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	Introduction: Honky Tonk Lagoon

	Several years ago, a friend of mine hosted these huge gatherings of diverse and sundry business folks at a hotel in Beverly Hills. My friend was very popular and so these events were packed with people from all over the LA area, Vegas, and Northern California. Usually the only person I knew there, apart from my friend, was my ride, but I was supposed to make business contacts there (I never did) so I did my best to talk to people.

	At one point I was looking up at a tall blonde in a red dress; she was involved in a startup that would make films for the Internet. I asked what kind of films. She hesitated. She hesitated some more.

	"You're going to shock me, aren't you?" I asked.

	You guessed it. Those films were to be of an adult nature. I don't know why she thought I'd be shocked – must have been my innocent demeanor – but I'd lived in the San Fernando Valley for years, and as everyone who's seen Boogie Nights knows, the Valley is the home of much of the pornography industry. Behind the bland white walls of industrial buildings in Chatsworth and elsewhere, a whole lot of boogying is going on.

	That's what I hear anyway. My point is, although sex is a near universal human experience and until recently was the sole method of human reproduction, it still retains its power to not just titillate but to shock. Pornographic figurines and drawings of bestiality on walls date back approximately forty thousand years, thus inaugurating humanity's tradition of adapting every new technology to prurient aims. Depictions of homosexuality and threesomes adorn many ancient Mesopotamian and Roman urns, oil lamps etc. And who can forget the Kama Sutra, one position of which was singled out by the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band as an identity changer.

	The invention of photography naturally opened new avenues of erotic exploration. Who can forget the indecent thrill of finding in a box in the attic a photograph of your grandma when she was nineteen, nubile, and nude? When I was a young and naïve college lad, I read a book from Grove Press that excerpted pieces from the Victorian magazine The Pearl. I didn’t learn nearly as much about sex and lust from its contents as I did about spanking, which, apparently, those butch Victorian gentlemen were quite fond of; those lessons I'm afraid have gone unexploited all these years.

	As any Joan Crawford fan can tell you, film has also been a mainstay of the pornographic itch. The entertainment potential of new technologies will be not only explored, but pioneered by sexploitation junkies.

	Which brings us up to the stories in M.Christian's Hard Drive. One of the effects of Lady Chatterley's Lover had on twentieth-century literature and the arts in general was to set a goal of achieving greater frankness and intimacy with fictional characters in general. The characters in Christian's stories are seekers – not only of pleasure, but a unity of body and mind, and a nurturing of the soul.

	The effects of physical pleasure are transitory, and so, even in the future, when many of the technologies and sexual "deviations" depicted in these stories may mirror reality, people are likely to become obsessed with achieving the next level of their erotic potential.

	In fact, in some ways, Christian's work reminds me of the attitude toward sex in Milan Kundera's work. Mr. Kundera didn't write explicit sex scenes, at least not in those stories and novels I've read, but his characters share an attitude toward life not unlike those in Hard Drive.

	Basically, they ask themselves a series of questions:

	Do I have a job?

	Do I have a place to live?

	Have I explored my erotic potential today?

	This book might help.

	Oh yeah. A word of warning. It might just revive your ability to be shocked.

	–Arthur Byron Cover, 2018

	 

	Arthur Byron Cover is a former bookseller, critic, and big mouth. He published several SF novels in another era. He was raised in Tazewell, Virginia, which is in Tazewell County, which was named after a man who opposed the formation of the county until he learned it was going to be named after him. He is one degree of separation from F. Scott Fitzgerald, former President Clinton, Nelson Mandela, and a whole lot of rich and famous people in liberal Hollywood, many still alive. He currently lives with his wife and six pets in the middle of nowhere called Packwood, Washington, where the elk roam and the volcanoes haven’t erupted for thirty years.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Prêt-À-Porter

	She had to give him that: the salesman was good ... damned good.

	Always reserved – if not eyes-lowered shyness, meaning she was the one who never, ever got into trouble; a good, well-maintained mind; a near-pathological level of responsibility, dependability, and similar 'bilities – always the friend called when others were in trouble; a smoldering undercurrent of sensuality that (so far) only appeared in the deliberate, luxurious savoring of whatever it was she ate, and a secret love of the sliding sensuality of new sheets on her small bed – was why Pakuna was there, that day, being convinced by the very good salesman.

	"With this," he said, running his dark hands over the even darker ... no, not quite even darker… It was black as a sky without stars, a spilled liquid pool of fabric, "you have to empty your closets. Throw it all away ... every little bit of it: no dresses, blouses, tights or even bras. Give them away to friends, throw them into the street – oh, sure, you might want to keep"―a theatrical throat-clearing―"your 'unmentionables' but, to be honest, you won't even be needing those."

	Pakuna nodded, the same way she'd been nodding since walking in. Even though the street beyond was more than bustling that morning she was the only person – aside from the salesman – there. Reserved, responsible, secretly sensual ... there was a lot people could, and did, say about Pakuna, but being an early adopter wasn't one of them. That she was there would have raised more than a new eyebrow for those curious enough to notice.

	"I love this part," the salesman said in a theatrical whisper, waving his hand over the even-darker-than-himself material. As he waved, the fabric changed: dark becoming a vibratingly bright spectrum of colors; painfully violet (touching perhaps on the ultra), then indigo, blue, green, yellow, orange, and more brilliant than any sunset, red. But color wasn't the only change. As he waved his magician's hand, the fabric changed texture as well: shimmering silk to satin; thick black leather to gleaming latex; comfortable cotton to taffeta ... and everything beyond and between them all.

	"Of course this a demo sheet ... hooked up to a viral memory stack under the table here so it can run through its tricks. The final is mated to a standard cortical interface with a non-mnemonic wireless connection. In fact, it uses the wearer's normal wetware as a supplantive memory store, in addition to accessing the occipital cortex it has an advanced interface with the amygdalae, anterior thalamic nuclei, and limbic cortex…" He seemed to lose focus for a moment, absent for a brief second in the wonder of the product he was selling. "We like to say it'll not just become whatever you want ... but know what you want, before you know it yourself."

	Being connected wasn't a problem. For Pakuna it was as familiar as her having a big toe – she couldn't imagine ... well, like a lot of people her age, she simply couldn't imagine what it would be like to be disconnected from knowing whatever she wanted to know, when she needed to know it. It was just ... what life was: to have it there, within mental reach, to find out her salesman's name, his public persona, any and all information about the development history, critiques and praises, fans and nose-upturners.

	In the scant moments she was able to mentally peer beyond the salesman's seductive patter, she saw confusion as to what had allured her through the front doors. Dependable, reliable ... whimsy and impulse were alien to her. But she'd been drawn in nonetheless: pulled in by a glimpse inside.

	He was saying something – but Pakuna wasn't listening. Before she was even consciously aware of it her hand went to the table, steadily hovering a few centimeters above the smartcloth as it performed its colorful and textural tricks.

	Then, a dark – but not even-darker – part of the rolling sea of brilliant spectrums and cascading surfaces rose slowly up to meet her, matching perfectly the length and thickness of her fingers, the width and contours of her hand. The touch was so light, so furtive that a part of her doubted that it had even occurred.

	The salesman was still talking – but Pakuna wasn't listening.

	"I'll take it," she said.
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	She could have worn it out of the store, of course, but she had to admit to the lepidoptera dancing the very bottom of her digestive tract: was it beautiful? Yes. Was it elegant? Yes. Was it ... sensual to a degree that Pakuna had never experienced before? Yes. But despite her excitement, the butterflies in her stomach, she didn't want to risk any more embarrassment in a life that, so far, had been far too full of embarrassments. Lessons learned. So, instead, she allowed the salesman to box – though it wasn't a box but instead a portable biostatic container – it up.

	Back in her little mass-produced single room apartment, she still didn't let it out of its matte-black tube. Instead she busied herself with things that, she had to be honest with herself, she didn't need to busy herself with: dishes that could have waited another day – at least – to be dumped into the recycler, a bed that could have waited another day to be made, a bundle of clothes that would never need to be washed but that could have waited another day to be folded and put away.

	But then her little mass-produced single room home was as clean as she could, ever possibly, make it: leaving her alone with her smartfabric.

	The container opened with a gentle, though sterile and reassuring hiss. Inside was the same even-darker pool of plastic she'd seen in the store. Without a pause to give her bravery yet another opportunity to escape, she blinked reflexively as her cortical interface shook software hands with the material.

	Greetings, chimed a refined and polite voice behind her eyes, deep inside her mind, thank you for your purchase of smartfabric™. The salesman had said that the material used ... well, her – as both memory as well as instruction, and even though, like most people her age, she'd grown up with immersive reality games, the intimacy of the material's connection made her hold her breath for a second.

	It flowed, surged, bubbled out of its container: a gentle even-darker tide of warm plastic that was out of its temporary confinement and on her naked body before she could exhale her second reflexively held breath.

	It was ... warm, like another person's skin. She knew it would be, but the comfort of it was still calming – making the release of that second breath slow and easy. It moved up her body like a splash from a shallow pool, the warmness of it making her relax even more.

	As it flowed, it stayed black – but just as she noticed that, it changed: rolling through a rainbow of hues, shades, and saturations. As it flowed, it stayed glistening like colorful latex – but as she noticed that as well, it changed: tumbling through an array of textures, contours, weaves, and shapes.

	She couldn't help it: she laughed. It was like a puppy, fresh out of the box and eager to play. It didn't take her mind long to imagine the artificial, intelligent, endlessly chameleonic material as wagging a form of artificial, intelligent, endlessly chameleonic tail.

	As with anyone her age, there were phrases that would appear, popping up from old books, movies, games, or just ghosts manifesting in conversation that no one really knew where they'd come from – or far too often what they meant. But that evening, playing with her new toy, Pakuna discovered not just the playful happiness in her smartfabric but that, yes, you really could lose track of time.

	Later, when she yawned for the second time she knew that a third – and longer – one was coming. Staying awake for as long as she wanted, was an option but she also knew that the new day would bring more than just another sunrise: she'd exhausted her imagination playing with her new purchase, running it through color after color, texture after texture, clothing style after clothing style, to the point where she was beginning to repeat herself. A new day would mean being naturally fresh and awake ...

	...And maybe ready to step outside. She'd be the same reserved, possibly even shy, Pakuna on the inside, but more importantly, she'd be wrapped with brilliant imagination of form and color and texture ... so much more.
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	"Haven't seen you here before," he said, coming up to her. She'd sat down at the small table towards the edge of the club only a few minutes before.

	Safari was its name as well as its theme: one of those spontaneous eruptions of entertainment she'd heard so much about but hadn't had the courage to try. Tomorrow it would be a retro-future entertainment center, all rings and silver spheres; drinks and drugs delivered by endearingly sputtering robots instead of by cloned and chipped wild animals.

	The concoction she'd been brought by an elegantly dressed baboon was called a Sweet Whisper, picked pretty much at random when the menu was politely fed into her consciousness as she parted the tall yellow grasses that formed the door into the place. Sipping it, noticing that it was aptly both sweet and delicate, in a way that was definitely closer to a whisper than a loud voice, she felt the butterflies again, but still managed to tell him, "I haven't been here before."

	"You should have seen it last week," he said with a gentle bow of introduction. "All ruins and wreckage, melted walls and fake nuclear mutants serving glowing drinks." He shook his head at the thought, the smile – both sweet as well as delicate as a whisper – never leaving his face.

	She laughed, though she didn't really have a reason to. In answer, the smartfabric formed into what – she hoped – was a playfully erotic mock-safari suit that rippled gently against her skin: the Safari was the third club she'd gone into, but the first where anyone had actually approached her. "I'm glad I missed it," she told him, sipping at her drink again.

	"Some hits ... some misses," he said. His eyes were narrow, his skin closely shaded to her own, his hair dark and his eyes feral cat–yellow. He could have been younger that Pakuna's twenty-five or twice her age, but she didn't care: he was talking to her.

	"To hits and misses," she toasted his sweet whisper of a smile. "Though I think this might be a miss: too sweet, too whispering."

	For a moment, his face changed and within that space of time she felt a drop of concern: Had she said the wrong thing? Had she lost before she'd even begun?

	Her safari suit was latex-gleaming white, with black piping. Short enough to be, she hoped, playfully alluring but not so short as to appear desperate. Her décolletage, for instance, has been carefully planned to be eye-catching, but sweet and whispering more than loud and needy.

	That was what she'd created in her mind, assisted and manifested by the smartfabric, when she heard of the Safari – just as she had played with similar designs with similar sweetness and whispering for the other clubs she'd visited.

	But this time, as she felt that deep bass thump of worry, she also felt a squeeze she hadn't felt before, like the smart material was wrapping polymnemonic material around herself... But that was only the beginning. With the construction came a lift of her breasts, a tickling ripple across her nipples that immediately made them pleasantly, but obviously, hard.

	"Are you okay?" he said, the stranger who still stood – but had yet to sit down to join her – nearby. Pakuna hadn't realized she'd made a sound, but his so-handsome face showed a cloud of concern.

	"I-I'm okay," she said, hiding her embarrassment behind another sip of her drink. From behind the plastic of the glass, the sweet whispering of the cocktail, she was more than aware of the changes that were sliding and slipping over her body: she was still alluring in her mock-safari suit, but the smartfabric was shifting, moving not just itself and lifting her breasts and teasing her nipples but also shortening her skirt ... and the more she was aware of it the more it seemed to shift, move, lift, separate, tease, and rise.

	But that wasn't all: as she sat there, drink empty and so no longer camouflage for her expression, the fabric glistened and gleamed – going from her carefully planned sedate allure to pure latex fetish fashion.

	"Well," he said, the warmth of his face retreating as he stepped back from her table, "nice meeting you."

	Before she could say anything, he was gone: moving off until he'd vanished between a pair of tux-wearing giraffes, into the artificial veldt of Safari.
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	Hell appeared two days later – more than enough time for the next team of designers to transform the wilds of the savannah into one of Dante's fantasies.

	And, she hoped, more than enough time for her to delve into the oddity of the smartfabric. Since its ... playfulness when Hell had been the grasslands, she'd run diagnostic after diagnostic, running the material through a cascade of designs and couture, trying to reproduce its ... oddity. But no matter what she made it into, it continued to remain as fashionable as ordered.

	For Hell, she decided to be slightly more outré yet hopefully remaining fairly chaste in her selection. Unfamiliar with the theme of the club, she did some research and finally came up with the idea of a latex-gleaming, form-fitting (but not too form-fitting) horned and spiked-tailed devil girl. Before she left her apartment, she spent quite a few hours tweaking and forming the smartfabric into the image she'd formed from various old illustrations of the infernal afterlife.

	The fabric, instead of misbehaving, seemed actually to be almost ... frisky in its pliability: As each concept and design flickered through her mind, the material flowed, shifted, changed to match it, sometimes even before the image itself was fully formed in her imagination.

	Before she stepped out to make the short commute to the temporary club, she scanned an image of herself from one of her home's cameras. And there she stood: glistening red, like a woman dipped in crimson confection. Her breasts were full and lifted but not as aggressively as they'd been teased during that too-wild encounter at Safari. Behind her, moving in tune with her feelings, a not-too-sharp tail wove back and forth – highlighting the curvature of her posterior.

	Looking at the projection, she felt a tickle of anxiety – along with a ghostly warmth of arousal. She'd chosen, she thought, to fit with the theme of the club, but looking at herself, she felt a fetishistic arousal she hadn't thought she'd put into her selection.

	But, she had to admit, she had. The club wasn't that far away – just a few minutes by public transport – so she didn't have that much time to change her mind, which, she decided, might actually be a good thing.

	Riding the electric train, she worked slowly and surely to dispel any lingering nervousness. Yes, the smartfabric had done something ... odd. Yes, it had shaken her more than a little. But, she reminded herself, she'd bought the smartfabric to...

	She paused in her thoughts, holding her breath for the briefest of seconds. She felt it, it was there: somewhere down deep in herself, appearing in her savoring of flavors, of textures, of tunes... Everywhere, when she actually took the time to think about it.

	The smartfabric was not just whatever she wanted it to be: it was what she wanted herself to be.

	Hell was the next stop. Next to her, also waiting for the doors to open, was a crimson-faced and horned man in an elegant suit. Accompanying him was a young-appearing woman in a gleaming latex, black-and-white, hypersexualized nun's habit.

	It was only after seeing them, and exchanging smiles with both, that Pakuna realized, with a remote but chilled thought, that even though she could have changed her smartfabric at any time and so become just another average woman riding the little electric train, she'd never thought to.

	Pakuna, as a gleaming, shining, skintight devil, had come all the way from her little mass-produced single room home – and the doing of it, the exposure, the way her body felt, the way her body looked, had felt too good to change.
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	It was too late, though. There was no backing down. She was in Hell.

	The drink was called a Risen Sinner, and compared to the Sweet Whisper she'd had when chipped lions and generically manipulated elephants had wandered the same space only a few days before, it was almost savory and more than a bit loud. But, she had to admit, as she sipped gently at the bubbling concoction of carefully manipulated molecules, that odd as it was, the new drink felt a bit more real and honest than the too-sweet and too-whispering beverage she'd had before.

	Pakuna also had to admit that, despite the eccentricities of the smartfabric, she felt more ... comfortable with her almost skintight mock-latex demonic costume than she had as a false safari guide. Why she did, she didn't know, but as she stood at the edge of one of the innumerable smoking pits that dotted the burnt and blasted Dante-eque landscape of the infernal club, she found herself twirling her tail and giving the fellow clubbers a devilish grin.

	"Now you," said a fellow in a costume that appeared to represent a fallen angel – crisp and singed feathers, crumbled and sooty gown, "look like someone worth selling their soul for." Then, after a playfully dramatic slap to his forehead, causing his hologrammatic halo to wobble ever-so, added, "Was that an infernal come on?"

	Pakuna grinned at him, sipping her drink with one hand while continuing to play with her spike-tipped tail, and said, "I don't know... Sounded rather heavenly to me."

	He bowed, the gesture more than a little comedic (by accident or intent she didn't know) and introduced himself as Tang. In town, he explained a moment later, as part of a trade delegation from Free China.

	She returned the bow, feeling far less comedic, and with a heat – she had to admit – that seemed to travel from the soles of her falsely-cloven feet to the tips of her curved horns, gave him her own name ... leaving out her occupation, as data miner seemed far too down-to-devilish-earth for Mr. Tang.

	They chatted – about this, and that, and other things, laugher coming when it should, smiles and heat when it was needed. For the first time, Pakuna felt safe and secure behind the mnemonic armor of her smartfabric costume – the persona that had formed around her, or that she had formed around herself.

	Then – when, she couldn't exactly say – the conversation turned left when it should have turned right, and the security that had been there only a moment before left her in a blush of self-doubt and insecurity.

	"Are you," Mr. Tang said, "all right?" The way he said it added much more weight than the simple words he'd spoken. The fallen angel sounded as if he was looking down at a devil girl who had, only a second before, been ready to haul his sinning ass down to a steaming ring of hell but who had suddenly become simply a shy girl in need of rescuing.

	With her words came another change – so quick and so natural that Pakuna didn't know exactly what was happening. The redness of her cheeks, she felt; the lowering of her eyes, she was aware of; the stammering of her words, she noticed; but there was more to it than that.

	She was a fetish diva, an infernal latex and hellish PVC sprite. But along with her blush, the dip of her eyes, the stammering speech she also sensed ... something else. It didn't really have words, a form of language, but it was still a communication she recognized ... from when the club was a veldt and the theme was hunters and hunted.

	She was transforming. Or rather, she was being transformed. Subtly at first, a pinch there, a pull here, a contour smoothed, a PVC texture altered – but as she'd stumbled in self-doubt the pinch became more than that, the contour became more and more sensual and even sexual, the PVC textures transformed into far less sweet and whispering and much, much more like a Risen Sinner.

	She tried to slow it, to stop it, to halt the change from playful latex devil girl into a louder, more extreme version ... but as she did she felt the presence as a warm embrace of security – as if it stood next to her, hand in hers, telling her through the sexualizing modifications of the smartfabric that it was okay.

	That it all, really, was going to be okay.

	Mr. Tang had left – when, she didn't know. But it didn't matter. Part of her wanted to run out of Hell and rush back home: to hide herself, as she'd always hidden herself, in her dowdy work and predictable routines of invisibility. But a large part, and getting larger, held that imaginary hand in hers and wanted to let it do what it wanted with her: to change the cocoon she'd woven around herself into free and sensual butterfly wings.

	No wings, not yet, but as she stood on the edge of the decorative abyss she felt the smartfabric trickle and flow around herself: doing with her costume, and the girl inside of it, what it wanted... What she wanted.

	Distantly, in a far corner of her mind, she heard the echo of the far-too-good salesman. We like to say it'll not just become whatever you want ... but know what you want before you know it yourself.

	It changed, it moved, slid, slipped, altered, transformed. She was still Pakuna, she was still herself, but the smartfabric was making her more slick, more gleaming, glistening: it was bravery and hope and the pleasure she wanted but never could allow herself to see in herself. She expanded and grew, breasts swelling under the changes, but also from being freed from doubt and shame; her ass equally transformed (in its own way) and she found herself posing and preening, to suddenly staring eyes in Hell.

	Pakuna was still there, still devilish, but for the first time she wasn't just taking up space but was really, honestly, the Pakuna she knew she was deep down: the playful, sensual girl; the passionate woman who'd purchased the fabric, who'd seen a door closed and with a low-low-low down payment had purchased the ticket to where she'd wanted to go.

	Someone in Hell whistled, and at the tone she smiled, playing with the smartfabric to carry on, to become a reflection of what she knew she always was... And with the whistle came the feeling, again, of a hand in hers, a mind in hers, a part of herself given form and even a kind of communication.

	You truly are beautiful, you are sensual, you are sexy, she sensed it saying, and always will be... And when you wear me, as close as your skin, as close as your dreams, we will be together to find the pleasure you've always wanted.

	As it didn't have words, a vocabulary, for the space it used in her mind, she answered as she thought she could, while winking at the smiling crowd of admirers. Thank you... Thank you so much.

	The pleasure, came the answer, not in words but in the intimate embrace of skin to material, almost as tight as two of her thoughts, will be ours.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Hack Work

	Hit her, he said. His voice, an inch from my ear, inside my skull. Hit her now.

	The crop didn't feel like much to me, but I knew it felt more real to him – wherever he was.

	Hit her, damnit. His anger copper, his anger stars, and then, FIRST WARNING scrolled by my eyesight, just outside my peripheral vision, sent straight into my optic nerve.

	The crop was light, almost not in my hand at all. She was on the bed, on her stomach, ass ripe and full, plump and soft – all but steaming with excitement, already flexing and releasing in preparation.

	Hit her now!
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	It wasn't my first, but I remember that one very well – better than all of them.

	I was in New Orleans, dumped after my last fare's money ran out. I'd been stuck in a dingy French Quarter apartment with a lanky, white trash asshole, a Bible Belt gigolo, his body greasy and alternatively sagging and hard as rock as he fucked me. When I'd felt my fare start to come – ghostly quavers flickering up and down my spine and a phantom tightness in the crotch and balls I could feel but didn't have – I braced myself, predicting the fare to be a cheap bastard. Too true: as he came, so he went, clipping the connection as his cock, wherever it was, started to spurt. As he did – and his ghostly cock and balls vanished from my senses – I pushed the gigolo off and got as far away as I could from his horribly bleached and spotted body, his sagging gut and his crooked, spotted cock.

	I ignored his base complaints, a mix of locally mangled English, Spanish, and Japanese spiced with a Tourette's Syndrome stream of fucks, bitches, and motherfuckers at not being able to show his "good fine loving" to me, "the pretty lady." I claimed my clothes, efficiently climbed back into them, and left – as fast as possible.

	The day was pounding hot, a sauna like only New Orleans could be. I swam, struggling for breath until I found the first bar that didn't look like either a trap or too fucking expensive. In the back, I found a lonely booth, paid the attendant – a piebald, mulatto Korean kid with a cheap Russian prosthetic hand – and found the unit. Sliding my thumb over the ID window, I charged up an hour of Blissful Oblivion followed by a chaser of Soulful Self-Examination.

	Too soon, the lights of heaven faded, the angels put away their instruments, and the clouds broke up behind my eyes. Then I felt them turn deeply inward, looking hard and long at the face they were stuck in.

	It wasn't a bad job. I've heard of worse, god knows: horror stories told to me by marionettes and jockeys, sitting around company shops waiting for upgrades and maintenance, of wetfun, thrillkills, near-deaths, and even babywipes. Compared to being dumped in a box apartment somewhere with blood sticking everything to everything else (copper scent too strong in your nose) and most of a face staring back at you from the bed, being a simple hired hack was a good job.

	Blame the "elegant facial structure" (as it says on my vid catalog entry), the "piercing blue eyes," "clean," "36-25-36," "long blond hair," and "fully compatible," but I hadn't had a day to myself – as myself – for almost three months. I was popular. I was busy, and I wasn't myself – most of the time.

	When I was in the right mood, when I picked Sarcastic Self-Assessment rather than Soulful Self-Examination, I would say that I didn't really know who Rosselyn Moss was anymore – just someone in the back seat, screaming out directions.
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	The fare came on later that night, as I was stretched out in yet another room, in yet another coffin hotel. They all become one, after a point, the broken telephone in Tokyo, the broken vid in London, the smelly mattress in Seoul – all floated and combined to form one fuzzy box, a place to wait, and wait, until someone told me what to do.

	Dispatch flickered the FARE WAITING yellow-and-black status bar across my eyesight, covering the static-fuzzy and rolling image of a local religious zealot spraying spittle, as he and his topless "nun" begged for donations.

	Then ... the words. I had actually started to dream them, their tones and words warbling and wavering as I flew through dreamscapes (even rented ones) warning me that soon, very soon, I wouldn't be my own man anymore:

	Thank you for selecting Express Taxi™ service, the premier service for high-class, quality personal escorts. In just a few moments, you will be connected to one of our expert and highly trained taxi personnel. You may feel some disorientation as your nervous system matches with our relay service. If you experience any form of discomfort or nausea, please summon the assistance of one of our monitors by patting your stomach twice.

	Please stand by while we interface with your bio-mate transmission system. Thank you again for selecting Express Taxi™ and we hope you have a pleasant trip!

	Interface: the "falling over." The clean, crisp disorientation as the fare matches with me, shakes hands with my cortical shunts and bioplast sensory nodes.

	Then, just like that, I didn't feel quite like myself – my senses had been subverted, processed, compressed by black magic algorithms, zapped via the mono-wire antenna that ran along my spine to the nearest uplink and then to ... wherever the fare was, laying back and enjoying the scratchy mattress, the chill of the box's air conditioning, and the slight cramp in my leg.

	I got a little feedback from him, just enough to tell me that he was, indeed, a 'he,' that he wasn't so short or tall as to screw up my balance – he got most of it, most of what I was feeling, tasting, seeing, hearing, smelling. From what I could figure, stretching myself with my usual series of slight exercises to orient him to my body's sensations (the way I feel things as opposed to the way he felt things), he was about my height, and near enough to my weight. Once again, I felt the phantom sensation of a cock and balls. You can get used to anything, I suppose... Walking was the hardest part: try putting one leg in front of the other sometime, with a heavy and meaty sausage and meatballs between your legs (after you weren't born with them). Took me months of practice not to move without waddling like a damned duck.

	When I was sure that he was comfortably settled in, riding piggyback on my senses, I introduced myself, as rote and familiar as brushing my teeth or tying my shoes. "Good evening, sir," I said to myself in the spacious confines of my pay-by-the-day aluminum coffin, my ears replaying the words to him. "My name is Rosselyn Moss, your taxi for this trip. I am a 35-year-old biological female in top physical condition, with no aches or pains that you need be aware of. May I ask your name, sir?"

	Go to 1213 Flood Street, immediately. Take a cab, don't waste any time. British accent poured thinly over somewhere else: Eastern Europe? Germany? Russia? "Immediately" and "Flood" sounded fluid and bubbling.

	I'd been used to the cheap, where time is really money. I knew the drill, I knew the man... Yet another vicarious fuck, yet another nameless pickup, so he could feel it like a woman (me) felt it ... I thought, at least.

	I was wrong.

	Be efficient, he added as I climbed out of my box. I know this town. I know the way.

	Outside, the night was hot and sticky, a blanket wrapped around me – the day's legacy. People moved through it like underwater ferns and fish. I knew it must have been bad, sweltering, for me to feel it. For my fare, though, it must have felt like a steam bath.

	He wasn't new at this, of being a taxi fare, so I didn't bother to warn him about the markups on my expenses. I just walked out into the hard sodium lights and to the nearest call box and swiped my card. Pay for a rush, he said, the only thing he'd said since hiring me.

	"Yes, sir," I said. "What, may I ask, is to be your pleasure tonight?"

	He didn't respond, so I leaned against the side of the call box, in the heavy, hot, New Orleans night, and waited.

	Hey, what did I care? My meter was running...
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	She was beautiful. Stretched out on her huge bed, a midnight expanse that all but filled her bedroom, she looked up at me with huge, earthen eyes lit by quivering desire, a pulse-pounding fever.

	Her mouth was on my right nipple, painting it with the gleam of her wet lips, hard almost to the point of pain. I felt her rub it with the cool strength of her white, ghostly white, teeth. Then she really sucked, and I felt my legs turn to rubber and my cunt get heavy, wet, and hot.

	In my hand, the crop was light, all but intangible.
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	We took a table near the back, in the soft shadows where the industrial lights around the stage didn't reach. There was a red biolight in the center of the diamond plate tabletop, making it an island of rich blood. On the stage, a woman was cutting herself with a utility knife, sliding it in diagonal slices across her thin, boyish body. Even in the back, in the shadows of our ruby island, I could see the blackness of her blood dot, then streak, down her belly, waist, and thighs. Cutting and bleeding, she sang a meaningless song, canting her head back to rumble out a random handful of notes, a jumble of half-tunes, mostly lost above the chatting, drinking, and laughing crowd.

	We'd paid at the door, giving my card to a heavily modified doorman – his face all clear plastic as best to show off the geometries of the circuits running underneath – then entered, pausing inside just long enough for my eyes to dilate against the shadows and the sanguine biolights.

	To the bar: you can see well enough now.

	"Sir," I said, "I do not know if you have been informed or not, but the consumption of consciousness modifiers of any form violates the terms of my hire–"

	Not drink, just go.

	I went to the bartender, a giant black man, whose skin was much too glossy, too thick to be organic, who held his stare on me longer than usual when he saw the taxi mark on my forehead. He was used to hacks and having to wait until the fare gave the orders.

	Ask for a crop. "I want a crop, please."

	He smiled, showing teeth capped by .22 bullets, a tongue the color of tire rubber, and brought out a plastic and nylon riding crop.

	Longer, smaller tip. I repeated my fare's instructions. His eyes were a brilliant red, as if filled with blood or wine, I noticed, as the bartender brought out another.

	Pay him. I did. He swiped my card with cool reflexes.

	Take it to a table in the back. I did, and my fare and I sat down to watch the show. Sometimes she dropped an octave or two as she cut too deep – or just deep enough.
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	Her.

	There were many – the place was busy. Boys in paint and piercings and nothing else; blond warriors colored in bioglow circuits, primitive glyphs, and signets. Men roped with amplifier cords, their glandular immenseness augmented by the matte coils. Girls whose bodies vanished and appeared in slices, in their fashionably designed, industrial plastic dresses. Women with anger-lit eyes, prowling the club and scratching the steel-plate walls with their charged nails, leaving cascades of sparks and a machine-shop howl.

	Her. The black one, in the simple dress. Hair up. Choker of floptical cable, diamond-flashing eyes. The one that looks scared.

	She did look that way, hunted eyes scanning – trying not to make contact with anyone. She looked like she was caught, trapped, as if the whole nightmare club had descended on her. She'd just been walking home and the place had fallen on her. Despite the fevered dashes of her head, though, she didn't once step towards the door, towards EXIT.

	I timed it just right – when she turned I caught her eye, gestured her towards our table.

	Her.

	I guess I was a lot less frightening than the others – outwardly. Inwardly, my fare was calm, patient. I didn't get anything from him but the dully flashing HIRED indicator just outside my range of normal vision.

	She sat down, smiled a flash of pure white teeth, and didn't say a word.

	Ask her what she's doing here.

	I tapped the taxi mark on my forehead, the tattoo that meant that I wasn't my own person and that my words, too often, were not my own: "What are you doing here?"

	She shrugged. Her hair was curly, close-cropped dreads pinned by a tight band of dimly glowing fabric, its soft blue light making her face appear to be hovering, immaterial, above her black-clothed black body. "I was curious," she said, with a hint of a Southern accent, though not so strong as to peg her as being local, off the streets. "I heard about it from a friend. She told me some things. I wanted to see for myself."

	Put the crop on the table. Ask her if she knows what it means.

	I did as he told me, as I was hired to do. "Do you know what this means?"

	"I do. I know what it means."

	Does she really? "Do you really?"

	"I do. I've been told. I want to."

	Take her someplace. Hers if it's closer.

	"Do you want to go someplace?"

	Nein! The voice, the force of it almost like a hard slap behind my ear, in my skull. Do not ask, tell her. Say to her, "We are going now." Do it!

	She had seen the look of shock cross my face. She waited, patiently.

	"We're going someplace. Now."

	Better―
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	Hers was closer. A tiny apartment four blocks away. I got maybe twenty feet from the unnamed club when he said, Come up from behind her, take her wrists, and put them behind her back. Do it!

	"Sir, it is against―"

	Nein! Do you not understand yet? This is foreplay, this is before – do as I say or I will complain.

	I did what I was hired to do. I reached over and grabbed her right wrist, put it behind her back, then followed with her left. It was clumsy with the crop still in my hand, but I managed – thinking more of the act of juggling the nylon and plastic than of what I was going to do, might end up doing. She leaned back, into me, shocked by the move, the force (though I had been as gentle as possible), and tilted her head back.

	Kiss her.

	Wine, a tiny trace of garlic. Her tongue was strong, wrestling with mine. Her lips were fat and full.

	I broke when he told me to, said, "Fucking slut" when he told me to, and pushed her, hard, back down the street. She turned, flattening herself against an ancient brick wall, fear lighting her eyes.

	I felt nausea boil in my guts. Where? "Where?" I echoed, feeling my mind fall into the groove, retreat from my connection with what was going on. It wasn't a technical thing – I just didn't want to be there anymore, didn't want to be a part of what was bubbling up. I did as I was told, following her to her place, waiting while she scanned her thumb, climbing the steep steps with her, going inside.

	The place was dark, so she clicked on a biolight that ringed her bedroom. A huge black wrought-iron bed. A Christ against the wall, also huge – looking like it might have fallen off some church – sadly watching over her bed.

	He said, I did... Grabbing her shoulder and turning her so that she faced away from me. He said, I did... Putting my hand over her mouth, cupping it as I bit down into the thick muscles of the back of her neck.

	He said, and, yes, I did... Taking hold of the dress and pulling hard, hearing and seeing the cloth tear all the way down to her ankles.

	Throw her on the bed.

	Her back was hot, like a pot left on the fire. I shoved, feeling myself pull back at the last, resist the feeling to shove her really hard, really throw her onto her expanse of black sheets and turned black iron.

	Turning, she looked back over her shoulder at me like a wild animal hearing the hunter thrash through the brush. She was gorgeous, body full and rich, rounded at ass, thighs, and breasts – poured, overflowing, into purple bra, garters, hose. No panties, just a black fog of curly hair.

	His voice, thundering... Hit her.
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	Nein, wait first – take her ankles, pull her towards you. Idiot! Put the crop down first, on the bed. Yes! Pull her towards you. Good, now turn her over, hard. Do it, idiot! Yes, yes – such a pretty cunt she has – such a pretty, pretty cunt. So black. She gleams, ja? She shines for us, for me. Tell her, speak to her, tell her she is wet. Tell her that she is a cunt, just a pussy for us. Tell her.

	The words jammed in my throat and stammered, but they came. I felt my body break sweat from my feet to my face, a fever of fear and disgust that made everything waver in the hot room. I wanted to drop away, to give up completely and just let him have me do what he wanted to do with her. I just didn't want to watch anymore.

	But I didn't think, not once, of cutting the connection. I didn't know why then, and I don't know why now.

	Take off your blouse, take off your bra – I know they're hard because I can feel them. Do nothing, do not say anything. Just stand.

	I do. She turns quick and wraps her lips around my right nipple, sucking with her strong lips, teasing it with her strong teeth. One hand, her right, reaches up to tickle my left.

	Take her hair, force her back.

	I do, drawing her off my nipple. Then she's free, panting like she'd been running, eyes fixed, first on my crinkled hard nipple and then, second, my face.

	Draw her up; pull her up by her hair. Do it!

	I lifted her by her hair and, with my other hand, her chin. She helped by climbing up onto her knees. Then she was kneeling in front of me. A nipple (like a drop of coal on her breast), I saw, mesmerized, had fallen free of her bra.

	Tear it off.

	I did, my arms following his directions – my mind disconnected, and retreated into doing exactly what he said to do.

	Her breasts were lovely, and as dark ... large but not fat, bigger than mine – they barely fell as the bra snapped and tore in my hands (she, almost falling forward by my earnest ripping). Two nipples out, then, both large and hard, blacker on
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