that?”

Merrilee shrugged. “It’s something we humans do.”

“Sounds boring.”

Laughing, Merrilee leaned closer to Jeffy-Jax, her brush poised. “Let’s get back to this.”

“You have lovely music laugh.” Jeffy-Jax gave Merrilee a lingering look. 

Merrilee held the back of Jeffy-Jax’s head with one hand, clicked the brush with the other, and went to work. The curve of the woman’s scalp felt hot in the hollow of Merrilee’s cupped hand. The smooth skin pulsed and Merrilee’s breathing quickened. Never before had she been attracted to a female anything. She had to concentrate to prevent the brush from shaking. When the foundation was done she said, “Well, that part’s finished.”

Jeffy-Jax’s lips curved up at her knowingly.

Merrilee blew out a breath and tried to act casual. “You’re giving me the same look as your afternoon guy.” She punched in the numbers for the brush to self-clean, then coat itself in the best blush.

“Darson find you sexy?” Jeffy-Jax asked.

“I guess.” Merrilee’s face heated up. She felt annoyed at her reaction. She was a crew member of a porn series, after all. She busied herself with wiping down the machine and changing the subject. “You don’t know what the other personalities of your body do?”

Jeffy-Jax shook her head. “Must be fatality.”

“Fatality?”

Jeffy-Jax nodded and grinned.

“Death?”

The grin disappeared. “No.... I mean to say. . . like, we meant to date.”

“Like fate?”

The Prestolean laughed. “Yes. Fate.”

“You don’t get jealous if another personality dates the same person?” Merrilee asked.

“No. It good luck.” 

Something touched Marilee’s waist. It was the tips of Jeffy-Jax’s fingers, skimming up and down the side of Marilee’s tight tunic. 

All Merrilee had to do was step back. She didn’t have to get involved, but she wasn’t the kind of person who didn’t get involved. 

* * *
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In the living room, Merrilee felt her mouth quirk into a wry smile. She was sure as hell involved now. She stood in front of the computer screen. “Mirror,” she said.

Her reflection shimmered into life, showing thick round marks that stood out on her neck. She touched a thumb-mark. This was real. Someone had tried to kill her.

Where the hell are the cops? She stroked the fur on her hip. Darson had given her these furry pyjamas two days before. He was so generous. He had called her the day after she’d met Jeffy-Jax, who had left an encouraging message for him to ask Merrilee on a date. Flushed at the understanding that two personalities from the same body were interested in her, Merrilee had gone to dinner with Darson, soon realising she didn’t need the translator she’d brought because his English was so good.

The restaurant’s tables and chairs were live trees that had been grown, shaped and padded for customers.

Darson gazed across the table at her with undisguised lust most of the night. Early on, she laughed at his intense expression.

“What is so funny?” he asked.

“The way you’re looking at me,” she said. “It’s the kind of look only pretty girls get.”

He took his eyes off her long enough to look up and consider her words. “It is true that your white skin is unappealing, but the rest of you is magnificent.”

The front door banged. Merrilee flinched, then lunged for it. The police! Finally! “Hello? I can’t open the door from this side!” 

As she waited for the computer to translate, another bang came. It was more of a knock and faint whooshing. Shit. She slumped against the back of the door. It had just been the wind making the door bang.

She should go down the hallway and warn Betlano. That’s the decent thing to do, but I really don’t know him... and he should be at work now.

Betlano had only agreed to meet with her a week ago, after Jeffy-Jax and Darson had invited her to stay with them while the show had a two-week hiatus. He’d met her at the nursery where he worked. Part of the nursery was a kind of bar. Instead of alcoholic drinks, patrons ordered water and tiny pot plants, licking and sucking the plump, wide leaves for their narcotic effect. 

In dim, silvery light Merrilee had entered the bar, nervously squeezing her translator, a disc about the size of an egg. Darson was sitting at one of the small round tables. But as she drew near, she could tell it wasn’t actually Darson. He had the same round face, the same mole above a brow, but he was hunched, his chin tilted up in a way that she’d never seen on the other two. And of course at two a.m. he must be Betlano.

They acknowledged each other with a glance and she sat, placing the translator speaker on the table top between them. She’d dressed in a magenta tunic and an above the knees black skirt, going for sexy but not slutty. 

Resting her hands on her knees, she told herself she was silly to entertain the idea that she could have a hot relationship with all three of Body-Smith 401’s personalities, but still she tried to give him her most attractive smile.

Betlano leant his elbows on the table, rested his chin on his hands, and looked at her with dull eyes darker than those of Darson and Jeffy-Jax. And his frame was thinner. Scrawny.

He said a line in his native tongue and, before the translator piped out the English words, she knew they were mocking. “I guess you want to seduce me too,” the electronic voice said.

Her face went cold. “No.” 

For Betlano, the electronic voice translated, “Blath.” 

He spoke, then brought up his plant to his mouth and licked slowly at a leaf as the translator said, “That’s good. You’re not my type. I don’t have a thing for aliens.”

Tightening her hands over her knees, she kept her gaze level on him. He’s like family, she thought. There’s an arsehole in every one.

“So that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends,” she said.

His mouth twisted in a way that she’d not seen on the other two. 

A waiter arrived and she ordered a water-only, which she’d done in this kind of place before. She didn’t want Prestolean drugs messing with her earthling physiology.

Betlano’s forearm was marked with a long, red welt just below the elbow. It hadn’t been there on Darson a few hours earlier. “What happened to your arm?”

Betlano glanced at it. For a long moment he didn’t answer, his gaze on the row of plants on the shelf behind the bar. “Trostic acid,” he said. “From working with Trost plants.”

“Acid from plants?”

“Yes, Trosts can grow taller than a person and link with others to make a circle. If an animal is unlucky enough to wander into that circle, the Trosts spit acid at the animal’s head, dissolving anything they hit. Then as the body rots, the nutrients are absorbed through the roots.” 

“Sounds like dangerous work,” she said.

Betlano lifted his elbow and studied the welt. “I wore sturdy mesh gloves but a trace must have seeped through.”

“Your works sounds interesting.”

“I’ve loved my work.” A look of misery that didn’t match his words crossed his face. 

Silence fell.

“So tell me about yourself,” she said, knowing as soon as the line came out of her mouth that it was lame.

He sighed, as if exasperated. “No.” He pointed at her. “Stop trying to contact me. Just because the others want you to live with them doesn’t mean I have to bother with you. I’ve researched your kind. You’ll be asleep most of the time I am conscious.” 

He stood and spoke, then strode away as the translator offered his final words. “Stay away from me.”

* * *
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Surely Betlano doesn’t hate me enough to kill me! I’m just being paranoid. Merrilee held up the knife to her reflection, wondering whether she could really stab someone to protect herself. Of course I could. 

But what if she had to stab Betlano and ended up mortally wounding Jeffy-Jax and Darson?

The waiting was driving her crazy. What if the cops never came and she could never leave the apartment? But eventually Betlano would morph into Jeffy-Jax and she would come home and help. Unless their body had been hurt or was tied up somewhere. 

Merrilee thought back to being attacked. The yelp she had heard could have been male or female. Why had the person not fought her? After all, she had been in the more vulnerable position.

The answer burst in her head fully formed: the brain scan. 

A couple of days ago she and Darson had been watching a true-crime show, an ear bud in her right ear providing an instant translation. They were in her room, their naked legs curled around one another. On the show, there had been a three-dimensional image of pinkish-grey glistening stuff laid over a fine network of silver-blue wires.

“A corpse’s brain matter is interfaced with the brain scan technology” a voiceover said. “A detective then can play back the memories of the victim for up to two years prior to termination of life.” 

The 3D image showed a woman watching a film of an enraged man throwing a large rock toward the screen, the picture then going black.

“Since bran scan technology has been introduced on Prestolea,” the voiceover said, “murder has reduced to almost nothing.”

“Wow.” Merrilee turned to Darson. “Would they be able to do that with my brain?”

Darson brushed his lips over her temple. “Our brains are pretty much the same. I don’t see why not.” 

In the living room, Merrilee thought, That’s why the attacker stopped: he didn’t want me to see him before I died. If she did, the police would be able to identify her murderer.

Merrilee let out a long breath and felt her shoulders relax. She still didn’t know who wanted to hurt her, but as long as she was awake, as long as she could see her attacker, she was safe. 

She strode into the kitchen, found a torch and put it in her pocket, then stepped back into the empty living room, slumping into the comfy armchair that she had adopted in the last week. She could view both doorways. She held up the knife, resting her arm on the chair. She was awake and she had a weapon. Relief swept through her. No one would hurt her now.

A few minutes later, Betlano appeared in the door to the hallway, his nose red and swollen, his eyes watery. Merrilee straightened in her chair and stiffened, her heartbeat picking up. 

It was him! He was the attacker! She tightened her grasp on the handle of the knife as he stepped into the room, the corners of his mouth turning up in a rueful smile.

What’s he playing at? She pointed the blade. “Stay where you are.”

The computer translated. He put his hands up and pressed his back to the wall.

She checked the purple numbers flickering at the top right corner of the screen: 4:47 a.m. The cops should be here any minute. 

In the silence she felt the thudding of her heart. Betlano just stared at her, smiling, his hands up.

When the police arrived they would take him away. Jeffy-Jax would wake up in a prison cell. Merrilee had seen on the crime show how one personality’s criminal behaviour harmed the others because the bad one had to be back in prison by the time it became conscious. The ridiculous rule proves that Earth wasn’t the only place where unfair shit happens. The bastard probably doesn’t give a damn about how his actions affect his body’s other identities. She shouted, “Why do you keep smiling?”

On hearing the translation, he gave a bitter laugh that turned into real merriment, one hand pressing his stomach.

A coldness crept into Merrilee’s left palm, where her hand was pressed flat against the armrest. She rubbed the palm over her knee and brought her hand back to the armrest, pointing the knife with her other hand. 

“Why hurt me?” she pleaded. “And why come in here now?”

“Because I saw on my computer screen that you sat down.” He pointed at her in the chair.

“What the hell?” Cold was seeping through her fingers. She turned her hand over and looked, seeing nothing unusual.

Betlano erupted into a fresh wave of laughter.

Both hands were almost freezing. Her wrists ached, suddenly stiff, and her knees turned cold. “You’ve done something.”

He clapped and grinned broadly. “How clever of you to notice!” 

“What?”

“Plan B.” He stepped toward her, his arms folded. “Actually, it’s been Plan A for a couple of nights now but you haven’t been sitting in that stupid chair.” 

“I don’t—”

“Before they made me redundant, I got to learn a lot of interesting things at the nursery about Prestolean poisons.” He pointed at her left hand, then her right. “That’s a Bastite tree that you’ve loved to sit on since staying in this apartment. The Bastite tree has a rarely known side effect when it’s pollinating—rarely known because it seldom pollinates. It needs encouragement: tenly seeds rubbed into its lower trunk.”

She spat, “Go give your alien botany lessons to someone else!”

His bitter smile returned. “On a few documented cases, the Bastite tree has spontaneously pollinated, so no one can prove I gave it any encouragement.”

She wasn’t going to ask why he wanted to encourage the damn tree she was sitting on to pollinate.

He pointed at the arms of her chair, two Bastite branches. “A paralytic touch poison, that’s the rare side effect. Travels from the skin to the inner organs in minutes, starting with the extremities. Might cause some hallucinations, and might kill you like it does Prestoleans. Who knows? Earthling biology is not my favorite subject. The paralysis is the important point.”

The cold was creeping up her arms. Her grasp loosened on the knife, and she watched it slip out of her numb hand. 

“I’ve had to keep taking the antidote, just in case. Imagine Darson or Jeffy-Jax sitting in that chair... me dying from my own murder weapon.” 

Slowly, Merrilee managed to stand, but it was as if her feet weren’t there anymore. She pitched forward, half-turning, landing on her knees and shoulder, feeling the thumps from a long way away.

On her side, she watched his yellow-slippered foot come near her face. He crouched, the translator continuing, a sneer audible in every word. “All you humans stink, did you know that? It’s the beast-milk you drink and the flesh you eat.” His nose wrinkled. “Not that any of my fellow species seem to notice. They just love you all. And because my body’s other personalities outnumber me, I’ve been forced to have one of you living in my own home. Disgusting!”

Behind Betlano’s kneeling form, a soft light flickered. For an instant, Merrilee thought she saw the outline of a person. A woman.

Betlano prodded Merrilee’s shoulder. “I lost my job because of you humans, did you know that?”

The light flickered again behind Betlano, this time forming a ghostly image of Merrilee’s mother. Impossibly, her mother had her red hair in the same fashionable bob and was waving goodbye the same way she had at the Earth space terminal the last time they’d seen each other.

“Mum,” Merrilee whispered, though she knew it must be a hallucination.

“They’re cutting down the forest to make way for all you stinking immigrants.” Betlano hit a fist into an open hand. “And if you chose to settle in my own home, I would have no power to say no. Your stench would be here forever!”

Her waving mother faded away.

Stiff-mouthed, lying on her side, Merrilee said, “No one’s been talking about settling.” 

“I couldn’t take the chance. And I had to get rid of you soon. For all I knew, while I was unconscious they might arrange for you to have the chip placed in your head.”

“The chip?” she repeated. The translator remained silent. I must have spoken too softly. I don’t get it. There’s no chip in my head and there isn’t going to be one.

“Once the chip is in your head, getting rid of you would be so much harder,” he said. “It’s indestructible. They would know when and where your body died. They would figure out it was me.”

Merrilee wanted to shake her head. He’s insane. They might find her body without the chip, and then they would hook her up to the brain scan technology and know he was the killer. As loudly as she could she said, “Brain scan.”

He cocked his head. “Ah yes, the brain scan. That’s why I tried to finish you while you slept. Such a vulnerable time for humans, sleeping. You were stronger than I figured, though. And I don’t like to fight.”

Wimp, she thought. 

He stepped out of her field of vision. “So Plan C comes into effect. My final back up plan. A messier job, but it can’t be helped.” 

The carpet shifted before her eyes. Then she was on her back, looking up at the sliding pale-green ceiling and the dots of lights. But it was she who was shifting, her shoulders, pulled back and stretching. He’s dragging me somewhere... at least I can still feel my shoulders....

“A brain scan,” he said high above her, “is only possible if there’s a brain.” He giggled, sounding like Jeffy-Jax. “Your head in a bucket of Trostic acid will fix that little problem.” 

The cold spread through her gut.

He barked a laugh. “You were the one who gave me the idea, that time we met at the bar after I worked with the Trosts. So sure of yourself. And soon you’ll be dead.”

She was tugged over a bump and moved into the hallway. Betlano spoke rapidly, but the computer was in the living room. His last translated words were, “People won’t have a clue. They’ll probably think you’re still alive having an adventure somewhere.” 

No way am I going to die with my parents never knowing what happened... like Jane....

A wave of cold and fatigue flooded her as her eyes closed.

“Wake up, honey,” her mother said.

In a mauve haze, Merrilee sat up. “Mummy.”

“It’s okay now, Sweetie.” Her mother’s arms wrapped around her. “You just had a nightmare.” 

“But Mummy, you’re not real.”

Her mother let go and pushed Merrilee’s hair behind her ears in the soothing way she’d done a million times before. She smiled and said, “Bloat oh nass,” and her face bubbled and popped.

A fluffy white rug. Beyond the rug, green-and-blue-striped tiles. She was lying on her side in the apartment’s large bathroom. Her lower back was aching and her right thigh had clenched with a cramp.

In front of her crotch, Betlano went to one knee and placed a can on the rug. Wearing mesh gloves that reached his elbows, he carefully screwed off the lid and stepped out of sight. 

A toxic stench of wet, rotting flowers and nail polish remover wafted over her. Trostic acid... it for my head....

She had to delay him until the police arrived. If they ever would. Then she could receive the antidote. 

But there was nothing she could do. She was so cold, and she hurt so badly. 

Hang on, she thought. If she hurt, then she wasn’t numb and if she wasn’t numb, she should be able to move something. Do something.

Merrilee’s transparent mother appeared and smoothed hair away from Merrilee’s eye. “You’re a mover... you can do it.”

Merrilee gazed at the can of acid. Was it his only can? If she tipped it over, his plan would be slowed down, maybe even spoiled.

From far off she heard a very young Jane yelling, “It’s Christmas!” They were in their childhood bedroom. Jane squealed and ran, tripping on her blanket where it trailed along the floor. She jumped up. “Come on! Presents!”

“I can’t,” Merrilee said, sitting with her knees up in bed. “I’ve got to stop Betlano dissolving my brain.”

“Your brain?” Jane laughed. The laugh sounded wrong, as if it belonged to a man. A horrible man.

Ignoring the laughter, Merrilee nodded. “If I die, Mummy and Daddy need to know what happened.”

Betlano came into sight carrying a metal bucket, looking for a split-second like Darson, but his frame was too weedy. She thought of Darson in bed, trailing his finger up the inside of her leg. He’d said, “The thigh has the longest muscle in both human and Prestolean physiology.”

She should use her thighs.

Merrilee gazed down to where her legs had landed slightly forward when she was dropped onto her side. If she could push her knee up, she might be able to shove the can over.

Beyond the can, Betlano turned his back on her and bent over, putting the bucket in the spa bath. 

She focused on her thighs. One of them was still aching with cramp. The bottom one. Her top leg would have to do it. She stared at it. Move. 

Her leg twitched. 

As she took in a breath, something spasmed, and she coughed. The poison was affecting her lungs. If I’m not able to breathe.... She couldn’t think about that now. Again, with all the concentration she had, she thought, Move!

Her knee jerked forward and hit the can. It tilted, fell forward off the rug toward Betlano. A green steam rose, stinking of rotten flowers. The blue-and-green tiles near the can bubbled. The rug rippled as if it had come alive. The fumes made her cough. 

Betlano screamed and hopped on one foot. 

Through the green mist, Merrilee watched as something strange happened to her arm, the one sticking out in front, her curled hand almost reaching the edge of the rug. The fingers were smoking, the pinkie gone. 

The acid was pouring out of the can and spreading, eating everything in its path. 

Betlano’s screams rose. He leapt into the bath. He could lose his feet, for all she cared. But they were Jeffy-Jax’s feet, Darson’s feet. 

In the bath water was running. He was saving his skin, literally. 

As if from far away, Merrilee watched her remaining fingers disintegrate. How strange not to feel them go. Fingers did so many things: applied make-up, allowed a scratch, stroked the faces of the personalities you loved.

Betlano’s head rose up from the edge of the bath. He glared at her. “Toh ekah!” From the tone she figured it was something like, “You bitch.” In her mind, she smiled.
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