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PRAISE FOR STAR TREK: TITAN: SWORD OF DAMOCLES

 


…one of the best-written Star
Trek novels of the past couple years. Thorne takes these characters
and creates realistic and interesting ones that I want to know more
about. So much so that I was disappointed that the novel was not
longer. – JEFF AYERS, TREKWEB. COM

 


...marks its author as one to watch in coming
years–DREAMWATCH MAGAZINE

 


PRAISE FOR GEOFFREY THORNE’S SHORT FICTION

 


…Thorne’s writing style makes for
an entertaining read. To add to the almost noir-like atmosphere he
pours on the similes and metaphors like syrup over a steaming fresh
stack of blueberry pancakes. – THE NEW PODLER REVIEW OF
BOOKS

 


... so good it warranted a change of protocol… and
I’m glad I did! …a thoroughly enjoyable story and one which I
highly recommend – BEST SCIENCE FICTION STORIES. COM
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for susan

this is your fault


 


PAPERS, PLEASE

 


Hi.

Welcome. If you know me, or, I suppose, my
work, you’ll find the journey you’re about to take
unfamiliar.

Normally I tell the stories of dragons and
vampires or wizards or aliens. It’s what I do and I like
it.

If you know me, you probably like it too so
this is a bit of a warning.

There will be no magical escapes here. There
will be no amazing displays of super technology. This isn’t that
kind of story. Gray Harbor isn’t that kind of place.

Which isn’t to say there aren’t monsters here
and you’ll definitely spend some time peeking into shadowed
corners.

And there is, I guess, a quest of sorts but,
like I said, I’m warning you. If you know me.

This is a story but it’s not a
fantasy.

If you don’t know me, welcome; welcome to Gray
Harbor, USA.

If you’re a city-dweller– and the U.S. census
says it’s likely you are– you will find the Harbor familiar. Some
of you may think you’ve even been there and that Gray Harbor is me
not-very-cleverly concealing Detroit’s identity or, maybe,
Chicago’s.

Let me put your mind at ease: No.

Like most of the good things in my work, Gray
Harbor was born in a conversation I had with my wife. She had
refused to read something- something with a haunted house, I think,
and I’d had enough.

“You have to read it,” I told her.
“You’re my wife, for God’s sake. How will it look if you never read
any of my stuff?”

“I don’t like hobbits,” she said
(never mind that I don’t write hobbits. That’s some other guy.) “I
like your writing but, every time someone pulls out a magic wand or
talks to their cyborg buddy, I get sleepy.”

Yes. It’s true. We’re in what used to be
called a mixed marriage. I’m a geek and she’s, well, whatever the
opposite of a geek is.

“When you write
something real,
I’ll read it.”

Real. Wow. Well, I was pretty pissed, let me
tell you. All my stories are real. That’s the point of them. But,
after I cooled down, I thought about it and, as usual, she was
mostly right.

Sometimes the monsters can be like a crutch.
Story getting dull, toss in a dragon, right? Sure. I could see her
point.

Okay. But, of course, not being a writer
herself, she falls into the trap that most civilians do: thinking
writers get to choose the stories they write. Maybe some do or they
say they do but I think they lie. The stories choose us and that’s
the truth of it.

After that talk I was on fire to write
something to show I didn’t need the crutch but nothing came.
Nothing worth showing or talking about. It was all trite, just
mishmashes of stuff I was watching on TV or had read
elsewhere.

I wasn’t in those stories and I thought, I
knew, when she said real, she meant she wanted me to open a
vein.

She wanted the truth.

But I couldn’t do it.

That’s the bottom line.

The stories that came to me then were the same
sort that always had. For years. She’d humor me, read a few pages
now and then, but the INSTANT an alien or undergod showed up I
watched her eyes go dull.

Then, one day, I heard a lady covering a song
by Marvin Gaye on the radio. I won’t say which one here but some of
you might guess it when you get to the end of this yarn.

Anyway, I heard it and, by the time it was
done, I had Gray Harbor and all the stories in Gray Harbor crammed
in my head. Pretty soon I was writing.

Good thing? That’s up to you.

So this story is the child of an argument with
my wife and Marvin Gaye’s music; it’s big and dark and unwieldy and
mean and it’s about as real as I get.

But there are monsters in it too, the kind you
can actually meet.

Cheers.

 


GT – Los Angeles 2011


 


 


 


 


 


“Oh my god, Oh my god. Let
me say about these cities, right. These American fucking cities. We
saw a shed of them this tour. Some of them, they’re all bright and
shiny, still reaching up, still following the Kennedy plan or the
Reagan plan or somebody’s plan from way back, but they’re reaching.
Still. But these others. No. No, no, no, no. The opposite. Dead
scary. It’s like they’re these huge fucking animals, like
dinosaurs, y’know? And they, like, eat and kill and fuck until the
food source, whatever it is, goes away or the comet hits or
whatever. The axis shifts. And then they die, right, but, like,
SLOW, like super slow. It’s like they’re so big it takes their
brains, maybe, decades, maybe a hundred years, to realize they’re
sitting in a corpse.” – Claire Aprillo –
from ON A CLAIRE DAY, the interview in HEART OF ROCK MAGAZINE,
October 2011


 


 


TRACK 1: TWISTIN’ THE NIGHT AWAY

 


Nicky woke up in the dark and
remembered...

...the cinderblock fists hammering
down on him without mercy...

...the stench of imported bourbon,
mixing like a comfortable lover with the rough but enticing aroma
of authentic Cuban cigars...

...the coarse implacable feel of
the burlap as his body thudded into the trunk...

He remembered the lid coming down.

There was music drifting in from somewhere-
the car’s radio, he guessed.

Somebody was listening to Sam
Cooke.

Probably Gregor,
he thought. Stanis hates
that 1960s shit. The thought was
involuntary, discordantly normal under the circumstances. The
incongruity scared him back to business.

They hadn’t tied him and he was grateful for
that. They hadn’t killed him either but it remained to be seen
whether or not that was something to be happy about. There were
plenty of things worse than a bullet in the face. He had a good
little while to tally up a list of the worst before he realized the
car was stopping.

Oh shit,
he thought. This is it. 

He heard and sort of felt the asphalt change
to gravel and smelled, he thought, the hint of water, lots of
water, over the engine exhaust. He hoped it wasn’t the docks. God
damn, he really hoped it wasn’t that.

The docks meant privacy and privacy meant
somebody wanted time with him. Fuck, the docks meant- well- pain
was what they meant. Lots of pain, lots of time to feel it and
nobody to hear his screams or care if they did.

The car stopped finally, the engine sputtering
down to silence. Nicky didn’t like that. The dwindling noise
reminded him too much of his own future prospects. His body tensed
as he heard the car doors open and slam shut. He started to sweat
then, much to his own chagrin.

What a little bitch he was turning out to be.
He’d always fancied himself the best sort of criminal: cool under
pressure, quick with his hands and way too smart to ever get caught
by anybody, much less other crooks.

Even if somebody did catch him doing something
dirty, even if he knew his number was up, he always thought he’d go
down like a fucking man. Not like this. Not dripping with fear
sweat. Not fighting to keep from pissing himself before anybody
even laid a hand.

Somebody, Stanis it sounded like, said
something in something that wasn’t English.

There was a noise of keys in the trunk lock
and then the hood came up above him. There were two shadows hanging
there, silhouetted by the single yellowed street lamp.

One was thin and shrouded in a haze of blue
smoke; the other massive and humming some disjointed
tune.

Nicky was grateful for the silhouettes. The
last things he needed right then were Gregor’s concrete gargoyle
face grinning down at him like the fucking King of Pain or Stanis’
hatchet-carved features and empty, glassy eyes lasering through
him.

Fuck that.

Listening to Gregor stumbling over whatever
ditty that was supposed to be was plenty bad enough.

Twisting the Night Away.
Was that the song Gregor was looking for?
Jesus.

Jesus Christ, thought Nicky. I’m so fucking dead.
I’m so dead they won’t have enough body left to tell I was even a
guy.

“Awake now?” said
Stanis. Nicky could hear the smile on his face. It was the cold
one, the one without teeth. Nicky managed a jerky nod, dragging his
cheek across the burlap. He probably looked silly lying there like
that, like a sack of mackerel, but he knew what he was doing. Even
though he wasn’t tied, he wanted to look as helpless as possible.
He didn’t want either of them to get the idea that he thought he
was tough. Fat fucking
chance.

“Good,” said
Stanis. “Gregor’s idea is to kill you, now. Gregor thinks you are a liar. So.
Are you? Are you a liar?”

Nicky did his best to shake his head but,
lying there as he was, terrified to make anything like a sudden
move, the best he got was a sort of shudder.

“Get him out,” said
Stanis.

Gregor’s ugly shadow re-appeared, reached in
and hauled him up and out. Nicky wasn’t stupid enough to
struggle.

•••

“Put him there,” said
Stanis.

It was the docks, the fucking docks. It was
some warehouse that Stanis owned, or he owned the guy who owned it.
Nobody was coming down this way until morning, at the earliest, if
they came at all.

Nicky fought the urge to scream as well as the
impulse claw at Gregor’s massive neck and shoulders.

That guy was like a fucking Frankenstein
monster anyway. Nothing outside a .357 was going to do anything but
piss him off and, currently, the .357’s were in short
supply.

Gregor set him down on a cable wheel and shot
him a look one might give to a disobedient puppy.

Sit, it
seemed to say. Or else. 

Nicky had seen or else. Stanis once let him watch
Gregor play a song on Django Prokiroff’s skull and bones for the
better part of an hour. Django had shorted Stanis on some
bookmaking scam or something (not Nicky’s business) and Stanis
wanted a message sent.

The message was,
If you fuck with my money, Gregor’s going to kill
you and take his sweet, Baltic time doing it. 

The irony of course was that Django never got
the message himself. He was too busy getting murdered by Gregor to
understand that he was an epistle. His slow gurgling death at
Gregor’s hands sort of cut off the info flow.

Everybody else, though, everybody unlucky
enough to see what Gregor left of him, they got it.

Even the cops steered clear of Stanis after
that. Whenever they did feel compelled to pay Stanis a visit, they
always came six deep. Fucking punks.

Nicky didn’t want to think about Django or the
cops. He’d never liked that little gypsy shit when he was
alive.

Now that he was dead, and Nicky was about to
join him, the last thing he wanted was Django’s ugly mug floating
around in his head. Nicky never liked to think about
cops.

“Stanis,” he started to say. If
only he’d let him explain. If only he’d tell Gregor to take five so
Nicky could make his case.

“Quiet,” said Stanis softly. He
meant it. Nicky had heard that tone before. His mouth snapped
shut.

Gregor was rummaging around in the dark
somewhere, pulling things down or apart. Nicky tried not to wonder
what those things might be. Instead he watched Stanis watching him
back. Or, rather, Nicky watched the patch of darkness that he knew
Stanis occupied. He knew Stanis was surveying him with those milky
undead eyes of his. That’s what Stanis did: he watched. It was
Gregor who did stuff.

There was precious little light in the
warehouse, just what was coming through the row of small windows at
the top of the far wall. Those were mostly covered in black paint.
The rest was all wooden crates- stenciled with letters Nicky
couldn’t have read had there been light- and cardboard shipping
boxes, miles of them. Nicky wondered for a moment how Gregor was
navigating out there in the inky maze but then he
remembered.

Gregor was a fucking monster. Monsters loved
the dark.

A story from Nicky’s school days, few and long
ago, drifted through his mind. There was a fable or something about
a killer with a bull’s head who lived in some kind of tunnel
somewhere. That was Gregor.

Stanis had told Nicky about Gregor
once, where he’d come from: the Stepnatz or Petsnits or whatever. It was some
Russian Death Squad thing. Stanis went on and on about how good
they were at the wet stuff. That’s what Stanis called breaking
people’s necks, cutting off their fingers, gutting them like
fish: The Wet Stuff.

These Petsnot guys were supposed to have
written the book. How Stanis got Gregor out of Russia, much less to
the States, Nicky didn’t know. He was here now, though, humming in
the dark.

A table slid out at him from out of the
shadows followed by a smiling Gregor. Smiling Gregor was infinitely
worse than Scowling Gregor. A smiling Gregor was one that was or
was about to be covered with somebody else’s blood. The big Russian
wrestled with the table, getting it into place.

What’s next, thought Nicky. Fucking tea
service? 

Gregor leaned over him, close enough for the
smell of that disgusting cologne of his to choke its way into
Nicky’s lungs. A light bulb, single and bare, clicked on above him
and Gregor receded.

“Hands,” he said as he
went.

Nicky blinked at the shadows, uncomprehending.
The sudden intrusion of light, even this tiny sphere of it, into
the warehouse’s pervasive dark was less than comforting.

Far from forcing the ominous shadows into
retreat, the light threw the existing darkness into sharp and
frightening relief. Now there were two worlds where there had been
only one.

Gregor and Stanis were out there in the
comforting womb of black and Nicky was here, alone, in the light.
If anything he felt more naked.

“Hands,” said Gregor again from
somewhere.

Again Nicky responded with blinks.

He was terrified to make any move, even one
requested, in case his turned out to be the wrong
interpretation.

Gregor circled around behind him, reached
down, took the aforementioned hands and placed them, flat, on the
table.

“No moving, liar,” said Smiling
Gregor.

No, sir. Not on your
life.

“Now,” said Stanis from the dark.
“We talk.”

“Sure,” said Nicky, fighting a
stutter. “Anything you want, Stanis, man.”

“I want the truth, Nicky,” said
Stanis. “Simple, yes? The simple truth.”

Nicky cleared his throat. This was it. Tell
it, tell it straight or spend the night with Smiling
Gregor.

“Okay,” he began, looking for the
right words. “Okay. It’s like I told Gregor. I was holding the
stuff, just like you told me. I even holed up at some piece-of-shit
motel so‘s nobody would know where I was.”

Gregor snorted, circling.

“You were alone there?” said
Stanis.

“Yeah. Yeah. Of course,” said
Nicky. “I was just gonna, y’know, watch the cable ‘til you called
me. Shit, I gave Gregor the number.”

No, he
thought. Bad move. Don’t shift the blame.
Stanis won’t go for that. You did your best. Stanis has to think
you did your best or it’s over. 

“But,” he went in again, more
steady this time. “I got nervous. What if somebody saw me pick up
the shit? What if they followed me, right, and they were just
waiting to bust in and take it off me?”

“Yeah,” said Smiling Gregor. “What
if?”

“Hey. Everybody’s got enemies, am
I right,” said Nicky. He was warming to the story, getting the
rhythm. “Even you got enemies, Stanis. Somebody tries to take your
shit off me, who’m I gonna call, right? Not you. Not the
cops.”

“Hands,” said Smiling
Gregor.

Nicky had moved them, using them to illustrate
his points as he did when he was telling stories to people who
weren’t probably going to cut his intestines out. He set them back
on the table where Gregor had put them.

“So,” he began again. “I call this
guy I know. Bruno. Him and me boosted a couple liquor stores back
when we was juvies. When the cops finally nailed me I never gave
him up. I figure he owes me.”

“You figured that, huh?” said
Smiling Gregor.

“Yeah. So he shows up and we’re
kicking it at the motel. Everything’s peachy. But then he wants to
see the shit. For himself, right? He wants to know how much is
there, how much it’s worth, all that.”

“So you just show it to him, this
Bruno?” said Stanis. The tip of his cigar was red hot. “You give
him my heroin, my money.”

Pull it out, Nicky,
he thought. Don’t let it
go this way. Don’t let this dead-eyed bastard connect your
dots. 

“No, Stanis, no. That’s what I’m
telling you,” he said. “He just wants to get a taste, right. Just a
taste. Keeps saying you’re not gonna miss it. He’s like spending
the money while I’m sitting there. He’s talking about all the cars
he’s gonna buy, the broads he’s gonna screw.”

“And you, Nicky,” said Stanis.
“What do you do?”

“I’m watching the clock, man,”
said Nicky. “I’m telling him to forget about it. It’s stupid to
even be talking about it.”

Nicky took a pause then- a dramatic one, he
hoped- and did his best to look appropriately stricken.

“That’s when Bruno goes fucking
postal on me.”

“Postal,” said Stanis. “What is
this postal?”

Nicky explained postal.

Then he explained how Bruno’s asswipe of a
father was all the time giving him shit about how stupid he was,
calling him ‘shit-for-brains’ all the time and ‘fuckhead,’ stuff
like that.

He explained how, since then, Bruno went kind
of psycho when somebody even got near calling him dumb.

The trouble was that Bruno’s old man was
right. The only thing quick about Bruno was his temper. The rest of
him was about as sharp as bucket of mud.

“And so?” said Stanis, that hint
of irritation creeping back into his tone. “What happens
then?”

“He goes fucking psycho on me,
man,” said Nicky. “Like in-fucking-sane. Starts pounding on me,
saying he’s gonna kill me and like that. Then he takes the stuff
and bounces.”

There was a quiet and a stillness from the
dark that Nicky was liking less and less. It was as if Stanis had
somehow folded layers of the stuff around himself like a- what was
the word- a veil.

As the seconds ticked, all Nicky could make
out was that burning tip and the little tongues of smoke as they
danced on the edge of the light. Then came the murmurs, in Russian,
between his captors.

A tremor ran through him as he was assailed by
thoughts of what specific little instructions Stanis might be
giving to Gregor. He remembered how Gregor had started with
Django’s fingers. He remembered how Gregor was smiling.

“Stanis,” he said, hoping he
didn’t sound as shit scared as he was. “It wasn’t my fault, man.
That’s why I was coming to you instead of skipping; so’s you could
fix it. “

Something moved behind the veil, something
that sounded like Stanis.

“I will fix it, Nikolai,” said the
Stanis-thing.

A shape arced out at him from the dark, a
small red shape like a hockey puck, and skidded across the
table.

Nicky stared at the thing as if it were an
airplane and he was an aborigine discovering it on some primordial
beach.

“Open it,” said Stanis.

At first Nicky thought it was some kind of
weird Russian joke.

Put your hand in the hole, see if
something bites it off. Ha ha. Very funny.

Then he saw the seam. The puck was a
box.

“Open it,” said Stanis.

Nicky’s hands twitched and inched, seemingly
on their own, towards the plastic box.

He watched them as he might two rats fighting
over restaurant leavings. They belonged to Stanis now.

The box popped open easily and the lid fell
away. His hands were shaking visibly by then.

The tension was like an animal inside him,
trying to claw its way out.

The box fell to the table, spilling its odd
contents. Nicky puzzled over it for what seemed to him like hours.
The thing was vaguely u-shaped; spongy, yet firm enough to hold its
form when pressed.

Fuck, thought Nicky, realizing. It’s a
mouth guard, a fucking boxer’s mouth guard. What the hell is this
for?

“Put it in your mouth,” said
Stanis.

“My- my,” Nicky tried but the word
wouldn’t come.

“Your mouth, liar,” said Smiling
Gregor.

“Put it in your mouth, Nikolai,”
said Stanis again, this time in that graveyard tone of
his,

“But,” said Nicky, stammering a
little. “But, I mean, why?”

“Because I ask you to do
it.”

Oh, yeah. He’s asking me. He’s asking his little buddy Nicky to
just do him this in-fucking-sane favor because, you know, we’re all
friends here. Nobody’s gonna get tortured to death for screwing up
the simplest fucking job in the world, or anything. No
way.

Gingerly Nicky took the thing in his hand,
felt the little weight it had, and put it in his mouth.

How’m I gonna talk like
this, he thought.
I’ll sound like a fucking moron.

“I trusted you, Nikolai,” said
Stanis from the dark. “I let you in my business. I think you are
quick, smart, strong. But you are weak, Nikolai. Weak.”

Nicky began mumbling furiously but the plastic
in his mouth made the words into little more than a collection of
simian grunts.

“No,” said Stanis. “You are weak.
To let someone take from you what is mine? No. You think this is a
game we play? Games are for children, Nikolai. We are
men.”

Stanis emerged from the dark then, looking
like a goddamn movie vampire. And, like the victims in those old
black and whites, Nicky was transfixed.

He watched, rapt, as Stanis inched toward him,
lingering over the intervening distance like it was the body of his
favorite mistress.

Gregor, smiling, came after but stopped short
of stepping fully into the light. Instead he just hovered there at
the dark’s termination point.

Stanis eased around the table’s edge until he
was standing right beside Nicky, until Nicky was nearly choked by
the smell of pungent Russian cologne.

He sat on the tabletop close to Nicky’s hands
and looked down on him. He was still wearing that bemused half
smile, the one that never meant anyone any good.

“Are you a man, Nikolai,” he said
softly.

Nicky managed a nod but was unable to produce
even the slightest sound. He was the sparrow now, Stanis the snake.
Everybody knew how that story ended. The only tension was in the
placement of the strike. When? When would the teeth come
down?

“Yes,” said Stanis. “You think
so?”

Again, with difficulty, Nicky managed a nod.
He was sweating by then though he didn’t know it.

“Well,” the Russian went on. “A
man understands pain, Nikolai. He knows pain like he knows his
shadow. Like he will never know his wife or his
children.”

The cigar was done so Stanis crushed the butt
dead– not on Nicky’s face, thank Christ. He then reached lazily
into his jacket, fishing, Nicky supposed, for the next tobacco
spike.

“Gregor knows pain,” said Stanis.
“Don’t you, Gregor?”

Smiling Gregor murmured something in Russian
that made Stanis laugh. It was a sound Nicky hoped never to hear
again in his life, however short that life proved to be.

“Gregor knows pain,” he continued,
still fishing for the elusive stogie. “And I know pain.”

Nicky was really unhappy about the turn the
conversation had taken. His forehead began to bead with sweat. His
eyes began to well.

“Yes,” said Stanis seeing the
approximation of surprise cross over Nicky’s face. “Oh yes, I know
pain. But you, Nikolai, you do not know it so well, I
think.”

Stanis leaned in to Nicky, so close that the
hair of his beard scratched Nicky’s face as he whispered, “But I am
your friend, Nikolai. I will teach you. I will teach you about
pain.”

Stanis was the watcher, Gregor the one with
the dirty hands. That’s how it worked. Stanis was old and smart.
Gregor was neither but made up for it by being a total sadistic
maniac, kept on a leash somehow by Stanis.

Nicky knew the leash was there. It was
obvious. What the leash actually was though, he couldn’t
say.

So, even while Stanis was an inch from his
ear, telling him some obscure Russian parable about friendship and
pain, Nicky kept most of his attention on Gregor.

He never noticed the flash of the silver
stiletto as Stanis whipped it from his jacket and plunged it into
Nicky’s hand.

He did notice the screaming though. Hard not
to. He was the one doing it.

He didn’t know how long it took him to stop or
why Stanis slapped him every time he clawed at the knife with his
good hand but, eventually, he did stop screaming.

“Good,” said Stanis gently as
Nicky moaned into the Formica. “This is my gift to you,
Nikolai.”

“Pissed himself, I bet,” said
Gregor. He wasn’t smiling anymore. He looked disappointed
somehow.

“No, Gregor,” said Stanis. “Nicky
is a man now. He understands my gift. Don’t you, Nicky?”

From somewhere in his painful stupor Nicky
dredged up a final pathetic but visible nod.

“You see,” said the Russian. He
sounded cheery, like he as strolling through Chastaine Park
chatting about some cute kid playing fetch with a puppy.

He stood, clapped Nicky on the
back as if to say, Good Boy. Nice
work, and wandered off into the dark. With
a dismissive grunt, Gregor followed.

Nicky listened as the staccato of their
footfalls dwindled to almost nothing. When he was sure he couldn’t
hear them anymore he reached for the knife and braced himself for
the pain of withdrawal. It took him a second to work up the
nerve.

As his fingers tightened on the knife’s handle
he heard Stanis’ voice again, like a whisper, but from everywhere
at once.

“Tomorrow night, Nicky” said the
voice. “Tomorrow night you will return to me what is mine. You and
this Bruno. You will do this or I will give you another gift. One
closer to the heart.”


 


 


 


 


“I won’t say I’m
not disappointed. I’m not a moralist. This works fine in Las Vegas,
in Reno, in Amsterdam. Somehow those cities have managed to have
legalized prostitution, for decades now, and the wrath of God
hasn’t come burning down from the sky. But you know what has
happened? Those cities have increased revenue, the women in
question have healthcare, stability, safety, are free from drug
use- well, as free as the rest of the population. Maybe it was a
political mistake to push so hard for this; we’ll see in November.
But this city is dying and if we don’t employ some out-of-the-box
thinking to save it, it’s going to take a lot of us with
it.”–Councilman Gerard Woodman,
MORNINGSTAR PRINT NEWS, September 15, 2010

 



 


 


Track 2: GLOOMY SUNDAY

 


The Mercy
Motel was about as close to hell as Layla
ever hoped to get– fifteen dank, sweaty rooms, two temperamental
soda machines and no ice.

The manager, a rolly bowl of lard
named Halo something, ran hookers out of any rooms that were
unoccupied, which was most of them mostly. She could hear them on
occasion, “ooh-ing” and “oh baby-ing”
for the twenty-dollar Johnny Tricks who came to
the Downs for the premium blend of fantasy and squalor that only
Halo’s pros could provide.

She’d found the Johnnies pathetic at first,
just busters too stupid to see through the pancake and spandex to
the disease factories beneath. She had sympathy for them because
they were so obviously out of their depth.

After a week of listening, though, she revised
her opinion. The pros were the victims if anybody was. First of the
Johnnies who thought less of them, really, than the condoms they
occasionally agreed to use.

Then, worse than the Johnnies to her mind, the pros were the victims of Halo who took most of their
earnings- hard fucking earnings- and handed out beatings and
put-downs in return.

Yeah. She felt sorry for them, but only from a
distance. She’d seen what life on the stroll had done to her
mother, after all. She knew the bargains the pros made to make that
life bearable.

“I got that good shit for you,
baby,” Halo had said on her first night and every subsequent time
their paths crossed. He was a gelatinous man with his name in gold
across his top front teeth and a diamond in the hole of the O.
“Anything you want, any time you want, come on down to
Halo.”

Yeah, right, she’d thought. Sure, I’ll do that.
Right after I chug down this bottle of rat poison I keep
handy.

Yeah. She knew the bargain. She knew it wasn’t
one.

It would take more than anything ten Halos had
to turn her out. Anyway, she had her own thing going with Nicky.
This thing he was running was going to net them enough chips to
cash in and fade the hell out of the Harbor for good. That’s what
Nicky said, anyway.

Nicky, Nicky, Nicky,
she thought in a sort of nonsense
singsong. Nicky, my love.

Well. Maybe not
love but close, as close
as she was getting. She’d outgrown the pink angora sort of
sentiment in her teens and hadn’t looked back. No more Whoever and
Layla, sitting in Whatever trees.

Nicky had his faults
(oh yeah, deep dish buckets of faults in that
one) but he made the bells ring when he
was of a mind. How many guys could say that?

Why else would little Layla put up with the
schemes and the overnight absences and the occasional back of the
hand? Why else would she be sitting here in the dark, watching
pay-per-view porno, waiting?

Silicone Chick One
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