Taking Hold

By D.B. Cooper

Jack couldn't help laughing out loud when "99 Luftballons" came on.

He knew they would find him inside the convenience store, where the radio was still playing its hollow-toned soundtrack, but he just couldn't resist.  Sure enough, the colors changed outside the window; some of the creatures passing by had picked up the vibrations.  He dropped back behind one of the racks.  For all the havoc the things had caused, he really didn't know that much about them, but he suspected he was trapped.  If they hadn't spotted him, he could possibly wait them out—unless they could detect heat.  For all he knew, though, they couldn't even see in three dimensions, or through the windows.
Still, he took no chances.  He had seen them take people, and the fact that the victims' faces went slack and grinned stupidly didn't erase the screams and looks of terror beforehand.  He had lucked out and found a box cutter on a shelf after barricading the door, and while it was a depressingly short-range weapon, he had no qualms about using it if he had to.  He looked around for something that would give him better range; seeing nothing, he resolved to at least keep a clear eye to at least one exit, just in case.  He also figured he could slow the chase by tossing the free-standing displays in his pursuers' path.

The radio played on.  He hoped the next song wouldn't be something like "Nowhere to Run."
Jack looked through the peg-holes on the rack.  Damn.  Four or five of the blandly smiling colored things stood, bouncing a little in place like gelatin, outside the plate glass windows.  He wondered if they could push the windows in—and if so, why they didn't get it over with.  He heard muffled voices.

"You don't have to resist us, you know," he thought the blue one said.  He didn't reply, instead idly wondering if he could find something flammable to use with the lighters on the counter…and whether it would slow them down.
"We know you're in there."  Jack had only been watching them out of the corner of his eyes, but he thought this time that the pink one had spoken.  The tone was more feminine, and more resonant.  Were they adapting somehow so that they could talk through the glass, or had the things somehow gotten through the barricade?

He thought back to the event that had started this entire debacle: according to the news networks, an accident at a plastics plant had given rise to some sort of weird vinyl humanoid creatures in a riot of bright colors.  It wasn't until they had started transforming people—apparently for good—that they had found the abandoned spacecraft on the roof.  At least, the Air Force thought it was a spacecraft.  The door had been open, but inside, the airmen could find no apparent controls, or seats, or a windshield, or a viewscreen—anything that looked like the thing could be piloted.  If they hadn't fallen victim to the plastic creatures right after that, Jack was sure they would probably have carted the vessel away and denied its existence from then on.
But they had, and so had nearly everyone else in town.  The streets, usually bustling around this time of day with people walking and driving home from work, were eerily silent.  The plastic shapes that walked or stumbled or crawled or rolled around in various stages of learning how to control their new forms didn't make much noise, except for the occasional giggle.

Oddly, the creatures tended to take on a wide variety of secondary characteristics; according to news reports, victims usually started out in the same color as the creature that had transformed them, and shaped like a waxworks figure of the victim him-or-herself, but what remained afterward showed a remarkable tendency to change shape.  The vast majority kept two arms and two legs, but could change apparent gender at will, and occasionally would take on cartoonish animal or robot aspects, such as puppy faces or antennae and others.
And they always seemed to favor cuteness, which just made them seem a little creepier to Jack, as he now faced an entire town full of them, bouncing and meandering about looking for stragglers.

"There's no need to resist us," the pink one said.  "The change is good."
I'll be the judge of that, Jack thought to himself.  He looked around.  There were worse places to get trapped; assuming the plastic things didn't break in, he could count on weeks of food.  Most of it was so loaded with preservatives that it would keep longer than he would, and even the cold stuff would probably stay good for quite some time even if the power went out.  If he wanted to, he could even get thoroughly drunk with all the beer across the aisle from him.  He considered that; he hadn't had a drink in years, but on the other hand, he was pretty sure his old sponsor wasn't going to give him much grief about it.

"The change is good," said the purple one.  He squinted through the peg-hole, and thought that she just might have been that cute substitute teacher who lived in the apartment two doors down.

Had lived, he thought.

After a week of cheap lunch meat sandwiches, burritos, and slushies, the voices really started to get to Jack.  The radio didn't help much either; he had thought that the relentless flow of Top 40 would stop after a few days of no disc jockeys, but it turned out after all that time that most of the local stations were actually fed from some larger city.  The smaller independent stations, like the one that usually played light salsa in the afternoons, were predictably the first to go, since their deejays were local, and presumably now made of shiny happy plastic.
Jack sighed.  It was a stalemate; they couldn't get in, and he couldn't get out.  He discovered as much when he checked the back exit and saw the huge red football players; he had known the twins' family as a kid, but now the young linebackers were just security guards for this bizarre alien invasion.

He munched glumly on a microwave burrito.  He still had the box cutter, for all the good he thought it would do.  While he had managed to keep reasonably clean by washing himself in the deep sink, his clothing had long since begun to smell from wear.  He contemplated washing it, but just couldn't bring himself to take off his pants in front of the enemy.  He wasn't sure what exactly he was worried about; after all, they were stuck out there, unless that car he heard revving in the distance wasn't here to rescue him but to smash in the front window—
Jack ran for the back room fast enough to surprise himself as he saw the PT Cruiser heading right for the front of the store.  A moment later, the car exploded through the plate glass windows, sending shards as far back as the back wall; the front bumper came to rest six feet in, having first obliterated the magazine rack.  Then there was almost silence, except for the occasional tinkle of glass as the remnants of the windows fell to the floor.

He took stock.  There was no smell of gasoline, so the car had not been damaged badly enough in the collision to cause a fire.  He absently noted the possibility that the microwave food could have masked the smell, but decided against it.  Then he heard the giggling.

Jack looked around the door frame, and discovered that the plastic creatures, discovering that they could not back the car out, had opened the tailgate and begun clumsily crawling through it into the customer area of the store.  He slammed the stockroom door, locked it, and dropped a nearby piece of 2" x 6" lumber into the brackets on the outer door, noting that both door and brackets were probably there by design, though probably not for this specific possibility.

One of the creatures knocked at the thick steel door with a thump sound.  "We don't want to hurt you," it said.  "We just want to…change you."

Jack shook his head.  "I don't want to change just now, thanks."  If I decide I want to become a life-sized action figure, you'll be the first to know, he thought suddenly.

He heard the creature at the stockroom door jiggle the knob, and then remembered that Marty, the guy who usually ran the store in the early evening, kept a key on a hook right outside the door.  The creatures weren't just trying to open the door, but unlocking it.
Jack looked down from the roof a moment later, having found the service ladder and ceiling hatch barely in time.  This must have been one of the last convenience stores designed with the central air unit in the center of the roof.  He quietly both celebrated and questioned his good fortune, since the plastic creatures—once his friends and neighbors—surrounded the building.  Before long, they would probably pile up enough to be able to climb up and reach him.

"There won't be any pain…Jack," said the pink one.  It—she? Had managed the climb.  She had formed herself—itself? Into a rather enticing female shape.  "We've learned to make the transformation pleasurable."  She stepped toward him.

"Have you learned who we are?  Were?  What you are doing to us by changing us?" Jack asked sharply, taking a step back.

"Giving you a chance to experience a life without need?  Without injury?  Yes, we have," she said.  She had to have known what effect this form was having on the edges of his mind.
"What about identity?" he asked.  "Individuality?"  As she continued toward him, he continued back…until he took a step into thin air.

He landed in a pile of plastic, amid a chorus of undeniably feminine giggles, and even an "Oh, my!"  He looked down to see his hand clutching a very round, very feminine looking breast, and retracted it, blushing furiously as the creature grinned at him.  Yes, he thought, they had apparently figured out what kind of female I like.  He quickly realized two things: first, that he now found himself two or three deep in the middle of a ten-foot pile of voluptuous plastic women, and that somehow he had not been transformed, despite bare skin-to-plastic contact.  He also realized from the very light weight of those above him, even as they embraced him, that they were hollow—full of air or some other gas.
"This is it, I guess," he said, not sure whom he was addressing.  A familiar hand, followed by the rest of her—the pink "female," made her way into the pile near him. As she motioned, the rest of the creatures spread out and made room for her, plus perhaps a little extra.  Jack found his way as gently as he could into a sitting position, helped along as the plastic figures arranged themselves accommodatingly.  "You're reading my mind, aren't you?"

"Only the thoughts at the outermost edge," she said.  "They are very strong.  But the innermost thoughts, we would not presume to access without your approval."

"And you haven't transformed me—why?"

She smiled sadly.  "We have…learned.  You humans fear what you do not understand.  We did not know it was fear until we learned more about how your minds work.  Your thoughts are…not like other sentients."
"And the screaming?"

"We know now that some of you thought we were killing you, or consuming you," she said, her smile now faded a bit.

Jack grunted noncommittally.  "And what is it you were doing?"

"There is a joining," she said.  "One mind joins many…and many minds accept the one.  "Some, we think, fear a loss of identity, at least briefly."

"And what about you?" Jack asked.  "Are you a spokes…creature?"

"We are all people," she said.  "Still individuals, but…joined."

"Do you have a name?" he asked.  "I can't just call you 'Pink Woman.'"

"I could call you 'Brown Man,' if it would help," she said.
"Do you remember who you were…before?" Jack asked.

"Before the transformation?" She asked in turn.  When he nodded, she thought for a moment.  "I was Drea, an engineer on my home planet."

"You're one of the originals?"

"Not one of the very first," she said. "But my people were the first to change."


Jack suddenly had dozens of questions, but after a few moments settled on the one he thought might be the most important.  "Why?  Why did you change?  Was it an accident, or…?"


"An accident led to the need for change.  My people originally only had one food source, and it was destroyed by mistake.  We had an experimental technology that would prevent us from starving—allow us to live effectively forever, in fact.  It meant giving up a few advantages, such as the ability to reproduce, but it means being able to connect with each other in a whole new way, while still remaining individuals in most other ways."

"What sort of accident?" Jack asked.


"We were trying to improve yield, and the crop evolved quickly into a form that contained no nourishment.  Over the course of 20 revolutions of our planet around its sun, we began to starve, so when we developed the ability to transform like this, we embraced it," she said.  "We now offer this gift to you."


"Because you think we are in danger of destroying ourselves?" Jack asked.  "I think we have a shot at surviving in our old, fleshy form."


"Because in our form you have no need to worry about loss," Drea answered.  "Think back to all those you have lost, and imagine never having to go through that again.


Jack thought for a moment and then gasped.  "I thought you said you could only read surface thoughts," he said accusingly.


"Without your permission, we only read surface thoughts.  Your loved ones were there…as are mine, if you care to look."

Jack recoiled for a second—but then, tentatively, asked, "You…?"


Drea reached out a lithe, smooth pink plastic hand.  "We do not lose our memories.  Only the pain becomes less."


He took her hand in his, timidly at first, and for the first time, felt the thoughts of another.  The memories seemed almost caustic at first, and he fought back nausea, as he saw the faded images of gaunt, pained faces.  "It hurt like this, what I'm feeling right now, when…."


"Yes."


Jack let go of Drea's hand and crawled as far away as the floor of plastic people would allow, not fleeing, but retreating into himself with as much dignity as he could considering what—or whom—he was touching.  "I need time to think."


"Of course.  Take all the time you need.  We can take care of you until you decide to join us."

After awhile, the pink plastic woman moved closer to him and asked her question in the form of a curious smile.  Having recovered himself, Jack asked wryly, "Is…is pleasure diminished?  After the transformation, I mean?"

Drea's smile turned into a grin—with a slight blush.  "There is a reason the females among us took these forms around you," she said cryptically.  She put a hand on his chest.

"As long as I don't lose this," he said, impulsively pulling her into his arms and kissing her.


Whether she had seen it coming or not, the woman reacted with a start at first, but then warmly kissed back.  "We can make sure it is not lost."
