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Parasite

By Sara King

Love was the worst experience a parasite could endure.  

It was a bitter taste best left for hosts to enjoy, best reserved for those who could afford the trust that came with it.

Yet Stuart was falling in love.

He’d tried to avoid it, tried to ignore it, tried desperately to fight it once he recognized it, but Allie had stubbornly pushed her way into his soul.  That fact left Stuart paralyzed with the thought of what would come next.  Eventually, he’d need to switch bodies.  Eventually, he’d have to tell her the truth.

Was it better to get it over with now, while their love was still fresh and malleable, or was it better to wait until she was too set into the rhythm of love to be afraid?

And, if he did tell her, would she accept his new host?  Would she be able to adapt to the new body, the new rhythms, the new face?  Stuart thought not.  She would probably react like the rest of her species--with fear, repulsion, disgust.

And yet, as she whispered into his host’s ear and giggled, Stuart knew he couldn’t lie to her much longer.  He could feel his host straining for freedom, straining to take advantage of the naked woman in his bed.  

Jareb Peverall, Stuart’s host, couldn’t see Allie, since Stuart had severed his access to his optical nerves, but Jareb could hear her.  He could feel the bed they were lying in.  He knew what they were doing together.  For the last three hours, Stuart had felt Jareb’s overwhelming desire to rape his lover hovering at the edge of his consciousness.

His host was not a good person.

If Allie knew this, would she still rub the instep of her foot along his muscled leg?  Would she still trace her fingertip through the thick blonde hair on Stuart’s host’s chest?

It felt wrong.  Wrong, and dangerous.  More than anything, Stuart wanted to change hosts, find someone more forgiving, less violent, for Allie’s sake.  If Stuart ever lost control, Allie would suffer more than any woman before her, simply for loving Stuart, for what Stuart had done.

But does she love me, or does she love my host?  

Stuart debated this, staring into her dark blue eyes.  

She liked his host’s body, he was sure of that.  She giggled and made delighted sounds when he swung her around and wrestled with her in bed.  She was constantly admiring his host’s callused hands, his hard jaw, his tousled flaxen hair.  She liked his height, his bulk, the hair on his chest.

But did she like Stuart?

If she knew, if he told her right now, would her loving face contort in a scream or would she blink off a moment of shock and smile and tell him she loved him anyway?  Stuart suspected it would be the latter.  As beautiful as Allie was, her soul outshone her looks a thousand times.

Stuart opened his mouth to tell her the truth, but, like a thousand times before, he hesitated.

You’re such a coward, he thought, looking into her kind blue eyes.  They were like the deep ocean, almost black.  Mysterious.  Exquisite.  A suzait could get lost in those eyes, forget what he was.  Forget he was hunted, feared...  

Hated.

“You’re thinking something,” Allie said, her delicate brown brows contorting in a tiny frown.

Stuart brought his host’s thumb up and gently rubbed the lines away.  “It’s nothing.”  Liar, his conscience screamed.  Coward!

Allie caught his hand, her troubled look deepening.  “What is it, Robert?”

“I...”  I even lied to you about my name.  You’re going to hate me.

Her face fell.  “You have to go, don’t you?”

Stuart hesitated.  He’d met her in a spacer’s bar, on his way to Helius.  He’d never planned on staying on Odan, had only stopped to change hosts to throw any pursuing Species Operations officers off his trail, but the truth was, he had nowhere better to go.  Due to his nature, Stuart didn’t have family.  He had no one to miss him.  No one to love him.

Until now.

“I thought this was too good to be true,” Allie said.  It came out as a whimper.

Allie flung herself from the bed and began throwing her clothes back on.

In his shock, Stuart accidentally gave his host visual access for a brief second.  Upon seeing the naked woman, Stuart’s host made another vicious, animal lunge at freedom, his carnal instincts overriding even his fear of Stuart.  Stuart lashed out at the disgusting creature and locked him back into the darkness he reserved only for the most repulsive of hosts, but the moments it took to subdue Jareb allowed Allie to dress and rush into the street.

Stuart rolled out of bed and rushed to the door.  “Allie, wait!”

She didn’t turn.  He could hear her crying echoing upon the hard red Odanian shopfronts, her footsteps slapping against the rain-slickened cobbles. 

Stuart, who had no sense of modesty save for the wariness of the extra attention that unnecessary exposure brought him, rushed after her.  Immediately, he felt the hot drizzle of rain against his skin.  Several street vendors stared under their dripping canopies.  An umbrella-less old woman stopped in the street and grinned toothlessly at him in the muggy heat, gray hair slicked against her brow.  Someone--maybe the butcher--yelled at him to put some clothes on.

That made Allie turn.

Immediately, confusion and teary delight mingled on her elegant face.

“Allie,” Stuart said, taking one of her tiny hands in his.  “Please.  I’m not leaving.  I have something else to tell you.  Something you might not want to hear.  For the past three weeks, I’ve just been trying to figure out how to say it so you won’t...”

So she won’t what?  Run away screaming?  Turn you into the S.O.?  Pull out a gun and blow you away?

Allie waited for him to finish.

“...so you won’t overreact,” Stuart said lamely.

His lover’s hot Odanian temper flared, as steamy as the rain running between his host’s shoulder-blades.  “Why do men always think we’ll overreact?  What’d you do?  Steal something?  Kill someone?”

I’ve killed lots of people, Stuart thought, but he didn’t say it.  They were mostly bad men--whenever Stuart had a choice, he made sure he took someone who used his body for evil--but it made him no less of a murderer.  No less of an abomination.

When he didn’t respond, Allie whirled and stalked away.

Stuart caught up with her, cursing his thick tongue.  “Allie, I need to tell you somewhere safe.  I can’t do it here.”  His skin was beginning to prickle under the stares he was receiving.  Suzait, by their very nature, desired as little attention as possible.

“I’m having lunch,” Allie said, flashing him a mischievous smile.  “If you want to tell me, tell me inside.”  She pushed a restaurant door open and stepped through it.

Stuart’s face flushed, and inwardly, he could sense his Jareb Peverall bubbling with rage at being thwarted.  He felt another spasm of fear for Allie, knowing the horrible things Jareb would do to her if he ever got rid of Stuart.  

Lately, as Stuart had grown more confident with the transfer, he’d been trying to leave his hosts with as little permanent damage as possible so they could resume their normal lives when he moved on.  In this case, however, Stuart wished he’d been less careful upon entry.  

He’d known Jareb Peverall had been evil, but Stuart hadn’t known just how evil until he’d been safely encased in Jareb’s brain, with full access to his thoughts and memories.  Stuart knew without a shred of doubt his host was much better suited as a corpse than he was resuming his normal life.   However many people Stuart had killed in botched transfers throughout his long life, the foul creature he now inhabited had killed twice that many, with no remorse. 

Stuart glanced at the sign on the restaurant door.  No Shirt, No Shoes, No Service.

Cursing, he hurried back to their hotel room and dressed.

Allie was pouting when he returned and sat down across from her.  “You’re no fun,” she said, swirling her starshine with a straw to keep it aerated.  Stuart’s had already gone flat and black.  Allie mixed it for him, restoring its soft blue luminescence, then shoved it across the table at him.  Stuart took a sip and grimaced at the bitter-tart taste.  

“So whatcha need to tell me, Stuart?”

Stuart pushed the drink aside and reached out to take her hands.  “Allie, listen to me.  You’re a wonderful woman.  Kind.  Sweet.  But I’m afraid to tell you about this part of me.”

His lover snorted.  “I’m not some governor’s daughter.  I can handle a few brushes with the law.”  

“No,” Stuart said gently.  “It’s nothing that simple.”

“So you murdered someone,” she said, sniffing.

“Several someones,” Stuart said reluctantly.  “But I never wanted to.  I did it out of desperation.”

“Then it wasn’t murder.”

“It was murder,” Stuart whispered.  “I chose.  My life over theirs.”

“That’s self-defense,” Allie said.  “You get off for that.”

Stuart took a deep breath.  “Allie, I’m not--” --human.  Say it.  Say it!

After several moments of Stuart just staring at her, his vocal cords unable to produce the two syllables he needed, Allie tugged her hands out of his and stirred her starshine again, restoring its luminescence as she picked up the menu.  “Can you believe they charge sixteen ninety-nine for a steak?”

“Allie, sweetie, put the menu down and listen to me,” Stuart said.

She continued to scan the items.  “Tell me later, Robert.  What do you think about smoked feerat soup?  It’s cheap.”

Stuart felt the lost opportunity like a knife through his heart.  “Yeah,” he said.  “Anything.  Fine.”

“You don’t even like feerat,” Allie said.  “Why don’t you get the hamburger?”

“Whatever,” Stuart whispered, ashamed of his cowardice.

“Whatever?” Allie growled, her temper flaring again.  “Pick something, Stuart.  It’s not like we’re made of money.  We’re gonna eat out, you’d better the hell enjoy it.”

“The steak,” Stuart managed, feeling his world sinking.

Allie’s eyebrows soared.  “You have some credits I don’t know about?”

A lot of them, Stuart thought, but once again, he didn’t have the fortitude to say it.  He could only watch her in anguish.

“Fine,” Allie said.  When the waiter came, she ordered two steaks.  “But no way I’m gonna let you be a sneaky little suzait and get out of paying like you did last time.”

Stuart flinched inside his host’s brain.

Seeing him, Allie’s face contorted with concern.  “What’s wrong, Robert?”

Stuart.  Tell her your name is Stuart.  

“I hope it comes with salad,” Stuart said.  To his ears, it sounded like an admission of cowardice.  Not for the first time, he considered packing up, as she feared he would, and leaving her in the night.

They were different species.  His was near extinct, and hers was responsible for it.

It just wasn’t meant to be.

And yet, something undefinable ached in Stuart when he considered leaving her.  He longed to be able to fully and completely trust someone.

In the past, suzait and their hosts trusted each other implicitly.  The suzait-harra relationship was a symbiosis that was beneficial to both sides.  Unfortunately, it was the suzait’s dependency upon their gentle companions that made the harra the first things the human colonists wiped out when they witnessed their first host transfer.  

Afterwards, the humans’ fear of the suzait was self-fulfilling.  With the harra extinct, the suzait had no choice but to take the homesteaders to host.  The irony, the truly sad part of it, was the fact humans were substandard hosts compared to the harra.  Never would a suzait have used a colonist before the colonists gave them no choice.

Looking in Allie’s eyes, Stuart longed for that trust that was an instinctual need in his species.  To fight a host, to use someone against their will--it was an unnatural experience, one that constantly strained his nerves.  In his soul, Stuart needed the companionship his species had maintained in the harra.  He needed Allie to trust him.

A flash of excitement electrified him as he imagined telling Allie his story and having her offer herself as his host.  After hundreds of years struggling against hosts that hated and feared him, it would be bliss.  To finally be able to relax, to allow someone else to take control...

Unless the host was willing, Stuart could never do it.  If he did, he always ran the risk that a terrified host would blow his own head off to escape him.

As soon as the flash of excitement came, it faded.  No one would willingly allow him to crawl into their brain.  It simply wasn’t in human nature.  Not even Allie, who was generous and kind to the core, would allow Stuart that much.

“You’re just picking at your steak,” Allie complained.  She’d eaten most of hers already and was down to gristle and a few stray vegetables.

Stuart sighed and shoved it away.

Allie raised her brow.  “They’re your credits,” she said finally, shrugging.

“Allie,” Stuart said, trying to find the words, “I really need to talk to you about something, but I’m scared how you might take it.”

Allie put down her fork.  “You can tell me anything, Robert.”  Her face was so sincere.  She laughed, a nervous, beautiful sound.  “You ninny.  Laugh if you want, but I think we’re soul mates.  I couldn’t care a whit if you tell me you’re a wanted man--I already guessed as much from all the scars.  I think you’ve got a good soul and I want to marry you.”

Stuart stared into her honesty and felt dumbfounded.    “I’m a suzait,” he blurted.

Allie stopped stirring her starshine.  

Stuart waited, terror clenching his heart in a painful grip.

Allie confounded him by erupting in laughter.  “Then we better get ready to bounce, ‘cause I ain’t got the credits for this.”  She motioned to the half-eaten steaks and began wiping her mouth with her napkin.

She thinks I’m saying I can’t pay the bill, Stuart thought, in mental anguish.

Stuart pulled out his coin and dropped it on the table so both she and the waiter could see it.  “No,” he said, leaning forward.  “Allie, I’m a suzait.  The cerebral symbiont.”

Her smile faded, a slight frown crossing her delicate face.  “What?”

Stuart scanned her startled eyes and his courage failed him.  “Nevermind.”

“No,” Allie said, frowning in full force, now.  “What did you say?  You’re a suzait?”

“Keep it down,” Stuart said, glancing back to see if anyone had heard.  No one was staring at their booth in horror, but his anxiety level was creeping toward an all-time high.  You blundering idiot.  You picked a great place to tell her.  All she’s gotta do is turn around and tell somebody and you’re spending the rest of your life staring at the inside of a glass jar.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?!” Allie cried, her voice rising several pitches.

“Let’s talk about it in the hotel room,” Stuart pleaded.  “Please.  Not here.”

Anger crossed her face, and for the first time since Stuart had known her, disgust.  “You want to get me to go back to the hotel with you?  After saying something like that?”

Inwardly, as Stuart drowned in mental anguish, Jareb Peverall laughed.  Stuart lashed out, causing his host pain as well as plunging him back into darkness.  It didn’t help--it was petty, and it hurt Stuart as much as it hurt Jareb.  

Suzait were never meant to hurt their hosts.

“You’re really serious.”  Allie was rising from her chair, her eyes searching his face.  Disgust was quickly morphing into repulsion.  “I had sex with you,” she whispered.  Then she repeated it again, in a scream.

Every patron in the restaurant looked up, and Stuart knew his secret was about to be revealed and he would be beaten to death by an angry human mob.

“I’m so sorry,” Stuart whispered, “Please understand.”

“So you wanted my body?” Allie demanded, “Is that what you wanted, Robert?”

“No, Allie.  Please sit down,” he said, desperate now.  All she had to do was let that one hated word slip in the hushed silence and his life would be over.  Either the restaurant patrons would tear him apart or they’d hold him until S.O. could arrive and take him back to a lab to be tortured.  “I’d never hurt you, Allie.  I love you.”

Allie flung her napkin at him and spun to leave the booth.

“No,” Stuart cried, standing and grabbing her wrist.  “Allie.  I love you.  I think we’re soul-mates, just like you.  I want to marry you.”

Her mouth dropped open, her eyes going wide as her face went red.  “How...how dare you?” she choked.  She wrenched her wrist free and hurled her starshine at him.  The glass shattered against Stuart’s brow in a cascade of heavy crystal shards and dribbles of luminescent fluid.  Even buffered by his host’s brain, Stuart reeled backwards into the booth, stunned.

When he sat up, Allie was gone. 

#

Even though he knew it was stupid, even though he knew he should have traded hosts and fled the planet, Stuart stayed in the hotel room and cried while Jareb Peverall mocked him.

Stuart no longer cared if Allie turned him in.  The instinctive part of him that longed for permanent companionship was in shock.  His whole body hurt.  It felt as if he had slid from his host and was baking in the sun, his skin cracking and bleeding, every nerve afire.

For three days, he didn’t leave the hotel room.  He spent his time staring at the ceiling, unable to believe his stupidity, unable to believe his loss.

A small part of him hoped Allie would return, but he knew she wouldn’t.  Allie, like every other human in the universe, was afraid of him.  She was afraid of what he was.

When the knock on the door came, sharp and insistent, Stuart knew S.O. operatives waited for him on the other side.  He felt brief fear, brief regret, but it was immediately overpowered by his own misery.  For the first time in his life, Stuart hated who he was, hated what he was.

He wished he were human.

He closed his eyes and waited for Species Operations to bust down his door.

The knock came again.  “Robert!  The manager said you’re still in there.  Open up!”

Stuart lifted his head off the bed.  Allie was outside.  He could imagine the S.O. officers with her, standing just out of sight but with their guns ready, their ears and nasal cavities plugged with masks and headphones.  The moment he opened the door, they would swarm him.

What Allie didn’t understand was that, given any reason at all, they would take her, too.  Consorting with a suzait was a high crime, and in the government’s ultra-paranoid view, Stuart could have contaminated her, laid eggs in her, and she wouldn’t have known it.  

Resignedly, Stuart got off the bed and went to the door.  He hoped she had the sense not to tell them she’d had sex with him.  If she hadn’t, he wouldn’t enlighten them.  Allie deserved a good life.

Stuart took a deep breath and opened the door, tensing for the blows he knew would come.

Allie stood in the street, alone.  Her eyes were red from crying.

“Can I come in?” she whispered.

Stuart’s breath came out in a shocked wave.  He glanced out the door to either side, and, seeing no one, stammered, “Y-yeah, sure, please...”  He backed away and held one arm up, offering her a path inside.

Stuart watched her gather her courage before walking inside.  He understood the bravery it took for her to make that decision.  Stepping into a room alone with a suzait...  She was putting her life in his hands.

The knowledge left him humbled.

Stuart shut the door softly behind her, and Allie jumped at the click.  Then she let out a nervous laugh.  “Sorry.  I just...”  She closed her eyes and lifted her head at the ceiling.  “Sorry.”

It took Stuart a moment to realize she was crying again.  Her shoulders were shaking, tiny quivers he was not supposed to see.  Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as she stood there, fists clenched at her sides.

Tentatively, Stuart moved toward her.  She flinched when he put his arms around her, but she did not pull away.

“I just...”  She opened her eyes and looked up at him.  “Are you really a suzait?”

“Yes,” Stuart said, his own emotions overwhelming him.  Being close to her again, holding her because she chose to be there...it was the greatest experience he had ever felt.  The relief was as powerful as a sexual release.  

Just as humans were instinctively social creatures, suzait were hardwired to crave trust.  

Allie pulled back and searched his face, looking unsure.

“Do you want to see me?” Stuart asked, oddly thrilled at the idea of exposing himself to a human.

Allie’s whole body went rigid.  “You mean you want to—”

“No,” Stuart interrupted, taking her hands.  “Just show you.  You can stand on the other side of the room, if you want.”  When she didn’t relax, her fear increasing in her dark eyes, Stuart desperately tried another route.  “Allie, the government lies about us.  We’re really so helpless once we leave our hosts.  There’s nothing I could do to you.”

“I believe you, Robert,” Allie said, looking away.  Her hands were cold in his.  “You don’t have to show me.”

“I want to, Allie,” Stuart said, lifting his hand to brush her auburn hair from her eyes.  “There’s so much I want to change between us.  Please trust me.”  Please.

She looked up at him again, and for the first time, Stuart saw what his soul had been aching for all these years.  Trust.

“Okay.”  Her voice was tremulous.

Stuart grinned, excitement buoying his spirit to new heights.  He kissed her cheek and led her over to the creaky old bed.  “Sit down,” he said, nudging her toward the mattress.

Nervously, she did.

Stuart kissed her again, then dropped to his knees in front of her.  “Allie, I’m trusting you now.  I’m trusting you more than anyone I’ve ever known.”  He paused, waiting for her fearful nod.  “I’m going to be helpless when I emerge.  If I do anything that scares you, you can hurt me very, very badly with just your pinkie finger.”

She looked away, but he gently took her chin and pulled it back.

“Allie,” he whispered, instinctually exhilarated at what he was about to do.  “You trusted me.  Now it’s my turn.”  He pointedly laid his head in her lap, making sure she was looking at him.  “Watch my ear,” he said softly.  

His host’s left ear had been the point of entry.  Though Stuart preferred to enter through the nasal cavity, the ear canal was more readily accessible in a struggle, and Jareb Peverall had been struggling.

Stuart began extending himself, keeping tendrils of his body in place to maintain control of his host while pushing his main bulk out through the old entrance wound.  

Though he was utterly deaf without his host, the world outside was a harsh, painful cacophony on his senses, the dry air cruel and unforgiving.  Immediately, Stuart began to lose feeling as his host’s warmth began to seep from his body.  Stuart could see blurs of colors and shapes, but, unlike his host, did not have the ability to focus on any one object.  Above him, he saw the shapes move.

Allie.

Stuart shuddered, never feeling so vulnerable in his life.  It would only take a tiny mistake on her part, a single flinch hard enough to dislodge him from Jareb’s ear, and Stuart would die on the carpeted floor, his body shriveling and burning in the frigid, arid environment.

Still, Stuart waited, giving her time.  He wanted her to see everything he was, to understand there was nothing about him to fear.  In that moment, it was more important to him than life itself.

As he huddled in Jareb’s ear canal, the air swept the moisture from his skin, threatening to split it open.  Minutes thudded by to the beat of his host’s heart, felt alarmingly through the flesh of the ear and not as a steady pulse encompassing Stuart’s body.  Jereb Peverall could sense Stuart had retreated, at least partially, and was clawing for control.  It all made for a strain that was unbearable.

Yet Stuart bore it, hoping this would be the bridge that brought him and Allie forever together.

When he could finally endure the cold no longer, Stuart retreated to the blessed warmth of his host’s brain.  

Allie was staring at him.

Stuart sat up, suddenly anxious at the paleness of her face.  A frantic part of him wondered what the Hell he’d been thinking, why he’d pushed his luck so soon after revealing his nature to her.  

Then, with a startled laugh, Allie’s face cleared and she pushed a strand of hair out of his eyes.  “You’re kinda cute.”

She could not have left Stuart more flabbergasted if she’d suddenly grown wings and a halo.  All he could manage was, “Cute?”

“Yeah.”  Her grin grew mischievous.  “In a tapeworm sort of way.  What’re all those little teeth for?”

Stuart quickly changed the subject.  “You weren’t scared at all?”

Allie giggled.  “No.  You told me not to be.”  She cocked her head at him.  “Why?  Should I have been?”

“No,” Stuart stammered.  “I was telling the truth.  A suzait has no bones to protect its organs.  You could’ve quite literally squished the crap out of me if I’d misbehaved.”

Allie’s full lips stretched in a grin, her ocean-blue eyes taking on an impish twinkle.  “’Misbehaved.’  I like the sound of that.”  She glanced at the huge purple bruise that had spread over half his face from her starshine glass.  “Robert, I’m—”

“It’s Stuart,” he interrupted.  “Robert’s an alias.”

“Stuart,” Allie said, tasting it on her tongue.  Her brow tightened momentarily, then relaxed.  “I’m sorry…about earlier.”  She reached up to touch the bruise, but Stuart caught her wrist.

“It’s okay,” he whispered, kissing it.  “I should’ve told you a long time ago.”

“Do you still want to marry me?” 

Stuart dragged her into an embrace.  “Yes,” he said, breathing in the sweet smell of her hair.  “God, yes.”

Later, after they made love, they set a date for the wedding and Allie called her parents to tell them.

“You can’t tell them about me,” Stuart said, as she made the call.  “They won’t understand.”

Allie nodded and winked at him.  

He wanted to say more, but her mother’s elegant round face appeared in the air between them and Allie immediately launched into her story of how Stuart and she had met in a spacer bar while Allie was taking a four-day reprieve before picking up her next mission shipping prisoners’ rations to Erriat.  Then, instead of taking up the next leg of the flight, Allie had stayed on Odan to be with Stuart.

Her parents were less than happy, especially since Allie had racked up almost a hundred thousand credits of debt going to flight school and the shipping service had been the latest in a long string of jobs that had routinely fired her for ‘insubordination’ and ‘unauthorized flight techniques.’  Her mother wanted to know how Allie was going to pay back her flight school debt, and whether the groom’s family would be sharing the burden of the wedding.  Her father wanted to know why Stuart was missing half of his right ear.  

Stuart watched Allie fend off their questions in silence.  He had accumulated the funds to pay her debts over the course of his long life, but he wasn’t going to tell her until the vows had been said, the bleating Odanian Skyworm larvae slaughtered over their joined hands, the honeymoon cruiser well on its way to another Quad.

Still, even without Stuart’s help, Allie’s natural charm somehow won her parents over.  By the end of it, both of them were beaming, telling Stuart they couldn’t wait to meet him, scars and all.

When Allie’s call was over, she twisted the receiver around toward him on the desk and gave him an expectant look. 

Stuart made no call that night.

Other than Allie, Stuart had no one to call.

#

They married.

The Odans, Stuart learned, practiced some of the most frustrating marital customs outside the colonies.  After marriage, a bride and groom were not allowed to see each other for two weeks.  Stuart knew it was to give them the opportunity to change their minds, but it only left him nervous and alone.  As, he suspected, was the intent.

According to tradition, Allie would be surrounded with relatives trying to talk her out of going to Stuart on the fifteenth day.  Stuart, who had no family to try and sway him, simply wandered the bachelor quarters in solitude, dreading the appearance of a messenger on his doorstep, instead of Allie.

Stuart was pacing when Allie burst into his room.  The two weeks weren’t up.  Delighted, he gave the door a nervous glance.  If they were caught, they’d have to wait another two weeks.  It seemed a silly thing to risk, with only a day and a half before the marriage became permanent, but he grinned like a fool nonetheless.

“Stuart.”  

Allie’s tone made his smile fade.

In that moment, he realized that the paleness of Allie’s face was not due to the Odanian tradition of coating a bride’s skin with thick white powder for the two weeks of the separation.  Allie was wearing no makeup, and her eyes were filled with tears.

“What happened?” Stuart whispered.    

“You have to leave.”  It came out in a whimper.

Stuart reached for her.

“Leave!” Allie cried, backing away.  “The S.O. is coming for you.”

That stopped him.  Cold fear electrified him into an instinctual terror.  All he could say was, “How?”

“Father told,” Allie said, unable to meet his eyes.  “They’re flying in from Eriad to get you.”

Stuart stiffened.  “You told your father.”

She shuddered and looked up at him, blue eyes pleading.  “Stuart, I had to.  Ever since I was a little girl, we’ve been so close and—”

 “I told you not to tell him.  Allie, no one would understand.  I told you.”  Stuart looked away, feeling hurt.  Betrayed.  

“I should’ve listened.”  Allie took a deep, shuddering breath, and let it out in a semi-stifled sob.  “Please go.  Species Ops will be here.”

“Come with me,” Stuart said, moving toward the door. 

Allie stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.  Face twisted in misery and tears, Allie held up a fist.  Under the skin in the back of her hand, a small red light flashed.

Stuart recoiled.  “He got you tagged?”

“He thought you were going to...to...” she motioned to her ear and choked on a sob.  “I’m sorry.  I thought he’d understand.”

“When did this happen?” Stuart asked, grabbing her hand and peering at the flashing light under the skin.

“Last night,” Allie whispered.  “He knows I’m here with you.  Please.  You have to go.  He’s getting his friends together.  They’re going to kill you before the S.O. even has a chance.”

“I could change hosts,” Stuart said quickly.  “They’ll never know.  Then, a year from now, maybe two, we can pretend to fall in love all over again.”

Hope brightened her dark blue eyes.

“Lead them away,” Stuart said, pulling her toward the door.  “I’ll find a new host and come back for you.” 

“But—”

“I’ll come back, Allie,” Stuart said.  “I promise.”

Allie looked down the street, empty now, and then leaned back to kiss him.  She was looking up at him through tears.  “I love you, Stuart.”

“I love you too,” Stuart said.  He gave her a gentle push.

She ran.

Stuart, holding his breath, watched her go.

When she was out of sight, he gathered up his belongings and prepared to take a new identity.

#

Stuart shopped eight planets for a body that would fit Allie’s tastes.  For the first time, he didn’t care about how good or evil the person’s life beforehand had been...all he cared about was finding Allie a body she could learn to love.

He found it in the deserts of Helius.

The host he settled on was tall like Jareb, but not as thick in the shoulders.  Handsome, but not as hairy.  The boy was young, maybe five years younger than Allie, with thick, curly brown hair and dancing gray eyes.  The kid worked on the massive government housing project dominating the city of Underglow, and even though the construction crews retired for their first shift well before noon, the harsh Helian sun had scorched his upper body a dark brown.  Otherwise, he was obviously quite active and took good care of himself--two traits that a suzait looked for most of all.

Stuart saw with some regret that his host-to-be was nothing like Jareb, whom Stuart was about to release upon the world in trade.  The kid didn’t have an evil cell in his body.

Selfishly, Stuart decided to use him anyway.  More than anything, he wanted Allie to be happy.  Jareb would just have to endure some sort of brain-damaging accident in the transfer.

Stuart watched the boy for three days, careful to keep Jareb’s optical nerves out of his host’s reach while he did so.  Then, on the third day of observation, he struck.

It was well into the evening, the cool air a relief on Jareb’s scorched skin.  The construction crews had just finished another four hours following their midday break and were seeking out the usual watering holes, where every drink was iced and every window shuttered.

“Buy you a beer?” Stuart asked, sitting down beside the kid.  His prospective host had been born near the poorer end of Underglow and had the easy-going nature and rough accent to match.

“Sure, mate, go for it,” the kid said, grinning.

Another man dressed in construction attire caked with black Helian dust laughed and said, “You buy Marv a beer and you’ve got a friend for life.”

Stuart ordered two drinks, avoiding the boy’s eyes, feeling ashamed.  He almost didn’t have the courage to go through with it.  I’m sorry, he thought, staring at the tabletop.

“So what’s your name?” the boy asked.

“Jareb,” Stuart said.

“Marv,” the boy replied, shaking his hand with a firm grip and grinning.  “I work construction for the projects.  You lookin’ for a job, then?”

The kid’s easygoing manner, his honest eyes...Stuart couldn’t do it.  “Excuse me,” Stuart said abruptly.  “I’ve gotta go meet someone outside.”

Marv gave him a curious look and Stuart could feel him follow him with his gaze.

Once he was well clear of the bar, Stuart leaned both hands against an alley wall and tried to calm his breathing.  I don’t want to do this, he thought. 

Then, Don’t you deserve to be happy?  The humans took the harra from you.  They brought this upon themselves.

But Stuart knew deep in his heart the boy had done nothing to him.  Marv had spent his life making an honest living building homes for people.  He’d probably never been off the planet.

Hell, he wasn’t even born yet when the harra went extinct.  He never looked into their gentle brown eyes as he slit their slender throats.  He never doused their tangled black bodies in ship fuel and lit them afire.

Yet, Stuart had to find someone.  No one was going to volunteer, and he knew from experience it was always this difficult to take a host, even the truly evil ones like Jareb.

Steeling himself, Stuart waited outside the bar that night, hovering in the shadows.  He loitered for hours, his shirt becoming soggy with sweat.  Stuart peeled it off, leaving Jareb’s skin exposed to the raging red-green aurora borealis above.  The poles of Helius, as hot as they were, were the only naturally inhabitable areas of the planet.  Underglow, especially, was known for its clear skies and dancing midnight lights.  Wealthy tourists would come here to make love beneath the spectacular curves of color that glided against the stars each night, hoping for a pregnancy.

Stuart did not see the lights.  He was focused on the door of the bar, alternating between self-loathing and desperation.

When Marv came out of the building, he was weaving slightly.

That would make things easier.

Marv walked home, as he had every day since Stuart had begun observing him.  Stuart shrugged his sweat-sodden shirt back on and fell into step at a distance, following until they were alone.  Then he caught up and grabbed Marv’s shoulder.

Marv turned in a confused half-spiral.  “Hey, Jareb.  What’s up?”

Stuart closed his mind to the guilt and took Marv’s hand.

Marv, misunderstanding, shook it, grinning widely.  “Yeah, I remember you from the bar.”

Stuart extended a sliver of himself down through his host’s arm, putting the nodes in place.  Then, just as Marv’s eyes were shifting down to the grip that Stuart would not release, Stuart discharged enough electrical energy to stun him.

Marv’s eyes went wide and his mouth opened slightly, a small sound escaping his lips as he went limp. 

“I’m sorry,” Stuart said, as the young man slumped forward.  “I wish there was another way.”  Stuart dragged him out of sight, into an abandoned alley.  When Marv started to stir, moaning drunkenly into Stuart’s arm, Stuart reluctantly shocked him again.

Stuart prepared Marv for the transfer, positioning Jareb’s head over Marv’s, then disengaged himself from Jareb’s mental functions one by one.  Jareb, sensing impending freedom, began to thrash like an animal inside his own mind, trying to throw Stuart the rest of the way out.

When the time came, Stuart prepared himself to kill Jareb.  It was difficult.  When Stuart killed, as many times as he’d done it, it had always been by accident.  He was a murderer, but a murderer by necessity and not by choice.

Still, Stuart made himself clamp down on Jareb’s mind, preparing to snuff it out.  Just a few nerves severed and Jareb would never hurt anyone, ever again.  Stuart tightened his grasp.

Jareb’s animal struggles suddenly turned into a startled whimper.

Stuart recoiled, the truth of what he was about to do making him feel soiled to the core.  

He had been about to commit the greatest sacrilege known to his species.

It was that sacred boundary a suzait could not cross, must not cross.  It was as ingrained in him as breathing was to a human.  Stuart couldn’t do it.

Reluctantly, Stuart retracted the rest of his connections to the host’s brain, leaving motor functions for last.  Under him, Marv was beginning to regain some of his senses, and if Stuart didn’t move fast, he would pull away.

Stuart slid free of Jareb’s brain, into his ear canal.  Immediately, his skin was assaulted by the cold, horrible dryness of the air outside a host’s body.  Stuart hesitantly moved outward, deeper into the burning dryness, a fiery cold that would kill him in minutes.  The instinctive fear of botching the transfer and being helpless, without a host, began to claw at Stuart’s mind.  Every fiber of his being screamed at him to hurry, to finish.  Panic began to take hold.  He slipped from Jareb’s ear and dropped into Marv’s nostril, who stiffened under him as he felt Stuart’s body slide into his sinuses.

Hurry, Stuart’s frantic instincts told him.  Hurry, finish it.

Reverberating through the flesh enveloping Stuart, he heard Marv begin to scream.  Stuart burrowed further, then began boring.  Marv began to shake his head, throwing Stuart against the wet sides of the sinus cavity and clawing at his face with heavy, drunken hands.

Stuart was beyond guilt now.  He burrowed faster, panicking as his skin began to dry and harden, the burning spreading throughout his entire body.  The sudden warm, wetness of the sanctuary that was Marv’s brain was blissful relief. 

Still, he had to hurry.  Unwilling hosts were unpredictable, sometimes causing irreversible damage before a suzait could stop them.

Stuart crawled into position and began installing himself in his new host, extending fibers deep into the brain.  His first target was Marv’s motor controls.  Marv’s screams shut off suddenly as Stuart wrested command away from him, overriding Marv’s ability to vocalize.  At the same time, he began extending receptors into the optical nerves, the brain stem--in case Marv’s heart decided to stop beating from the shock--and, finally, the audial nerves.  

When he opened his new host’s eyes, Stuart saw Jareb Peverall getting shakily to his feet not ten feet away.  He had a large, broken piece of concrete in his fist, his eyes fixed on Marv’s head. 

Oh no, Stuart thought.  He struggled to learn Marv’s body fast enough to stand and run.  It would never be quick enough.  Terrified, he did the only thing he could think of--he gave Marv back his motor controls.

Marv, sensing the danger he was in, ran.

Jareb was still too disoriented to follow them.

Once they were well out of sight, Stuart began taking control again.

No, Marv’s mind pled with him.  No, no.  Please.  Don’t do this.

Guilt tore at Stuart’s soul.  Unlike most human hosts, Marv was one of the few who understood how to communicate with him.  Marv took every mental thought and focused it, balling it up in his mind and throwing it at Stuart, until Stuart had no choice but to lock him away so he could concentrate on taking over.

No, Marv whimpered in the darkness.  Please...

#

Stuart used Marv’s body to create a dream home on Uresi with the funds he had stored during his long life.  It was beautiful, a two story mansion on a sprawling, two-thousand-acre plantation.  Uresi was on all the trade routes, so Allie would have a place to stay between piloting missions.

After the first two weeks of Stuart’s presence, Marv had become resigned to his fate.  During construction, he had offered Stuart assistance and, on some of the more complicated projects, Stuart had given him free rein.  Marv never abused the privilege, and the two of them began to establish a shaky, nervous rapport.

I never had a girlfriend, Marv said as Stuart stepped off the shuttle on Odan.  They had finished the mansion together a week ago and Stuart had taken the first Odan-bound passenger ship he could find.  What’s she like?

Once more, Stuart was reminded of the fact that he was using someone else to achieve his own dreams--as long as Stuart inhabited Marv’s head, Marv would not be able to lead his own life.  

“She’s wonderful,” Stuart said.  “You’ll like her.”

Then, Stuart thought with another stab of guilt, He has to, doesn’t he?

I know, Marv said.  She sounds like something else.  A pilot?  Sheesh.  I never thought I’d fly in a shuttle, let alone meet a pilot.  I mean, look at me.  I spent six years of my life watching ships come and go from Underglow, but I never once thought I’d be on one of them.  Marv ogled the shuttle station, amazement still electrifying his thoughts.  Never been off Helius before you.  Woulda spent the rest of my life throwing up government projects, munching ice cubes to escape the heat.  Marv grimaced at the blue-black government monstrosity reaching into the muggy red sky at the east end of the city, little construction skimmers hovering around it like flies.  

It, like every other government project in the Quad, looked just like the one Marv had left on Helius.  Probably wasn’t such a bad thing you whisked me away from all that, Stuart.  I didn’t have much of a life, now that I think about it.

Stuart’s guilt increased a thousandfold and he considered locking Marv away again, so he could enjoy his reunion with Allie in peace.

Please don’t, Marv said, guessing what Stuart was thinking.  I won’t say anything else.

True to his word, Marv went silent.

Reluctantly, Stuart left his host free access to his senses.  He felt slightly uncomfortable at allowing Marv to witness his reunion with Allie, but Stuart knew he wasn’t going to hide her from him forever.  Marv was not like Jareb.  Stuart doubted that, given the chance, Marv would ever hurt her. 

How would Allie feel about it, though?  Stuart felt torn.  Would she like Marv?  Would she demand that Stuart lock him away when she found out?  Would she hate him afterwards, thinking he’d violated her privacy?

What would Stuart do if Allie didn’t want Marv watching?

Stuart knew, and the shame was almost too much for him, especially when he had the feeling Marv had long ago reasoned out the same thing.  Stuart had to hope Allie wouldn’t force him to that end.  He liked Marv.

Stuart found a hotel near her parents’ little stone house and settled in, watching the entrance for her.  Weeks passed, but never once did Allie step from its threshold.  Each evening, Stuart grew more and more upset.  This was her home port.  This was where she stopped to take a break on her trade routes.  She spent the first night drinking in the spacer bar, then spent a week or two living with her parents until she was contacted for another job.

Her trade missions lasted three weeks at most.  Most only lasted two.  Where was she?

You think her father made her remarry? Marv asked after weeks of saying nothing.

Stuart fought down panic, not having considered this alternative.

Don’t worry, Marv said quickly.  She’ll run away with you.

Thanks, Stuart said, truly grateful for the reassurance.  Marv was, by far, the best host Stuart had ever had.

He was also the heaviest weight on Stuart’s conscience.  Stuart secretly hoped Allie didn’t like Marv’s body, so that he could set him free and find someone else.

Why don’t you pretend you’re a delivery-boy? Marv offered.  You know, take something to the house, say it’s for her, get her address.

Stuart did.  He bought a bouquet of exotic flowers and approached the house with a signature sheet in hand.

Allie’s mother met him at the door.  Seeing her, Stuart’s heart leapt.  She and Allie looked so similar, for a moment, he had almost thought it was her.

“Yes?”  The word was abrupt, demanding.  All of Stuart’s confidence dissolved in an instant.

Want me to do it? Marv asked.

Stuart felt a pang of panic, then, seeing Allie’s mother’s eyes narrow, he gave Marv motor control.

Smoothly, Marv said, “I have a delivery for a miss...” he pretended to check the sign-in-sheet, “Allie Worth.”

You’re good, Stuart thought, impressed.

Thanks, Marv replied, obviously enjoying himself.  

Allie’s mother’s eyes fell to the flowers.  “Who sent ‘em?”

Marv made a show of checking the sheet again.  “Anonymous, ma’am.”

Her face twisted.  Stuart noticed she had a shock of gray hair that hadn’t been there six months before.  “Throw ‘em out.”  She began to pull the door shut.

Marv quickly placed a boot in the door.  “Ma’am, I’m paid on delivery.”

“There’s no Allie here,” her mother snapped.  “Get your foot out of my door.”

“Where can I find her, then?” Marv asked, undaunted.

Her mother’s eyes narrowed.  “I know who you are.  You don’t fool me, you little worm.”

Wanna take over? Marv asked.

No, you’re doing fine, Stuart replied.

Marv gave a nervous laugh.  “Ma’am, can you please tell me where to find Allie Worth?”

“Allie is dead.”

Stuart twisted in Marv’s brain and Marv shuddered.

Allie’s mother stepped through the doorway and shoved him, “You killed her, you sonofabitch.”

“I never...killed anyone,” Marv panted.

It was Jareb, Stuart thought.  Oh, God, it was Jareb.

“You did,” she whispered.  “That monster had her for days before he killed her.  The things he did to her…”  She choked, tears wetting her cheeks.  “You killed my baby.”  She looked up into Marv’s eyes, her eyes the same deep ocean blue as her daughter’s.  Her chin was trembling.  “He pretended to be you.  I watched the two of them walk away, hand in hand.  Allie loved you.  That’s why I didn’t tell anyone.  I always knew you would come back.  I just wanted her to be happy.”  

Her eyes hardened to cold blue razors.  “So when they cut open his brain, I wanted you to be in there.  I wanted you to be curled up inside, for you to have done every one of those horrible acts yourself.  I wanted them to pluck you out and make you suffer for killing her.  But you weren’t there.  It’s so much worse that you weren’t there.  My daughter was murdered because you were stupid.  Because you were merciful.” 

In that moment, Stuart wanted to die.  

When neither he nor Marv could speak, Allie’s mother retreated into her home and began to scream for help.

For the second time in his life, Marv saved Stuart by bolting when Stuart couldn’t do it himself.

#

“You sure about this?” Marv asked, scuffing his feerat-leather workman’s boot in the black Uresi dirt.

“I’m sure.”  Stuart glanced up at the home he’d built for Allie and had to look away.

“You could sell it,” Marv said, his gray eyes filled with guilt.

“You deserve it, Marv,” Stuart said.  “For everything you did for me.  I’ve never had a better host.”

Marv glanced around them nervously, then kicked at the ground again.  “It wasn’t so bad.”

For a brief, hopeful moment, Stuart thought Marv was offering to take him back.

Seeing his look, Marv quickly said, “I mean, I’m glad it’s over, but it was just a couple months.  A place like this...it’s worth lifetimes.”

Stuart stifled his dejection.  What’d you think he’d do, Stuart?  Beg to have you in his head again?  You took him for host against his will.  There’s no human in the universe who’d take you back after that.

“You’ll find someone,” Marv said.

Stuart shook his new host’s head and said nothing.

“You will,” Marv insisted.

Stuart gave his former host a sad smile.  “Bye, Marv.”

Marv glanced at his feet, obviously wracked with guilt.  “Seeya, Stuart.”

Stuart was walking to the shuttle when Marv’s heavy workman’s boots thudded up behind him.  Stuart turned, still full of hope that Marv would willingly take him back.  It was an ache in his soul.  More than anything, he desired a companion.  He’d been on his own for so long…

But Marv wouldn’t want him back.  That was insanity.  

Stuart forced his excitement to abate.  Probably just a last-minute arrangement, something Marv had forgotten about the deed.

Marv met his eyes, then lowered his gaze and stared at the ground, where he worked a triangular design into the rich black soil with a boot.  He cleared his throat.  “You’re a good guy, Stuart.  You wanna come back, you can.”

Stuart suddenly couldn’t breathe.  His current host was a violent man, a criminal they had found wandering the streets, battering homeless.  His mind was like Jareb’s...animal, instinctual, carnal.  Nothing at all like the clarity and peace Stuart had felt with Marv.

“So?” Marv asked, correctly reading his shock.  His gray eyes flickered nervously.  “You wanna do it here or inside?”

Stuart reached out to take Marv’s shoulder, to thank him.

Marv flinched.

Stuart’s elation disappeared, weighed down by cold, hard reality.

He almost took Marv’s offer anyway, knowing that Marv would not turn him down.  A selfish part of Stuart screamed that Marv could learn to stop fearing him, that it would only take time.  

Instead, it took all of Stuart’s strength to say, “Bye, Marv.”  He turned and, feeling Marv’s eyes on his host’s knife-scarred back, walked to his shuttle.  

