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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction, strictly a product of the authors’ imagination. Any perceived resemblance or similarity to any actual events or persons, living or dead, and any perceived slights or people, places, or organizations are products of the reader’s imagination. Probably.
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Dedication

Things You Can Create is dedicated to the memory of Jack Williamson, the Father of Science Fiction,

who passed from among us on November 10, 2006 at the age of 98.
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Not everyone knew Jack Williamson or even knew of him, but everyone has heard words and phrases that first emanated from his brilliant mind: humanoid, android, terraforming, Prime Directive, and genetic engineering are only a few. I was fortunate to know Jack and to study under his tutelage for a semester. I was not a traditional college student, having retired from the Marine Corps before attending. He once put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Harvey, the best thing I ever wrote was The Humanoids. After that it was all downhill.” Of course, he was smiling. 

He invited students to his modest home in Portales, New Mexico for cookouts and other get togethers. During one such visit, I walked into his office. As I recall, it was about 12 x 14 feet room with built-in, floor-to-ceiling bookcases on three walls. In those bookcases were only one copy of each of his books in each translation. The bookcases were full. During his career, which spanned seventy-eight years (1929 – 2006), he wrote forty-seven novels, twenty-four collections of short fiction, and hundreds of short stories, essays, and other works. The world lost a great voice when Jack Williamson passed. Still, as has been the case for centuries, new voices spring up to stand in the place of those that came before. 

This anthology is a showcase for many of those new voices. Any five of these stories in any sequence would comprise a short collection worth having, yet here you have twenty-two stories. Here you will find artificial intelligence and alter egos; Kirlian auras and clowns; otherworldly beings and circuitous post-apocalyptic journeys; bakers, bassoons and sleep-induced space travelers; changelings and entwives; a pixelated murderer and detectives and ghosts. I hope you will enjoy these offerings. Where possible, I’ve added the author’s website to his or her brief bio so you can visit your favorites online and perhaps find more of their works.

Harvey Stanbrough

Editor
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Ann Stratton

Rain pounded on Steve Barras’ borrowed head, running down the neck of his raincoat. At his feet lay a charred body. Scraps of clothing still clung to the seared torso and limbs. The face, head and extremities were only charcoal. Steve moved aside to allow the morgue attendants to shovel the remains into a waiting body bag. They levered their burden onto a gurney and wheeled it off to the waiting ambulance. 

People dressed in slicker-covered blue or tan uniforms and rubber gloves were scurrying around the alley. Steve moved out of their way, knowing what the coroner would find.

Spontaneous combustion took time and left little but ash and greasy soot. Arson left its chemical traces, along with charring of the surroundings. This was neither of those commonplace incinerations. Barras knew what had burned this unknown victim, because he had, in his need, had occasionally burned a stranger in the same way.

He said nothing. He kept his borrowed hands in his pockets. The end was coming much too soon.

“Lance!” 

He turned to meet his partner, mentally shifting from Steve Barras, whom he had been born, to Lance Kassidy, whose body he was now wearing.

“I've never seen anything burn quite like that.” Jerry Morse watched the morgue attendants close up their ambulance. “What do you think?”

“Anything burns if the fire's hot enough.” 

“Yeah...on a night like this, you'd think even the arsonists would stay home, but no, they got to get out and do their thing. It's just plain meanness—douse a drunk with gas and touch him off.” Jerry’s swift hand transcribed what his eyes had seen. Lance let him take the notes. Steve wasn't sure Lance's hand was steady enough for him to take notes tonight. The adrenaline rush and recognition of the body had made more than his hands shake. Tonight he would have gone out to hunt but for the call that had brought him here. He couldn’t go now.

Jerry moved off to intercept one of the morgue attendants as Lance walked back to the spot where the corpse had lain. Not trusting his legs or balance to squat, he studied the rough, tire-trodden asphalt. He knew perfectly well what the cause of death had been, even if he couldn’t say it out loud, but who had done it? Back at the office, he would look over Jerry's notes. 

Not seeing anything in the alley that gave him any leads, Lance went over to Jerry and listened to him talk to the witness, a night guard for the company across from the stuccoed building whose beat included this alley. He had been checking the garbage bins for vagrants when he’d stumbled over the body. He and Jerry were huddled close together under Jerry’s umbrella. 

When he had finished telling his story, Lance asked, “Did you see anything before you got to the bin? Movement? A flash of light?” Both Jerry and the guard looked at him.

“Nossir. The body was still warm when I got to it though. I could see the steam comin' off it. I seen plenty burns in my day, but I never seen anybody burned like this. Is it one of them spontaneous combustion things I seen on TV?”

“We can’t really say at this time, not till the coroner’s had a chance to take a look.” Jerry closed his notebook and stuck it back in his pocket. 

The guard shrugged. “Prob’ly somebody set fire to a drunk. ‘Cept, if it was gasoline, I'd'a smelled it. I'd'a seen the glow. Gasoline don't burn like this, not this fast. Back in the war, I seen enough men burned, I can tell a petrochemical burn when I see it. This wasn't no petrochemical fire.”

“Well, we'll know when the coroner gets done with the autopsy. Thanks for your help.”

“My pleasure.” The guard walked away. 

Jerry offered Lance space under his umbrella. They walked slowly over the crime scene on their way back to the car. Jerry looked Lance up and down. “You don't look so good.”

“Thanks. Maybe I should have asked Traynor to leave a body bag for me too.” 

“Maybe. You do like Tina says: go to the doctor and find out what's wrong with you, so you can get it fixed. I haven't said anything to Captain Soto, but she's going to notice sooner or later and make you go.”

“There's nothing wrong with me that medicine can fix.” Jerry's nearness beat hard on Steve’s self-control. Jerry was strong and healthy and in the prime of his life. His body would last a long time.

But he’d been Lance's partner for ten years and friend for thirty, since grade school. Jerry was the only thing on this earth beside his own survival that Steve dared to feel anything at all about.

“You want me to drop you off at your place?” Jerry slid behind the car’s steering wheel. Automatically, he turned the radio down to a mumble and the heater control up a notch.

“You know what the captain says about that. She'll want a full report, anyway.”

“Yeah. There's tea in the Thermos, if you want any.”

“Thanks.” Lance’s hands were too numb to get a good grip on the Thermos cup and too weak to turn it. He clamped his thighs around the Thermos body. He laced his fingers by sight around the cup and managed to get it off but couldn't get hold of it to hold it upright. Jerry watched him struggle with the Thermos out of the corner of his eye and pulled over into a parking spot.

“Give me that.” He took the Thermos and cup away. Easily he unscrewed the stopper and poured hot herbal tea into the cup. Screwing the stopper back in one handed, he set the cup in Lance's hands. He made sure they folded properly around it so it wouldn't fall. 

Humiliated and angry, Lance sat there with the cup burning his fingers. He didn’t look at his partner at all. “I could have done it myself.”

“No, you couldn't. Lance, what is the matter with you? You weren't so bad yesterday—just a little shaky—but tonight you can barely walk. I'd take you over to the hospital right now if I didn't know you'd leave just as soon as I turned my back. Why didn't you turn down the assignment if you're not well? When Captain Soto notices the way you look, you'll be on leave so fast you won't know what happened to you. You know what she thinks about heroes.” Jerry turned in his seat so he could talk directly to Lance. He leaned close, intense and concerned. 

Lance pulled away from him, trapped against the door. Jerry's health and strength were nearly irresistible. With an effort he turned away, shoving his hands under his coat.

“I was going to take leave, but then this came up. I'm not sick and this is more important anyway. Arguing with me isn't getting that report written. The sooner we get it done, the sooner I can go home and stop taking up your space.” Lance had to get a grip on himself. It was all he could do to his hands to himself. The numbness in his hands and feet would be no impediment to taking Jerry’s body. His head and spine were on fire. 

“Have it your way.” Jerry shoved the Thermos under the seat. Putting the car in gear, he said nothing more all the way back to the station. He didn’t look at Lance either.

Captain Soto was standing at the door to her office, watching the late night activity around her. She nodded to Lance and Jerry as they came in. “Gentlemen. It must be still raining.”

“Yes, ma'am.” Jerry hung his coat up. Lance missed the hook twice. He dropped his coat on the floor. He didn't have time to care whether his coat got muddy or not. He wouldn’t need it for very much longer. Lance stalked stiff legged to his desk and dropped into the chair.

Jerry and Captain Soto were talking about him, Steve knew. He could guess what they said without having to see them. He dismissed them, got the chair closer to the desk. He folded his borrowed hands in his lap and breathed slowly and deeply. His hands stopped shaking and a little feeling returned to his feet. The computer screen's too bright, blurred glare dimmed to a more bearable level, resolving into actual characters and images.

Jerry put his cup on his desk, filled with herbal tea again. He sat down at his own desk and gave Lance a long look before poking his notebook's patch cord into the port in the desktop. 

Lance kept his tired eyes on his own desktop and pecked slowly and deliberately as he filled out the report forms. He was a fair to middling two fingered typist but the numbness in his hands forced him to watch his fingers closely. Eventually he got the report typed, saved, and sent. Now he could snatch a moment's relaxation. He sat back in his chair, holding his cold cup of tea in both hands and thought.

He thought he was the only one, but now it seemed there were two. He wanted to meet this other. He wanted to talk to him. He wanted to know how he lived. How did he die? What he did do to survive? Steve had to find this other and soon. Lance's body was on the near edge of burnout. It wouldn’t last much longer. He might jump and have a fresh new body to continue the search, but Lance had the contacts and resources he needed.

Jerry tapped his shoulder, giving his heart a nasty jolt. “Come on. I’ll give you a ride home.”

Lance struggled up out of his chair while Jerry steadied it for him, silently. He held Lance's coat for him but before Lance could put his arm in the sleeve, Captain Soto called to them.

“I have another one for you. Looks like another combustion case. 32nd and Parks—Johnston and Hernandez called it in. Spoil somebody's evening, won't you? I don't like arsonists in my precinct. Kassidy, go home. You look terrible.”

“Yes ma'am.” Jerry said, taking the paper she held out. He glanced at the information on it. “I'll just have to drop you off, Lance.”

“There's nothing wrong with me and I'm going with you.” Lance shoved his arms into his coat. He jerked it closed around him, not bothering with the buttons. “Let's go.”

This other was certainly not wasting his time. Two hours since his previous host. Steve knew he had to find him. And quickly too.

The ride to the site was long enough for fatigue to dull Lance's already poor reflexes, but not long enough to allow him to rest. Jerry had to help him out of the car. They walked slowly over to the investigating officers, Jerry already filling his notebook's screen with observations.

There was a crowd this time, five or ten people standing at the yellow tape. Lance paid them no attention, focusing instead on the remains.

The burning and charring all too familiar: head, face and extremities burned beyond recognition. What was left of the victim's clothing showed him to be a young male. A good choice—a young person would be stronger and better able to withstand the surge of adrenaline. Steve Barras preferred hosts more his own age though he had taken a youth once, for lack of any other.

There was no burning or charring of the surrounding area. The fire had been very selective. The other had taken this youth on the street, under a broken light, where anyone could have seen him. Lance picked his numb footed way to where Jerry squatted, holding the end of a measuring tape. Jerry stood up as Lance approached, and began winding it up.

“So what did you see?” Jerry handed the tape to the uniformed officer and took out his notebook.

“Right on the street this time. Who saw it?”

Jerry jerked his head to indicate the neighborhood. “Nobody sees anything around here. Johnston called in when she and Hernandez ran across the body on their beat. She says there was not a soul on the street then.”

Lance glanced at the onlookers, shoving back and forth behind the yellow tape. “Not a soul, eh?” He started to turn away. He stopped and turned back. One of those indeterminate blurs seemed to be very bright, outlined in swirling light like a Kirlian photograph. It was hard to see. The bright one hung back behind the crowd where dense bodies cut between them. Lance could feel the heat from that bright aura.

Forgetting his dead feet and what was going on around him, he moved toward the crowd trying to see the bright one. The bodies developed faces that turned toward him.

“Hey mister, somebody burn a drunk?” somebody called.

Lance ignored the question, trying to look past the crowd. The light and heat were gone. Whoever had been generating that energy had either damped it down or left. Lance moved to one side, trying to get past the crowd, but they followed him.

“Who burned the drunk?” somebody asked.

“Did you see?” Lance demanded, frustrated by the crowd's obtuseness and his own disability.

“See what? Mister, we didn't see nothin’. The only ones saw anything was them cops there. They was here first.”

“Lance.” Jerry closed his hand around Lance's arm and addressed the crowd. “Anything you might have seen could help us find out who did this. Any little thing would help. Officer Johnston will be by in a minute to take your names and statements. Even if you don't think you saw who did it, you might have seen something that will help us track down the suspect. Please give Officer Johnston all the help you can. Officer Johnston?”

The uniformed officer took out her notepad and poised her pencil. “You, sir, what's your name?”

Jerry pulled Lance away none too gently. “What do you think you were doing?” Lance didn't have the strength or coordination to resist.

“I saw—” Lance realized he couldn't describe what he had seen to Jerry. He’d have to explain what he saw and why he thought it was so. He didn't think he was ready for that yet. “I thought I saw something.”

“Like what? Next time, tell me about it. Let me do the running down. You should be in bed.”

The more Lance thought about it, the more he was sure the man with the aura was the other he sought. He wondered what he looked like to that other. Was he outlined in brilliant light too? He looked more closely at the people around them, looking for more auras. None of them glowed in the least.

“Looks like we're developing a trend.” Jerry studied his notebook screen and sucked on his lower lip. “Victims are similar—both young males—M.O. the same, area generally similar, the only thing being different is the actual site...we'll find more as we get into it, I think...”

Lance interrupted his train of thought. “There won't be any more to it. The only things the victims have in common is that they were healthy and strong and they were in the right place at the right time. You won't find any more than that. Locale is just a coincidence.”

“And you know all that already?” 

“Yes.”

“You mind letting me in on that process of deduction, Sherlock?”

“Yes, I mind.” It was how Steve Barras survived. He only described his own method of hunting.

“And why is that, pray tell?” Jerry shoved his notebook in his pocket. The site investigation was winding down and he exchanged final words with the other investigators. He took Lance by the arm again and marched him off to the car.

“I can't say.”

“Can't or won't?” Jerry opened the car door so Lance could place himself on the seat. “Because if there's something you know about this and you're not telling me, we're going to go separate ways real fast.”

“Won't. But I can tell you, this isn't the last one. There'll be more.” Lance fumbled with his seat belt buckle. 

Jerry shoved the buckle in without looking. He fastened his own and turned the key. “And how do you know that?” 

For once Jerry’s anger and energy didn’t drain Steve's strength. “It's never enough. They don't last long enough. He'll be hunting again, and soon. I have to find him and talk to him, show him he doesn't have to live this way.”

“So what are you, a social worker now?” Jerry jeered resentfully. Diverted by Lance's observation, he asked, “What doesn't last long enough?”

“The bodies...they burn too fast. The emotions burn too hot...” 

“Wait, wait. I don't understand. What do you mean, the emotions burn too hot? What burns too fast? Do you mean the igniter? The propellant?”

“It's no way to live, but you can't die either—the survival instinct is too strong.” Lance clamped his hands together hard, shaking with the force of his revelation.

Jerry stared at him. “What do you mean by that? Arsonists live to burn.” 

“Get it through your head. It's not arson.”

“If it's not arson, then what is it? I haven't understood a single word you've said about this case, all night. I don't understand you at all anymore.” Jerry turned around and put the car into gear. “I don't know what's happened to you, this past year, but I don't know you at all anymore. You're not the kid I grew up with, not the best man at my wedding and my partner for the last ten years.” He sounded hurt and on the brink of tears. “You used to come to dinner at least once a week, but we haven't seen you outside the job for a year and Tina keeps bugging me to get you to come, just once, so she can see you again. And then this, this... I don't know what it is. You've just gone downhill so fast and I don't know what's happening. You won't talk to me like you used to. As soon as this investigation is over with, I'm asking Captain Soto for reassignment.”

“You do that. I'm not going to be around for much longer.”

Jerry made no answer to that. They rode in sullen silence, only the squawk of the radio interrupting them. Finally Jerry shifted in his seat. He asked, half angry, half curious, “So where is he going to strike next, Nostradamus? And if it's not arson, then how is he burning his victims?”

“I don't know where he's going to hunt next. I have to find him...but how? Who is he? What are his patterns?” Lance pounded his fist into his thigh in frustration, not feeling the blow from either limb. He did not notice the lack, distracted from his numb, cold and aching body by the other's reluctance to reveal himself.

“Hey hey hey.” Jerry reached over to catch Lance's fist. “You're going to hurt yourself if you keep doing that. He's just a serial killer. We'll catch him. We just have two bodies so far and no profile to speak of yet. We'll get him. Don't you make yourself any sicker than you are, or I will take you to the hospital and tie you to a gurney myself.”

Lance stuck his hands inside his coat. He thought about that aura of light he had seen. He knew the face under the light was temporary at best. Was there anything else about the glowing man he could use to find him and track him?

This time he was going to study all the evidence he could find.

But none of it told him what he needed to know. There was not enough data yet to draw extrapolations. Frustrated, eyes burning from trying to focus on the tiny squiggles on the computer screen and head pounding from the strain, Lance finally shut the screen off. Laying back in his chair, he drank cold herbal tea. He closed his eyes against the bright glare from the overheard fluorescents.

This other must be only newly kindled. He hadn’t yet learned restraint or how to live any longer than a few hours in one body. It wasn't easy, Steve knew from experience, but it could be done: to cool the raw raging anger and despair that burned the body from within and live a little while longer. He had been a decent man in life and the trail of bodies in his wake disgusted him. If he could help it, he did not want anyone else to go through that additional pain. He had to find this other.

There were no known witnesses to either takeover. There was no way to track this other. Steve had seen the aura, but that was only light and distance or solid object would easily block it. Since he didn't see the face under the light, he couldn't match it to any database Lance had access to.

“Go home,” Captain Soto said, startling Lance out of his half-doze. “You're taking up valuable space. It's just about the end of your shift anyway. Go home and get some rest. And don't forget that candidate's coming around to shake everybody's hands tonight.”

“I'm not shaking anybody's hand.”

Captain Soto pinned him to the spot with a stern look “You don't have any choice. This guy's running for mayor on a law and order platform and he thinks shaking hands with every cop in town is going to get it for him. Unless you plan to die before he gets here, you will shake hands with him.” 

Lance ignored her. He could afford to.

“I'll take him home,” Jerry offered. “There's nothing we can do here now. Both us need the sleep and everything we've got here could use sleeping on. I'll pick you up this evening, Lance.”

“Go,” Captain Soto commanded.

“Good night, ma'am.” Jerry took Lance's arm. He walked him off to the coat rack and put his coat on him. He walked Lance out to the car. Lance could not have resisted if he tried.

Jerry pulled into the parking lot of his apartment building, dragged him out of the car and stood him in the middle of the apartment's tiny living room. “Go to bed and stay there until I come and get you.” Jerry ordered and left, closing the door with finality.

Lance might have turned around and left himself, but he could not feel his feet or hands. Movement left flashing streaks across his blurred vision. He struggled with his coat briefly, left it on and stumbled into the bathroom to empty his bladder and drink a couple of swallows of water. He made it into the bedroom where he fell on the bed. Exhaustion claimed him immediately.

Pounding on the front door woke him up. Before he could organize his muddled thoughts enough to get his numb body moving, Jerry appeared. “On your feet.”

He reached down to haul Lance upright. Steve realized that his head, spine, hands and feet were on fire. He recoiled away from Jerry's reaching hands. Suddenly he found the coordination and strength to scramble across the bed.

“Don't touch me!” Lance was so close to burnout he would have jumped at the slightest touch.

Jerry planted his fists on his hips and glared. “Then get up and get around.” 

Under Jerry’s prodding, Lance showered, shaved, cutting himself several times, dressed in clean clothes, ate a bite or two of instant oatmeal. He stumbled down the stairs of his apartment building. He sat as far as he could get from Jerry in the car, hands and feet clamped to himself to keep from touching the other man and taking his body. Something would have to be done and soon or he would find out if he could truly die.

By some miracle no one brushed against him in the police building. The place was unbearably bright. The fluorescent lights flickered. Passersby pulled at his raw need with nearly irresistible force. Somehow he made it to his chair without contact. He sat down, shaking. He didn’t know how he was going to avoid all those people long enough to get out and hunt. He didn’t know how he was going to escape Jerry's observant eye to get out, either. He didn’t want to die, not here, not in front of the people he had come to know over the past year. He didn’t want to have to take one of them for his own survival. It was hard to think with all that living energy blazing at him. Fierce instinct ravened up and down what was left of Lance's nervous system.

He sorted through Lance's case load. He pulled up the combustion case, the one that had shown him he was not alone in the world. He saw that two more bodies had been found, the last not more than a half hour before Jerry rousted him out of his apartment.

Furiously he read through the notes. He studied the photographs. He printed out the report and went to confront Jerry and Captain Soto. This was his case. They had no right to keep him out of it.

Movement and noise caught his attention and he turned to see a swirl of people coming in the doors to the squad room. At the fore strode a tall broad shouldered man with his hand outstretched. Steve realized to his horror that the man was advancing on him. His dead feet betrayed him and he stumbled over the leg of a chair, bumping up against a desk. The man reached out to stop him from falling. Steve cringed away, crying shrilly, “Don't¬—”

“—touch me,” George Chacon finished, dropping the charred bones in his hand. Steve Barras bit back a shout of fury. The thing that he had tried so hard to avoid had come to pass despite his efforts. George Chacon, candidate for mayor, husband, father, member of a multitudinous family, owner and hands-on operator of a business widely spread throughout the city, active participant in practically every civic organization in the state and glad-hander of the first order, had just become Steve Barras' new body, in front of almost twenty people. Everyone stared at them with expressions of shock and horror.

Steve found his borrowed voice. “What happened?”

“Sir?” said one of George's entourage. A campaign manager. Brian Gallardo, George recalled, ambitious, bright and determined to make a name for himself.

Jerry Morse pushed through the crowd and crouched down beside Lance Kassidy's remains. He reached out to touch but drew his hand back before he made contact with the charred flesh. He turned to look up at George, eyes full of tears and face set in grief. “What did you do to him? Why did you do it? Were we too close? Why him? What did you do to him?”

“I—” George began.

Morse lunged to his feet and seized George by the shirt front, unreasoning in his grief and anger. “What did you do to him!” 

George pushed him away automatically and Morse fell back into Captain Soto's waiting arms. Two detectives helped him to a chair and another brought a cup of water. George's entourage closed around him, drawing him away as Morse put his face in his hands.

“Excuse me, Mr. Chacon,” Captain Soto said, stopping them all, “I'd like a word with you.”

“Not now,” Gallardo began, “Mr. Chacon is upset—”

“Now.” Captain Soto had stopped psychotics in full rave with that tone of voice. Brian Gallardo hadn't even the grace of a sugar rush to fortify him. He blushed with embarrassment and backed away. George gestured at the rest of his party and they left him alone. 

Captain Soto snapped her fingers at an officer who rushed to open the door to an interrogation room. She waited for George to settle before taking her own seat. Folding her hands on the table, she looked directly at him. “Now. Tell me exactly what happened.”

“I must have startled him. He tripped over the chair leg and started to fall and I just automatically reached out to help him. I caught his hand and the next thing I knew, he was...” George turned his hand out gracefully, indicating the outer squad room. Captain Soto bent her head in acknowledgment.

“Mr. Chacon, you said something just as Detective Kassidy turned to charcoal. He said 'Don't' and you said 'touch me'. Tell me why you said that.” Nothing ever got past Captain Soto. Steve Barras wondered how he would get out of this with his new hide intact.

“He seemed... startled or frightened when I reached to help him.” Steve thought fast. “He may have been trying to warn me off. I only tried to reassure him. I had no intention of hurting him.”

“I see. Tell me where you've been since midnight last.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Captain Soto's eyebrows went together and her knuckles went white from the pressure of her clenched hands. “Mr. Chacon. One of my detectives is charcoal on my squad room floor. You are the last man to have any contact with him at all—literally—you touched him and he went up like he'd been doused with lighter fluid and torched. This happened right in front of my eyes. I don't like arsonists, and I like them even less when one of my people is involved. Where have you been since midnight last?”

“I see.” George stalled for time while Steve searched frantically through George Chacon's memories. “Last night I was in bed. It was the first time in a long time that I got to bed at a decent hour.”

“Can you prove it?”

“My wife was there. Her name is Elpidia Morales,” George added before she could ask.

“Did she go to bed the same time you did?”

“About, yes.”

“How about?”

“I got in first, and she came in when she finished brushing her teeth...about five to ten minutes, I think.”

“Go on.”

“I slept the night—very well—and woke at about six, showered, shaved, dressed, and ate breakfast about seven thirty. I'll have Brian give you a copy of today's itinerary. At about eight thirty this evening, I walked in here, and caught La—your officer before he could fall. The rest you saw for yourself.” George turned out his hands and folded them together calmly in his lap, crossing his legs comfortably.

Captain Soto's thumbs rubbed over each other forcibly, her eyes dark and far away as she thought. She seemed more gray and tired than when Steve had first seen her, before Lance's eyes had deteriorated too far to notice small details. Steve resisted the urge to look at and touch and taste everything he could reach, taking in all those little sensory details that disappeared as his occupation destroyed his host.

George's fingers and toes tingled, slightly too hot. There was just the slightest blurring of vision if he moved his head too fast. Steve had taken him too close to the edge of burnout for his new host to be unaffected. Already his nerves were firing much too fast. It was all he could do to sit calmly.

George leaned forward. “Captain Soto, I would like to know what happened as much as you do. If there's anything I can do to help, please let me know. I have my own contacts and resources and I would like to put them at your disposal.”

“Thank you, but we can take care of it.” Captain Soto separated her hands and sat upright. “Are there any witnesses to your story?”

George listed the names of all the people and places he could remember visiting and phone numbers and addresses. It was quite a list and Steve wondered how he was going to manage all of George's contacts without tipping them off that the man they thought they knew was no more. He would have to start severing them right away...the wife and son would be the hardest.

“We'll be talking to your campaign staff too,” Captain Soto said at last. She’d gone over George's story several times with him, trying to find some loophole. Both Steve Barras and George Chacon knew where they had been when those others had been killed. There was no gap in his story.

“I understand,” George said. 

“Give your phone number and address to the sergeant.” Captain Soto’s voice was rusty with fatigue. She rubbed her bloodshot eyes with the heels of her hands. “You know the routine. Don't leave town without telling us. Better yet, don't leave town at all. We'll keep an eye on you at all times, Mr. Chacon.”

“I understand. If there's anything I can do to help, let me know. Captain Soto, I hope you'll devote every resource you have to this problem.”

“Oh, I will.” Captain Soto had a steely glint in her eye. “Nobody murders one of my people and gets away with it.”

There was nothing more to say to that. George followed Captain Soto to a police lab where the technician took swabs of his hands and wrists and samples of his clothing. He emptied out his pockets and showed that he carried nothing that could start a fire.

Uniformed officers herded the rest of his entourage in and searched and sampled every bleating member. Every one of them complained, citing their importance, their innocence and their lack of time, ignoring the fact that their own leader was the prime suspect in this crime.

At last George and his entourage were allowed to leave. Steve wanted very badly to go home and compare George’s memories to Lance’s, but Brian Gallardo and Magdalena Ybarra marched the entire troupe back to campaign headquarters for a strategy session. A statement for the press had to be prepared and presented before the opposition could find out and counterattack.

The headquarters kitchen held coffee, tea and cola, but no drinks at all without caffeine. George poured water and savored the simple pleasure of ice water in a foam cup while his best and brightest hashed out plans.

“Sir!” Gallardo said a little sharply and George looked up. “Sir, if you'll pay a little attention here, we can salvage something from this mess. If Clark gets hold of it—and you can bet your last vote he will—he'll plaster it all over the papers and cast you in the worst light he can. Now, we can't have that. It'll cost you the election. I think you'll agree that we've all worked much too hard for that.”

George got up slowly, carrying his cup carefully. “Brian, I've been thinking. What if we just called the whole thing off? It's been a long hard fight, and expensive too, and we still don't have the recognition to make a clean sweep of it. Sure, the business community, and the blue collar work force and the Hispanic sector, they all like me but how much voting power do they wield in this town? Clark's been entrenched at City Hall for as long as anyone can remember. He'll pull the entire city out of sheer inertia, like he always has. Maybe I should concede now, and save everyone the disappointment.”

“Sir, you can't mean that,” Ybarra cried indignantly. “You think losing the election will be a disappointment to all those people, but that's nothing compared to dropping out now! Too many people believe in you—you can’t disappoint them like that! This business with that detective, oh what's his name, has got you upset, that's all.”

You don't know how upset, Steve thought. “His name was Lance Kassidy. Make that an important point in your spin doctoring. He had a name, he had friends, he had people who cared about him and work that gave his life meaning. Don't ever forget that. These are not just statistics you're tossing around. These are real people.”

“Yes sir.” Gallardo and Ybarra didn’t look at him. 

George knew they were only playing for his benefit. Exhausted, he waved a hand at them. “Make up a statement for me. I want to read it before it goes out. I'm going home.”

“Of course, sir,” Gallardo agreed a little too hastily. “It's been a very upsetting day for you.”

George dismissed their false sympathy and made his way to the back table where Tommy Layton was stuffing envelopes. Layton was just as bright as Gallardo and Ybarra, but much more dependable about it and not nearly as ambitious. 

He looked up as George sat down in the next chair. “I'm sorry to hear about that detective, sir.”

“So am I, Tommy.” George hitched his chair closer and glanced over his shoulder to see who was in earshot. Confused, Layton looked too. “Tommy, I have something I'd like you to do. It's personal and confident, but I understand if you'd rather not.”

“Well, I won't know until I know what you want me to do.” 

“Tommy, I’d like you to look into Detective Kassidy's death. It's tied into some other murders that happened earlier today and I want you to get as much information as you can on each of those deaths. They'll close up ranks to keep this from getting out, since this involves one of their own. Can you do it?”

Layton glanced nervously at the others huddled over their coffee and notepads. “Sir, I don't understand. Why don't you just ask for that information? Has it been classified?”

“No. I could ask, but I am a suspect. I'm on a deadline here, Tommy.”

Layton struggled with his conscience and loyalty. Steve watched anxiously, trying to curb his impatience. A fine line of sweat trickled down George's sides and back. His peripheral vision had gone and the lights were much too bright. Someone had lit a cigarette but he couldn't smell it, only see the spirals of smoke in the air. Steve estimated he would have to jump by tomorrow. Lance had been so close to burnout that George had picked up almost as quickly.

“I'll protect you as best I can,” George promised. “I'll give you permission in writing and we'll get Jean to notarize it if you want.”

Layton sat up straight and looked him in the eye. “Sir, I believe you when you say that. And I'm grateful for the trust you have in me. I'll do it. You've done so much for me I can only do what I can to pay you back. But I take my own blame, if anything goes wrong.”

“Thank you, Tommy.” George reached over to grasp Layton's hand firmly. He picked up a pencil and turned over a flyer. “Let me write down the passwords and filenames for you. This means more to me than you know.”

Layton looked at the list with wide eyes. “Sir, where did you get this information? This is all confidential police stuff!”

“I'd rather not say. Do you still want to do this for me?”

“Yes, sir.” Layton was filled with new resolve, staring into the far distance.

“Brian’s not using the computer in his office,” George suggested.

Layton picked up the flyer. “Excuse me, sir.” George watched him go, feeling relieved and apprehensive at the same time.

George Chacon drove a fine car. Steve Barras stroked his not quite numb hand over the upholstery and admired the inlaid wood panels on the dashboard. It even smelled good too, though George almost hyperventilated trying to get his sense of smell to register the scent the cleaners used. Steve wanted to get as much enjoyment as he could out of the car before he parked it for good. Lights and movement made sharp spiked blurs around him as he drove slowly and carefully toward home.

Home was a fine two story house in a good neighborhood, surrounded by well-tended grounds. It was a far step up from the cardboard shanty George had been born and raised in, next to the railroad tracks. He'd worked hard to get where he was, and he'd never forgotten where he came from. He would have made a good mayor if he had not reached out to help Lance Kassidy.

His wife was home. Her car was in the garage when he parked. George did not look forward to going in the house and meeting her. That was one of the flaws in his apparently perfect life: the better off he had become the farther away his wife seemed. Sometimes he wished he had never left that cardboard shanty by the railroad tracks, because he and Elpidia had been happy there. They didn't have anything at all and that made no difference to them. Now they had everything and it made every difference in the world.

George glanced into the front room where she liked to sit and read before bed. “Hello, Elpidia.”

She glanced up, half noticing his presence and went back to her book. “Hello, George.”

The light’s strange in here, George thought, she’s glowing.

Then he stopped and looked at her again, more closely. It wasn't the light that made her glow; it was something inside her that glowed, like a Kirlian photograph viewed through a muddy filter. Could she have been taken over by the other?

Warily he approached her. She looked up from her book crossly. “What's wrong with you?”

George knelt down beside the chair. “Are you all right?”

Elpidia frowned impatiently. “Yes. Why?”

“The light in here...” He searched for safe words to say. He did not want to frighten her.

“What about it?” Elpidia looked at him directly for the first time and started. “What's the matter with you? You look funny.”

So he did have an aura, too, and she could see it. If his wife was the other, George did not want to frighten her into fleeing. Excitement would only make her burn faster. But he had to know. “Did anyone hurt you today?”

“What kind of stupid question is that? What kind of day do I ever have? I went to two luncheons, one talk, and six meetings. Why aren't you out shaking hands? You said you'd be out till late.”

“That's been cancelled.” He stood up, determined to confront her. “Are you Elpidia Morales, or are you a dead thing, wearing my wife's body?”

“What kind of stupid question is that? What do you think I am? I'll have you know I'm very much alive and in my right mind, unlike you, with your stupid questions. If this is another of your stupid tricks to get me to give you a divorce, you're not getting it.”

“I don't want a divorce, Elpidia. Are you still my wife, or are you someone else?” Anger flared sudden and furious, sending fire flooding up and down George’s spine and hot prickles into his hands and feet. The table lamp stabbed his brain with its bright spikes, blinding him to everything but the glow under his wife's skin.

“Who do you think you are, making that kind of accusation?” Elpidia jumped to her feet, book forgotten. “You'd better leave right now, Mr. Mayor George Chacon, because I've just about had it with you! Get out! Now!”

George stood very still and breathed hard. Steve struggled to regain control and finally backed away, not daring to do anything more. The last two times George and Elpidia fought, George had lost his temper and slapped Elpidia hard enough to knock her down.

“Your son's late,” Elpidia called after him.

George did not answer, seething. He went to his office and closed the door behind him, latching it firmly, and sat down at the desk. He clasped his hands tightly together and breathed slowly and deeply, willing his heart rate to slow down and even out, pushing back the anger and frustration. 

Finally he trusted himself to get up, go to the kitchen and find something to eat. George's stomach was empty and Steve had not had an appetite in so long he had almost forgotten what it was like. There was a covered bowl in the refrigerator that, opened, gave off a smell George's deadened nose could just about detect, and a minute in the microwave woke up his saliva glands.

Not wanting to confront Elpidia again, he took his bowl back to his office and ate its contents slowly, savoring every last bite. The food warmed his stomach and brought new strength to his body, something Steve Barras had not had in far too long.

He put the cleaned bowl aside and reached for the phone to call Tommy Layton, but paused as a low rumble moved up the driveway and into the garage.

Chono, at last. That was the other great failure of George Chacon's perfect and successful life. His son and only child was embarrassed and ashamed of his father's success, and liked to act and live as if he were just another gang member on the street. He used the privileges his father's hard work gave him to give himself the sort of lifestyle his friends admired, and was just as hollow. He despised his father, even as he took with both hands everything he had to give.

Chono shut his car off and came into the house through the connecting door from the garage. George came to his feet in shock and horror. He could feel the heat from half the house away. He could almost see the light through the walls.

Chono was the other. George flung himself out of the office and down the hall.

“Chono?” Elpidia called. “You're late!”

“So?” Chono yelled back. The refrigerator door slammed. George tripped on the carpet edging strip in the door to the dining room, grabbing the wall.

“Don't you talk to me like that! You come in here, I want to talk to you!” Elpidia shouted.

“Don't go in there,” George ordered in a low voice so Elpidia couldn't hear him. Chono turned to look at him, milk carton halfway to his mouth. His eyes opened wide, seeing George there.

This close, George could see the flaring aura in all its brilliant detail. Chono was a burning rainbow man, his features obscured by the flickering glow. He burned so brightly George almost had to turn away.

Chono stared at him in awe. “You're... him. I saw you. You were on fire... like now.”

“Yes.” George focused his eyes and willpower on the younger man. “Come to the office.”

Almost, Chono moved to follow, but then he caught himself and stood his ground. He set the milk carton on the table, his aura flaring with his emotion. “Why?”

“Chono!” Elpidia shouted from the other room.

“I'll take care of it!” George shouted back. “Don't worry about it!”

Chono smiled a crooked, sly, mean smile. “You know, this body's starting to burn out. I'm going to need another one in another hour or so. I was going to get another like this one, but hers will do, for a while.”

“No. You don't touch her. Come with me and I'll show you how to stretch it out, last a while longer. You don't have to burn this fast, and I can show you how.”

Chono snorted. “Why? This is great! I can do anything I want. And nobody will ever catch me, because all I have to do is jump to another body. This is better than any heroin or crack or sex. I can do anything.”

“Except live. Already your hands and feet are numb. Your spine's on fire and there's fire inside your head you can't get away from, ever, no matter how many you jump. I know, I've been there—I'm here now! But you can damp it down, bank the fires and live a little while longer. You don't have to be hunting all the time. You can rest a while, taste food again for a little while, sleep, do all the things everyone else does, for a little while, before you have to go out hunting again.”

“So?” Chono slapped aside the milk carton, spraying milk everywhere. “I like the hunt. I like the way a jump makes me feel. I like the power it gives me. Why should I have to be dead meat like them? This is living and you're not going to stop me from doing what I want. She'll do just fine to get me back into town.”

“So why didn't you just stay in town, then?” George couldn't feel his hands and feet anymore and his sight was narrowing to a firelit tunnel. His anger and frustration were making him burn faster. It ends here, he thought, both of us will burn out here and that will be the end of it.

“I wanted to see how the other half lived.” Chono looked around the handsome spacious kitchen. “Not bad. Now if you'll just get out of the way, I'll take the woman and be on my way.”

“No. You're not getting past me. This ends here, for both of us. Neither of us will leave here alive.”

“But I'm your son! Doesn't that count for anything?” Chono's eyes shifted subtly away from George, a gesture he almost missed. George jerked his head to look and got a fleeting glimpse of Elpidia standing there with the automatic he'd bought her aimed at him.

“Don't you touch him!” she warned.

George started to reach out and the gun went off with a deafening crack! George smashed up against the dishwasher, gasping for the breath that had been blown out of him. He lay there paralyzed, wondering how long it would take the pain to kick in, and saw with painful clarity that Elpidia had dropped the gun and was reaching for Chono.

“No!” He tried to reach them, to stop them however he could. But they were too far away. He couldn't feel his lower body.

“Chono, did he hurt you?” Elpidia searched her son's face. 

Why can’t she see his aura? George wondered vaguely. It lit up the room like a searchlight.

“He scared me, mama,” Chono whimpered and held out his arms. Elpidia moved toward him and Chono gave George a savage grin of triumph. Elpidia touched her son and the last sight of them George had was their faces, distorted in realization and fear, before the light enveloped them both.

Slowly Steve groped his way back toward consciousness. He still could not feel his lower body, but that no longer mattered because his nerves had come back to life. The gunshot wound sent great pulsing waves of pain through his entire body and dimmed his eyesight. A trickle of blood lapped against the charred remains of George Chacon's wife and son.

He did not know what happened to them, but as he lay there in pain he realized that Elpidia had been but a heartbeat of becoming another dead thing, like himself, and that other who had possessed Chono Chacon. To kill her would be to free her from her body, but there was no place for her to go. Chono's possessor had no place to go either and the contact of those two forces destroyed them both.

Somehow Steve hitched his body across the breakfast nook and got the wall phone receiver knocked off the hook. The touch pad was inside the handset and he mispunched the number once, but got it right the second time. A sleepy woman's voice answered the ring on the other end.

“Tina...” He had to stop and dribble blood.

“Hello?” 

“Tina, it's me, Lance. Tell Jerry to come to George Chacon's house right away.”

“This is a sick joke. Lance Kassidy is dead.”

“I used to be,” Steve stopped to pant, “I used to be Lance Kassidy. Tell Jerry... George Chacon's house.” He couldn't talk any more. He laid his head down beside the receiver and listened to Tina's furious voice.

After a while her voice went away. Steve crawled back to the doorway and retrieved the gun, propping himself upright to wait.

Someone rang the front doorbell, but he couldn't get up to answer it. Nor could he call out. Whoever it was rattled the door and rang again.

Steve turned the gun to the wall and squeezed the trigger. The recoil almost knocked him over. Outside, the noises stopped.

“Come out of the house with your hands up!” Jerry's voice from outside. Steve sighed with relief, but couldn't get enough breath to be heard.

Come on, Jerry, he thought, I'm not going to last much longer.

“Put down your weapon and come out with your hands up!” Jerry ordered again.

I can't... Come on, Jerry, break the door down already. 

Faraway sirens became closer and stopped right in front of the house. Flashing red and blue lights filtered through the front windows. He thought he heard furtive noises outside. 

There was another long breathless pause, then Captain Soto shouted through a bullhorn. “The house is surrounded! Drop your weapon and come out now!”

Come in, already...

Standoff protocol is such a time waster. If he fired the gun again, the assault squad would use tear gas to end him right there. All he could do was wait.

After several more orders to surrender from Captain Soto, the assault team outside kicked every door into the house open. Suddenly there were armored bodies aiming guns at him from either end of the hall.

“Sir, put the gun down, now,” one of them ordered.

“Where's Jerry Morse?”

“Put the gun down and you can talk to him.”

“Get Jerry Morse, now.”

Movement behind the ranked bodies. “What do you want?” Jerry asked.

“Come here. I can't yell that far. I won't shoot. I wouldn't shoot my own partner.”

“What are you talking about?” Jerry pushed his way through the armored officers.

“Jerry, it's me, Lance. Come here. I have to talk to you.”

Jerry glanced back. Apparently he received some kind of confirmation, because he edged forward and stopped just out of Steve's reach. This put him where he could look into the kitchen and he did so, involuntarily, then recoiled and stared.

He wheeled around and aimed his own gun at Steve's face. “All those people weren't enough, were they? And my partner. He was right. Well, Mister, I'm not voting for you. I'm going to see you fry for this.”

“Jerry, shut up and listen to me. I'm Lance, your partner. I'm also Martin Clayton, and Trini Alvarez and Lee Scott and more people than I have time to tell you about. I was born Steve Barras and I died in a car accident almost six years ago. I've been living in other people's bodies ever since.”

“How do you expect me to believe that? So what happened to your wife and son, here? Did you kill them too?”

“No, they killed themselves. Jerry, listen to me. When I jump into another person's body, I displace them, they're dead—I don't know how or why—and I take their place. But when I jump in, it upsets the body's natural balances and burns out the nervous system. I don't know how or why, I don't have the knowledge to say. But it happens. That's why Lance's health went downhill so fast. He was dead before George Chacon ever touched him, and George Chacon died the instant he touched Lance Kassidy. I killed him, I killed them both. It's all a matter of survival. You can't live that way, but the instinct is too strong to just give up.

“Chono was another like me. But I learned how to live with it, he wouldn't. And he was careless. That's why you found all those bodies. He was showing off. You can't catch a dead man.
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