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IT HAD BEEN TEN DAYS since my last fix.

I knew what I was going to do was wrong, but unless you knew the yearning that your body exerts, the internal pull which strangles your very soul into submission, then you cannot judge me.  Yes it was wrong.  Yet that was always so simple to say, to let the word slip from your lips and forget its inability to exist in our world as a proper description.  Of course it was wrong.  It was also necessary.  I knew it was wrong, but I wanted it and I wanted it more and more each meter that I neared.  I was not proud, but that didn’t mean I didn’t like doing what I was going to do.  People always want black and white, it comforts them, but I’m not going to give you that.  That’s too easy.

The electric autotaxi drew to a halt in a derelict, abandoned part of town.  The drop in population had left large parts of the city uninhabited and soon the life had been sucked out of them.  What was once so human about the world decayed and shriveled when left untouched, leaving nothing but the reminder – the echo – of the image of man.  Yet, it was no longer human, structures neither alive nor dead.

The computerized voice informed me of the fare.  I swept my debit card through the magnetic slot on the console and waited for the network to authorize the payment.  “Thank you, Mr. Bronte,” the flat, impersonal tone reminding me that it was no longer possible to hide, to disappear; making sure I knew that every movement of my life was tracked.  I had made sure I still had a walk to reach my destination, but the nagging which was worse than guilt shook its head behind my back; the disapproval of an almost omniscient power which believed in the certainty of its judgement.

I placed my hand on the door which exhaled smoothly.  As I stepped out, I heard the inevitable Japanese accented Americanism: “Have a nice day, Mr Bronte.”  Christ, who wrote the software for these machines?  The singular was always being squeezed out by the criterion of cost effectiveness: why adapt it, when people will just learn from it?

It was a dark winter evening; frosty, the breeze crisp.  The taxi hummed as it pulled away to another call or to circle the night streets.  I waited until it turned a corner, then I doubled back on myself and set off, my body being rushed by pumping desire.

I turned quickly left and shuffled into the dark away from the neon blue streetlights.  The alley was narrow, the light made a vain attempt to penetrate but quickly retreated, defeated.  I could make out the dark shapes of industrial bins and dumped rubbish.  The empty familiarity was soothing, a promise to my aching want: this was the right place because there was no one and no one was mockingly whispered in the rush of the wind.

I pulled my collar tight around me.  The guilt followed me, amusing me, the wrong an ecstasy without an erection; flesh without penetration.  The urge began to speak to me now, telling me of its wants, how it would repay me with absolute pleasure rushing through my veins.  Promised heaven, if only I did what it wanted.  Addiction.

Those who craved black and white loved this word.  Physical, or psychological, at least it was an explanation.  An explanation which put an expanding abyss between them and me; I was unfortunate, but they could never, never be like me.  I was addicted and needed help: poor, poor me.  Save me!

I smile to myself.  They understand nothing.  I am the same as you, I am you.  It’s an addiction because – and this is the thing you fear most – I like doing it.  My tongue has an erection just thinking about it, my blood rushes in preparation.  My body and I, both of us, want it because it is pleasant.  That’s the bottom line.  That’s why I’m here.  Again.  And, that’s why I’ll be back in the future, because it is good to do.

Silence gently lapped about me as I paced towards the hidden, steel door.  I knew this place, I knew the dealer personally.  I was a regular and this, in this counter-cultural underground, was important.  It meant trust.  And trust made a difference.  None of that mixed shit sold to the unsuspecting.  Shit which could have you vomiting for a week.  No bad cuts.  Here I could be certain that I was buying what they told me.  I could afford such a luxury, I was lucky.  When I pass the thin, pale skeletons on the streets, clutching their stomachs as though torn in two, I remind myself just how lucky the wealthy are.  We can afford to indulge our desires.

I stopped in front of the door, hidden to all who did not know.  A sheet of mirrored steel nailed to the wall.  I took my mobile out and pressed the memory key which sent the pre-set text message.  I waited twenty seconds and my phone rang.  I brought the screen level with my face so they could see who I was.  I could see no one, as I expected.

“Good evening, Jack.”

“Good evening,” I responded to my phone.

“Are you alone?”

I passed the vidiphone over my shoulder and turned it through three hundred and sixty degrees.  The line cut off abruptly.

Another twenty seconds and the door was slowly pushed open.  I stepped back to avoid it and then quickly entered.  Inside was another door at the base of the basement stairs, a restaurant with that ubiquitous sign for the initiated: “Quality Red Wine”.  I felt at home as though a cleaver had divided me from those who did not know, and its clean cut had made the reason for pretense disappear.  Warmth entered my body, it relaxed slightly.  Satisfaction was near.  I was amongst my own people now, those who crawled under the blustery clichés carried by middle English voices.

I descended the stairs and pulled the entrance open.

“Good evening, Mr. Bronte,” the large man greeted me.

“Hello, Jerome,” I said, “Are you busy tonight?”

“Just you and one other client.”

“Good, I like privacy,” I responded.

“Please follow me.  It is good to see you after such a brief time.”

A brief time.  I had been coming more often it was true, but I had just been promoted at work.  A thirty percent increase, I could afford a little self-indulgence now.  Not only that, but now it would be only the best places with the best cuts.  Christ I’m fortunate, I have my habit – as my mother so delicately describes it when talking about other people oblivious to her own son’s problem – but, at least, I don’t need to take risks.  There were diseases out there.  Jerome and his mock civility were a price worth paying.

We walked through the set tables, candles acting as beacons to light our way, our steps silenced by the plush, dark, red carpet.  Jerome pulled the seat out for me and I sat.  He was ludicrously large for a waiter, but we all knew the reason for that.  I looked about and noticed the other diner.  A woman, herself alone, yet I had no desire to join her.  We were here to indulge ourselves, what we were to do was necessarily antisocial.  I couldn’t see what she was taking, but she had obviously started.  Her eyes were closed, in rapture, her head swaying dancing to some internal, secret tune.

I was jealous.  I wanted mine now.  But, I was aware there was still several rounds of the game to play.

Jerome came back and placed a bottle of Tuscan red on the table.  He was unenthusiastic, he knew me, but even counter is a culture.  His fingers were tightly wrapped around the neck of the bottle.  I said nothing.  I knew the rules.  Jerome departed leaving the wine on the table.

I remembered my first time, how green I had been.  When the bottle had been placed on my table, I had protested and said I didn’t order it.  The bottle had gone, as had any chance of ever ordering.  It had taken three weeks of choosing from the normal menu to learn the rules of the game.

I pulled a corkscrew out of my pocket and placed it in the bottle.  I pushed a button and it hummed to itself as it slowly opened the bottle.  When I had passed the first test, I had fucked up in asking the waiter to open the bottle for me.  If you wanted it, you opened the bottle yourself.  A small price to pay.  I poured my self a healthy glass of the deep, heavy red.  It coated my throat, promising that ecstasy which was to come.

Jerome was once more at my table.  He handed me the menu.  I perused it quickly.  The normal dishes jarred on my retina: creamed asparagus tagliatele, artichoke risotto, and so on.  My blood froze, my desire waited, “I’m sorry, Jerome, but does the chef have any specials tonight?”

“Well, he has a choice between new potatoes with fresh mint, and garden vegetables served with horseradish sauce.”

“I’ll take the garden vegetables.”

Jerome bowed, took the menu and walked off towards the kitchen.

It was done.  God, it felt good.  Exciting.  I had done it a thousand times and each one was a rush.  Doing wrong and enjoying it.  The wait.  The want.  I could taste it now.  To be honest, I liked the game.  It gave the sin meaning.

The plate arrived before me.  Jerome smiled, “A special for a regular.”

I couldn’t believe it, it was on the bone.  Flesh, red like the wine, succulent like the body of my first love.  I looked up at Jerome as he passed me the knife with teeth, the illegal, outmoded knife.  He nodded and moved away.

Slowly, tenderly, I cut into the beef and gazed at the thin line of blood which oozed on to the white, innocent plate.  I watched it encircle the joint before raising the meat to my mouth.  I placed it gently on my tongue.

The ecstasy.

I sighed.  Christ, I
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	The police seem to have very little respect for the “addicts.” Does what they are addicted to change how you view the police officers’ actions? What if the addicts had been drug addicts? What if they had been cannibals? What if they had been child pornographers? Is the ethics of the officers’ actions tied to the relative wrongdoing of the criminals?

	Are laws the codification of the ethics of humanity at the time, or tied to a higher/universal law? There was a time when slavery was (wrongly) legal. Do citizens have an obligation to follow the law if it goes against their opinion of the ethics of the law passed?

	If meat eating were made illegal by a duly elected government, would you continue to eat meat, or break the law? (Assuming it caused no dietary issues to follow the law.)

	Are there individual rights that the government should not be allowed to take away, even if taking them away would benefit the common good? What are/are not some of those rights?

	Addiction can be defined as the “psychological and physical inability to stop performing an action.” By that definition, is the narrator addicted to meat? Should he try to give us his “addiction?” Are some addictions acceptable?
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	Patchouli Lost (Free): Patchouli calls a friend for help getting out of an abusive relationship. (Podcast)

	My Fellow (Immortal) Americans (Free): The President gives a speech about a proposed raise in the minimum “time wage” and its effect on those who plan to live forever. (Podcast)

	The Shadow Of The Thing (Free): Maeve calls on her friend to help her take a new street drug that (she thinks) will forever open her see the true meanings that hide behind the curtain. (Podcast)

	This I Do For You (Free): A spoiled child is raised in the lap of luxury until he is finally called on to serve others. (Podcast)

	As You Wish (Free): An elderly woman finds a trunk of tattered stuffed animals and makes a promise to fix them all. (All-Ages) (Podcast)

	Pretty Pragmatism (Free): A US Senator introduces a bill that borrows public policy ideas from the Nazi party. (Podcast)

	Alpha-Dye Shirt Factory (Free): A fire breaks out at the garment factory and one worker has to make a life or death choice. (Podcast)

	Are You Him? (Free): A family man on his way to work stops to talk to a young woman in need of a friend. (Podcast)

	Lay On (Free): Three outcast witches visit the hippy era to tempt a street musician. (Podcast)

	Bunny Racing (Free): Two bunnies race, but one of them has been eating a special carrot from the forbidden forest to help him run faster. (All-Ages)

	The Truth About Thurman (Free): Two Americans are captured by a terrorist group who give the government a choice, pick one for us to let go free, or we kill them both. (Podcast)

	Rainbow People of the Glittering Glade (Free): Three kingdom wards are sent to investigate the reclusive “Rainbow People” of the shifting desert. (Podcast)

	Believing in Ghosts (Free): A security expert hired to finds flaws in a Presidential candidate’s campaign system finds more than she bargained for. (Podcast)

	Monsters (Free): There are monsters roaming the neighborhood, but sometimes you need to go outside for ice cream.

	Father Dale’s Drive-Thru Exorcisms (Free): A semi-retired couple living out of their RV decides to follow a traveling tent revival and offer drive-thru exorcisms for extra cash.

	Patreon Support: As a Patreon Supporter you will enjoy early, ad-free, access to short stories and podcasts. You will also get access to our live, weekly, virtual book club discussions and behind-the-scene videos!

	A Community of Peers (Free): A foreigner wanders into a remote village just before a convicted criminal is about to be punished and is asked to throw the first stone. (Podcast)

	Survival Kit (Free): A wife in an unhappy marriage gets caught in a freak snowstorm with her husband and sees the opportunity to end her “suffering.”

	Give The Robot The Impossible Job! (Free): An AI tutor faces deactivation if she cannot prove her worth by saving a teenage pupil with an “unsolvable” problem - she’s a budding serial killer. (Podcast)

	All Harriet’s Pieces (Free): A young girl faces the death of her mother and the loss of her closest companion.

	Ruddy Apes And Cannibals (Free): An expanding empire bumps into a remote island of civilized cannibals. (Podcast)

	Abrama’s End Game (Free): Abrama learns the gods created her dimension as their play-space to visit and is forced to fight across realities when she discovers their plan to shut it down. (Podcast)

	A Change Of Verbs (Free): A middle-aged professor changes his life by changing his verbs. (Podcast)

	I Do So, Like Durian (Free): A sheltered teen on a quest through Chinatown finds a new world to explore.

	In Love And War (Free): A midnight knock on the door and a request to “hide me.” Is there more you would need to know?

	Cast Out (Free): An isolated community in colonial-era America deals with fleeing refugees and the plague of fear that comes with them.

	The Book Of Approved Words (Free): A government approved “author” is tempted to show the world the words they are missing. (Podcast)

	The Dividual (Free): A human medical student is selected for placement and home-stay in Splint, a Dividual city with residents who display different faces for different aspects of their personality.

	The Orphan’s Dilemma (Free): A teenage orphan must decide if he wants to start his new life without the memories of his difficult past. (Podcast)

	How The Cockroach Lost Its Voice (Free): A talking cockroach takes his nephew to the top of the refrigerator to survey the world, and discuss the unhappy humans with three eyes. (All-Ages)

	Patreon Support: As a Patreon Supporter you will enjoy early, ad-free, access to short stories and podcasts. You will also get access to our live, weekly, virtual book club discussions and behind-the-scene videos!

	Prohibition (Free): A wealthy addict heads to a seedy part of town for his fix and gets more than he bargained for. (Podcast)

	Three Parables: A tin man with a cursed axe; a woman dedicated to making the perfect omelet, and a daughter coming to term with her mother’s last will and testament.

	An Infinite Game: Game theory goes out the window when a sociopath executioner lines up four men to see how far his blade will go. (Podcast)

	Everything But The Kitchen Sink: Mary wakes to find the kitchen sink has moved overnight. What else about her life has changed?

	In Defense Of The Harvest: A little girl gets replacement eyes that were “harvested” from the criminal who cut hers out.

	Prevention: A single mother finds out her drug addict son plans to shoot up his school and is forced to make a choice. (Podcast)

	Selling To The Goyim: The son of a liquor store owner goes into advertising and finds out he’s just like his father.

	Choose: A woman trapped in a sick experiment is continually forced to make decisions about who will die. (Podcast)

	Seconds Last: A man enjoys an infinite number of perfect days in the park with his friend.

	Pneumadectomy: A young boy is ostracized by his friends because he has had his soul surgically removed. (Podcast)

	Snitch: A New Orleans pastor does redevelopment work after a hurricane, but it forced to make more and more compromises to his vision. (Podcast)

	Words Of The Ancients: An archaeology team finds a perfectly preserved crypt with a surprisingly intelligent farm animal.

	Two-Percenters: A new treatment may allow 98% of the people to be genetically enhanced, but at the expense of the 2% who already are. (Podcast)

	Patreon Support: As a Patreon Supporter you will enjoy early, ad-free, access to short stories and podcasts. You will also get access to our live, weekly, virtual book club discussions and behind-the-scene videos!

	Venom In The Cloud Forest: A young man suspects someone has been changing past tribal records.

	The Seven Absent Sins: A Jesuit monk examines the Encyclopedia of Sentient Species to determine if there is anyone in the universe incapable of sin.

	Bound: The “Lord Keeper” sets out to murder his successor in order to keep a community secret safe.

	On Good Authority - A doctor with a new vaccine for the “zombie virus” takes it to the next town and discovers two startling revelations.

	All My Tomorrows- A down on his luck man in his twilight comes into a “memory storage facility” to trade his remaining days for the chance to re-experience his “last good day.” (Podcast)

	Mayonnaise - The inventor of million dollar “zero fat, zero calorie” food additive discovers her invention is killing her son.

	The One That Damned Me - A high school counselor’s life is ruined when he is wrongly accused by a cocaine snorting student.
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