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Introduction
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One of the weird things that happens when you start writing is you start to see inspiration for things everywhere. We were driving through Winslow, AZ a few years ago and you could see this big, open area with the skeletal remains of a warehouse that had been torn down. All that was left was the frame. It struck me that the world had come to an end and all that was left was the detritus of a former civilization. Of course, I feel that way every time I go through Winslow, Eagles song or no. Winslow is one of those tiny towns that the world has left behind and it’s holding on out of spite.

Anyway, we’re barreling down I-40 and I’m staring out the window wondering what happened to the warehouse. Naturally, I assumed it was aliens. It’s always aliens. Thus was born Greenjeans.

The rest of the stories in this collection have similar geneses. Some were prototypes for larger works – Security System went through a massive metamorphosis and ultimately became Roadside Attractions – others were just random ideas that spawned from too much free time during the pandemic.

Some of these stories go way back. Loophole was from 2015 and Wetware was from 2016, still relatively early in my writing career. They’re fun stories, but I like to think I’ve gotten a little better over the years.

Anyway, enjoy.
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Soul Saver
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She was smoking. Leaning on the headboard, wings unfurled, blowing rings of gray-white smoke toward a ceiling stained yellow and green from the nicotine-addicted mold that lived over my bed.

“Halos,” she said distantly.

“What?”

“Halos. I’m not blowing smoke rings, I’m blowing halos.”

Vivid blue eyes tinged with red eyed me, looking for a response. When she saw I didn’t have any witty banter left in me, she chuckled, shook her head, and said, “They should’ve built you folks better. A girl barely has time to get warmed up before you’re out for the count.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “You were in rare form tonight.”

That lit her up. She leaned over me and planted a smoky kiss on my lips. “You’re cute. You know what they say, though: If you want to get better at something, do it a lot. Practice, practice, practice.”

Insatiable. As always. “Not sure I can feel my legs,” I said.

She reached down and pinched my leg hard. Not hard like the time I saw her crush a rock with her bare hands, but hard enough that I jumped. “Your legs are fine,” she said, taking another drag on the last cigarette in the pack. Better get the old legs working again. The all-night convenience store was a block away. Too far to drag myself.

“It’s a figure of speech,” I told her.

“What?”

“Saying I couldn’t feel my legs.”

“No, what’s a figure of speech?”

“It’s. Uh. It’s when you say something but you don’t mean it literally. Like saying a rolling stone gathers no moss. I mean, rolling stones probably don’t gather moss, but stones usually don’t roll. It’s just a nonsense phrase that everyone understands.”

She nodded sagely and stretched her wings. “Ah. I saw the Rolling Stones play in 1966. Your years, not ours. They were great. And that singer. Ahh. Humans should not be able to move like that. Truly a group that used their talents well.”

“Different-” Never mind. Some things couldn’t be explained easily. It was better to let her think I meant the Rolling Stones. “I would have loved to have seen that concert.”

“You weren’t even born then, lover man.”

Here’s to older women. Though it’s unlikely anyone else would find a woman her age. “Not for a couple of years, no.” I replied. “Our years, not yours.”

She leaned back and stretched. Heavenly body on full display. Painted the air with smoke halos that vanished when a stray draft hit them. Ain’t that always the way? You try to be good, try to do the right thing, but the world has other plans for you. Blows your halo right off your head and leaves you sobbing in the gutter with the body of a dead hooker in your arms.

“Here’s to you, Ms. McGee,” I said to the ghost of a memory.

“It wasn’t your fault, you know,” my angel said. “Jessica Olson was a lost cause from the get-go.”

“Who is Jessica Olson?”

“That sex worker friend of yours. The girl who died in your arms. People make decisions and sometimes they’re bad decisions. It wasn’t really her fault, either. She was...faulty. Some souls don’t take. Some people can smell the flesh prison and try to escape, even if they only understand it at a subconscious level. It happens. Not your fault.”

Some friend I was. I didn’t even know her real name. She always called herself Tits McGee. “Is that why she-“

“Fucked for money?”

“Not as delicately as I would have put it,” I said, “but yes.”

That smirk I loved so much crossed her lips. She took another drag, leaving red lipstick on the white cigarette. Blood on nun flesh. I used to wonder how those lips could traverse every inch of my body and still leave lipstick on a cigarette. Then I realized I didn’t care. Magic. Power. Whatever.

“I’ve been around too long to be delicate. I used to hang with a girl back in the 1800s. Jasmine. Gorgeous, smart, funny as shit, and could drink me under the table. Sex worker. As she saw it, the gig was full of perks. She had autonomy, money, freedom to do what she wanted. Plus, she got laid a lot. That girl loved sex even more than me. Her and that job were a match made in Heaven. Your friend Jessica took something wonderful – people paying her for sex – and warped it. Jessica was flawed. A break in the processing.”

I had to shake my head at that one. Another myth bites the dust. “I thought you guys were supposed to be, you know, perfect.”

A coughing fit doubled her over. She wrapped her wings around her naked body and nearly hacked up a lung. No one can laugh and inhale at the same time, not even angels. I patted her back as her face landed in my lap. Gently fingered the strange spots where her wings sprouted. Even after all this time with my hands all over her body, I still hadn’t gotten used to feeling the points where her wings grew from her back, but she loved it when I rubbed them.

The wings themselves were covered in silky smooth white and gray feathers that felt like warm honey on my flesh. She loved to wrap them around me when we were together, pulling me closer, tighter into her. But the point where they connected to her back felt just alien enough to remind me of who and what she was. No matter what we were doing.

Her body wracked, spasming uncontrollably. My gut said to grab my phone and call 911, but what were they going to do? Ask about her wings? Her akimbo halo? Those brilliant blue eyes that saw everything, even unguarded thoughts? Would they see her at all?

Then I realized she was just laughing. Uncontrollably. I plucked the half-smoked cigarette from her fingers and screwed it between my lips. It tasted like her. Honey. Mead. Warm thoughts with just a delightful hint of darkness. A butterscotch and licorice martini made of strange magic. Shaken and stirred.

“You people crack me up.” She had a faint, untraceable accent that I could never lock down. Sometimes she’d say something and that hint of an accent made it sound sinister, like she was an Stasi agent out for a hunt and roll in the hay. “It’s a big universe. Mistakes happen. That’s the nature of the things. Chaos, you know?”

“Mistakes? In the clockwork?” I asked.

She shook her head and waved her hands in the air like just words wouldn’t get the message across. “Chaos is the engine that drives things. Simple rules combine to form complex rules. But even complex rules can be understood. Why create something truly unique when you know exactly what it’s going to do? That would be boring. You need chaos if you want something to grow and change. You just have to be careful to not let too much chaos in.”

Every now and then she’d drop a bomb. In between screwing my brains out and smoking all my cigarettes. So much for the grand plan. Yet another way Sunday school failed to prepare me for the real world.

She sat up, crossed her legs, and stretched her wings. Her hand on my thigh, perilously close to my recovering penis. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that all it would take was the lightest stroke, a barely perceptible touch and it would be all hers again. Such is my angel.

“Without chaos,” she said, “I’d be out of a job. Everything would be smooth and predictable. That would not only get boring, it would mean nothing ever changed. No sins. No souls to save. No changes. No point. Just clockwork.”

“Who was it tonight?” I asked.

“Are you asking what sins I purged from the world or what soul I had to save?”

“Pick one.”

She patted my thigh and smiled. “Trying to distract me?”

“Not sure I can keep going,” I told her. I learned a long time ago that she could smell a lie like an egg fart in rose garden.

“Pity. You’ll get better, though. We’ve got a long time together.”

That sounded a little sinister, with or without an accent.

“Tonight was a soul,” she said as she leaned back and plucked the cigarette from my lips. “Bad man by the name of Dmitri Popolov. We’d been watching him for some time. He made a deal with the other side for the usual payment – money, fame, girls with loose morals. The kind of pedestrian stuff people like him care about. We didn’t care about the sex or the graft or the general drudgery of being a human gangster. Hell, even the deal with the other side barely piqued our interest. But there was something else that did catch our interest. What do you know about souls?”

Long answer, not much. Short answer, “Not much.”

“There’s a basic set of rules that define the framework, but most of a soul is chaos. Like I said, chaos drives the universe. So, chaos and the structure kind of knit together on their own. We provide some structure and chaos puts the pedal to the metal. That’s why you’re all kind of alike but also radically different.

“Anyway, sometimes we get too much chaos, other times not enough. That’s the problem with dealing with impredictability – something not only can get weird, with enough juice it’s practically incapable of not getting weird. Still other times...well, it’s chaos. By its nature, the stuff can’t be controlled. Souls, uh, sometimes break for lack of a better word. They break and let all kinds of nasty things leech in. The breaks spread and next thing you know, there’s a pandemic of broken souls.

“Dmitri Popolov had a broken soul. It came up during the normal inspections when he sold his soul. The other side contacted us and we agreed to take over. Dmitriy ran one of the local Russkie outfits. Red Harvest or Red Herring or something like that. In addition to usual graft, violence, and drugs, Popolov’s outfit also traded in warm flesh. But the man himself wasn’t into women so much as girls. Young ones. Thirteen, fourteen. Just old enough to realize what was going on, but not old enough to understand it. Made him feel tough. He also liked ‘em dumb. Fed his ego or something. I got called for the job. So, acting young and dumb, I stood in the lobby of his hotel in a dress that looked like painted-on latex.”

“Was it actually painted-on latex?” I asked.

“You can’t paint on a dress. You can only paint on most of a dress. Some of it has to be real or it won’t work. Physics. We’re stuck with it just like you. Rules. Anyway, are you going to shut up and let me tell this story or not?”

I held up my hands, palm out. Nodded. There was no way I was interested in getting into a fight. She had the gleam in her that she got when talking about work. No matter how much she claimed to be broken down by her job, that gleam told me all I needed to know. It was like talking about it rejuvenated her, redeemed her for the terrible things she’d done.

She frowned. Furrowed her brow. “Where was I?”

“In the hotel lobby, dressed in something out of a Sisters of Mercy video.”

The snap of her fingers rattled my windows. “Right. Goth couture. Dmitri liked them young and weak. People tend to glance across me unless I want them to see me. Even then, most people don’t catch the wings or the halo. That was why it was so weird meeting you. You saw them both. Anyway, Dmitri and his hotel of many sins. I looked like a soaked sewer rat. A young boy in a dress that should have been reserved for a grown women looking to get laid in a coke bar.

“I could have just marched in there and started busting heads, but there are all these rules about interacting with your people. Keep quiet. Keep your head down. Don’t let them know you’re real or something something something will happen and it’ll be bad because reasons.”

You could have seen her eye roll from space.

“I was standing in the lobby, every eye in the room watching me warily. I shuffled up to the front desk and stood fidgeting with my hands. In truth, I was a little nervous. Mostly I was pissed at having to take the circuitous route when flying through the window in shower of glass would have been much more dramatic. I haven’t gotten to do that in decades.

“’I’m here for Dmitri’, I told the guy. ‘He ordered me from the service.’

“He looked me up and down and frowned. I think he disapproved. Maybe not of me, but of Dmitri’s tastes. The extortion, murder, racketeering, drug running, flesh trading, human trafficking, and money-laundering were okay, but kids were a bridge too far for that guy. Almost. I’ll probably have another run-in with him at some point. He seemed the type even if the break hadn’t manifested yet.”

By now, she was standing on the bed, waving her hands and wings around like she was acting out a one-angel play. When she was acting her scared little girl routine, the wings drooped. When she was acting out the desk jockey for organized crime routine, they popped back into the air. It was an amazing show. If she hadn’t been what she was, I would have recommended she find an agent and take it on the road.

I rolled out of bed before she stepped on me and rummaged around on the floor. Luck! A whole cigarette with only a little bit of dust and cobweb on it. I lit up, kicked back in my favorite rickety chair, and watched the sordid tale unfurl. I loved listening to her tell me about her day; it made mine seem downright normal.

Her face got hard. Scary hard. Like the warrior in her decided to pay a visit. “If he’d even told me, ‘Find another line of work, little girl’ it would have warmed my heart. Instead, he pointed at the elevators. ‘Top floor. No funny stuff.’ What is it with you people? You know something is wrong, but you do it anyway. Is it the money?”

“Chaos,” I told her. “We’re just doing our bit.”

“Smartass.”

“Also chaos.”

The hard set of her eyes softened. Ghost of a smile on her lips. “I’m gonna get you for that,” she said, wagging a finger at me.

All I could do was smile. It’s not like I could take her in a fight. In for a penny, in for a pound as the saying goes. On the other hand, getting me usually meant a good time for me.

“Do continue,” I said.

She shook her head and got back into the moment like a method actor backstage. I could almost see the whole story happening in real time. The over-glitzed hotel where everything was covered in cheap gold plate. The front desk guy, bald and wearing a tailored suit that neatly covered his aging assassin’s body. Fake palm trees in the corner. Filigreed things. Ornamental statues of children pissing into pools. Everything the aspiring potentate needs to project an air of power and desperation.

“I shuffled over to that elevator like I was going to my death. A guy in the corner laughed and said, ‘Naslazhdaysya petukhom’. Enjoy the cock. I usually do. Prick. I bit my tongue and kept going. Listened to the terrible Muzak smooth jazz. Louis Armstrong butchered by Kenny G butchered by a computer. For that travesty alone, I decided Dmitriy needed to die.

“If the lobby was over-decorated, Dmitriy’s personal floor was on a whole other level. You know me-”

“Not really,” I interjected. “You’re just the woman who found me. I don’t even know your name.”

“And you’re not going to,” she replied. “Names have power. They describe you. Give people insight into you. Give people power over you.”

She stopped and looked around, snapping her fingers and twitching her wings. “The story. Where was I?”

“Dmitriy’s floor,” I said. “It was on a whole other level. Which I assume was a pun.”

“I don’t do puns. Dmitriy had the entire top floor of the hotel all to himself. In true mobster fashion, he’d decorated it in things that made that ground floor look calm and tasteful. Gold plated everything. Vaulted ceilings. A stuffed tiger, also gold plated. A giant fire pit in the middle of the living room. The heads of a dozen children shrunk and mounted on a shelf. An audio system that could probably blow a person’s clothes off. Mobster stuff.

“He was wearing a purple silk bathrobe when I shuffled in. Nothing but gold chains and thick hair underneath. A tacky bear with too much jewelry. I knew men back in the 70s who cultivated his look. I never imagined it would be around fifty years into the future.

“His erection popped out of the robe as soon as he got a good look at me. No ‘Hello, beautiful’ or ‘Don’t be afraid’, just his dick popping up to see what was going on. He snapped his fingers and pointed at his lap. I guess that meant I was supposed to go sit on his lap and tell jolly ol’ Saint Dick what a good girl I’d been.”

Again, she acted out the scene. Head hung low, eyes wide, but she couldn’t hide the tremor of excitement in her wings. Those were always the giveaway. Dogs wag their tails. Cats make that little question mark with theirs. She always showed her emotion through her wings. Little tremors could mean excitement. Pulled in tight meant she was pissed. Spread wide and drooping meant she was relaxed. Spread wide and taut meant watch out.

“Did you, uh, do the job right away or did you make him earn it?” I asked.

There was that smile again. That shit-eating grin and the trembling wings. She relished every second of what she did to poor old Dmitriy. “I made him work for it. People like that, it would be best to just delete and start over again but that’s not how we operate.

“As soon as I saw Mr. Winky, I bolted. Ran through the floor without a clue about where I was going. As soon as I took off, I heard him mutter, ‘Fucking kids’. He came after me. Bare feet slapping on expensive marble tile. He was really out of shape. Unless pear is a shape.

“Most boring chase ever. I had to keep stopping so he could catch up. In the end, his heart was beating so loud I could hear it two rooms over. Heart attack, party of one, your table at the fried food buffet is ready. By the time he caught me, he looked half dead. Pale, gray, clutching his chest. But there was still that boner poking out, like he couldn’t die until he fucked me. That’s a thought that’ll keep you up at night: Bloated thing on top of you, eyes bulging out of their sockets as his heart explodes just as he blows a wad and you’re stuck underneath him. Talk about taking buried alive to whole new terrifying levels.”

“Thank you for that lovely thought,” I said. “I’ll make sure to stay away from corpulent mob bosses.”

“Sorry,” she said, wings slowly sinking, “I see this kind of thing day in and day out and I’m numb to it. It’s all just a big joke anymore. I forget that other than Jessica, you’ve probably never seen my side of the world.”

Jessica. Tits McGee. Whatever her name was. I found her shaking in an alley one day. Another job that had spiraled into violence. I should have kept on walking, but those big eyes caught me. Most of the street walkers were zoned out, but Jessica was still all there. She was like lost puppy in the rain. I bought her a coffee and a burger. Saw her a few nights later, working the streets again. “Girl’s gotta eat,” was all she said. A few nights after that, I found her beaten and bruised. Nursed her back to health. She went right back to it. It went on for months like that. Find her broken. Fix her. Watch her get broken again. Until that last night when her body just gave out and I realized all I had done was prolong the pain.

Poof. Halo gone. Puff of smoke.

“I’ve seen enough,” I said.

My angel’s wings were quivering. She was excited, even though her eyes were sad. “Death is a magical thing. Sorry, but I have more experience with it than you do. Trust me, it’s magical. Some go out screaming, others get all melancholy. But in those final moments as the soul tears free of its prison, they all see something. In those moments people tend to forget all about everything they’ve left behind. When they realize they’re dying, I’ve seen people beg and plead, promise anything for just another year or month or day, but when the finality hits them and the curtain goes up they forget families, careers, everything. That’s always been the point: Forget everything, don’t let it drag you down.”

She was sagging, dragging her feet along the mattress as she kicked off the stained sheets and paced around my bed. The fire went out in her eyes and for just a moment I saw the real her. Sad. Broken. Dangerous. Giving herself to her work because that was all she could do.

“Because,” she continued, “that curtain is what separates what you can see now from everything else. And the everything else is so stunning that what you can see now is trivial in comparison.”

I took a deep drag and exhaled slowly before handing the rest of the cigarette to her. “Dmitriy’s dead?” I asked, not really caring. Just another dead gangster as far as I was concerned. There were a dozen waiting in the wings to take his place.

“He is,” she said. She took a drag and handed the smoke back.

“Heart attack?”

She smirked. “Mild one. When he fell to his knees, clutching his chest, I broke his neck and tossed his body in the firepit. Made it look like he tripped. It was the easiest way to get his soul.”

“Good choice,” I replied. “It’ll also make it damned difficult to do an autopsy on him. Another dead kiddy diddler. Good work.”

“Kiddy diddler,” she said quietly. “Cute phrase.”

“Child molester.”

“Oh, I understand. It wasn’t hard to see he was into the little ones.”

“Then you did the world a favor,” I said.

“Possibly. But I didn’t do it because of his sexual proclivities. I did it because there was a break in his soul and toxins were leaking out. The fact that he got his jollies having sex with young girls was beside the point. That was a symptom, not the disease itself.”

“But...” I started.

“But what?”

“He fucked little girls!”

“Yup,” she said, snatching the rest of the cigarette from my shaking fingers. “He did. That’s none of my business, though. Well, it kind of is. But, like I said, it was a symptom, not the disease.”

“Are you saying there are people out there who do terrible things with - what? - non-broken souls? And you’re cool with that?”

She shrugged and took a big drag of the cigarette. “I wouldn’t say cool, but... Well, let’s just say it’s beyond my charter. Free will is a hell of a thing. Do you want to hear the rest of the story or not?”

“Dmitriy’s dead. What more is there to tell?”

The bed springs creaked as she dropped to her knees and patted my cheek. “His body is dead. He’s still very much alive. That’s why I’m more concerned with his soul than who he was fucking. You humans live here for eighty years or so and think you’ve got a handle on things. Souls last a lot longer. It’s that eternal, ageless part of him that we worry about.”

She pushed her fingers inside her chest and pulled out a tiny ball of light. It flickered and danced in her fingers. “This is Dmitriy without his meat prison. You look pretty much the same without yours. All of you. Balls of energy. If you look closely, you’ll see flecks of gray and black. Those shouldn’t be there. Those are the cracks in his soul. Things can get into those cracks, warping minds and driving them to madness. Worse yet, the cracks can be transmitted. A soul disease pandemic. Unchecked chaos in action.”

“Damn.” Usually I’m much more eloquent, but see how you react when an angel is showing you a soul.

“Damn is right,” she said. “When he was in his body, the broken soul was less of a problem. As long as he was going to stay there. Once you’re dead, your souls go free. His could have infected any it came across. Sure, screwing children is bad, but it’s nothing compared to what he could have done had he gotten loose.”

“Why not just destroy it and move on?” I asked.

“We can’t. Energy being created or destroyed and all that. We do everything in our power to save them. For our protection as much as theirs. One broken soul can cause a lot of havoc in the system. A little chaos is good. Total chaos is bad.”

“Just like salt,” I said.

“Yeah, but broken souls do a lot more than just taste good on fried chicken and increase blood pressure. They can cause a catastrophic, system-wide failure. That would mean you, me, everyone was in danger. One got loose back in the ‘30s. Caused no end of problems. Fortunately, it stayed on this planet instead of wandering.”

The little soul danced in her palm. So tiny, yet so amazing. It was pure energy, but it could be stuffed in a body and kept there. “What if you can’t save them?”

“There are places,” she said. “We have places.”

She gently pressed the glowing ball of light back into her chest and sighed. A strange set of looks came over her face. Happy, sad, scared, confused.

“I scan them,” she said. “Bit by bit. Experiencing everything he’s done, living his life, injecting myself into it. Oh, don’t look so terrified. I learned a long time ago how to segment myself from them and Dmitriy’s hardly the first monster I’ve had inside of me. He’s actually fairly tame compared to some of them. There was a guy back in the 1800s I had to hunt down. Killed sex workers and ate parts of them. Real bastard. He’d hit the point where he enjoyed it. It took years to cleanse him. Fortunately, we don’t see many like him.”

Years of feeling horrible influences. Riding desires to maim and mutilate. Living out the life of someone who should have been put down. “How long for Dmitriy?” I asked.

“A week or two. He wasn’t a complicated man. Seal the cracks, feed him some experiences, he’ll be fine.”

She sat back on her haunches and smiled. “Funny. I came here to get laid and get a little soul saving of my own and here I am talking about the way the universe works. Kinda hefty pillow talk.”

I plopped back down in my chair and put my feet on the bed. This was one of those nights when sleep was going to be a fickle mistress. Witty repartee danced through my head, but a thought was pinging around that I couldn’t let go of.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Soul saving of your own? Whose soul was being saved here?”

“Mine. Saving souls is dirty business. It’s like putting your fingers in the filth of the universe and swishing them around. The stench stays with you. I’ve got to do something to get it out of my head.”

My apartment has been described as “tiny, but filthy” and “reeking of desperation”. It was the last place anyone came to get clean. Plus, what we did earlier in the evening could hardly be classified as “clean”. Dirty. Filthy. Depraved. Fun. But hardly clean.

“You come here to get clean?” I asked, wondering what it was like to live in a place that didn’t have articulate mold.

“It’s not the place, it’s the company.”

She was stretching her arms and wings. A sure sign she was about to bolt. “You know how I said chaos makes strange things happen sometimes? Well, almost none of you can see me as I really am. I always look like whatever works best for them at the time. But when I saw you staring at me that day in the mall food court, I knew something was different about you. You saw me. Not what you wanted to see, but me.”

“It’s hard to miss a naked woman with wings in the mall food court.”

“Everyone else did,” she said, looking a little sad.

“Their loss,” I said flippantly and immediately regretted it. It had to be rough to spend your existence fixing problems and know everyone was just going to see what they wanted in you.

“Yeah,” she said distantly.

We stared at each for a long time. Clock ticking. Sirens outside. Someone getting busted for nefarious deeds. The drip of a leaking pipe somewhere down the hall. Just us and the world of quiet noises that you never notice until you shut up and let them speak.

“What’s on the docket for tomorrow?” I finally asked.

Epic eyeroll. “Someone made up a new sin. Gotta quash that. Another broken soul down in the south valley. I swear, keeping up with you people is a full-time job.”

“We’re just doing our part for chaos.”

“I’m still going to get you for that,” she said with a wink.

“You know where to find me. Just let me know ahead of time so I can free up my calendar. I’m a busy guy, you know.”

She stood up and walked gracefully off the bed. Not many people can do that. At the door, she looked over her shoulder and winked. “I’ll make sure to have my people call your people.”

“Hey. You ever gonna tell me your name?” I asked before she could close the door.

“Nope,” she replied. “You ever gonna tell me yours?”

“Not on your life, toots.”

“Smart,” she said with a sly smile. “See you next time.”
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Girl’s Gotta Eat
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I don’t know if it was the ElectroMariachi, the smooth Hindu beats, or the Mongolian death metal that gave me the headache. Or maybe it was the flashing lights. Or maybe it was just my natural aversion to people that caused it. Whatever it was, it was a doozy. One of those low-lying bastards that lurked in the background and refused to be numbed by the drink sweating in my hand. Not bad enough to bust out the heavy stuff, but enough that it felt like something was sucking my brain out.

Normally, I stayed away from night clubs like I stayed away from Syrian covAIDS and cheap hookers. But the message said from Jana said meet here, so I squared my shoulders, walked through the pitch-black tunnel that led into this joint, and plopped my ass down on a bar stool.

On the dance floor, the melting pot of youth was on full display. Our weird interpretations of every culture that ever lived were twirling and grinding away, hopped up on hope that things were stabilizing and there was no way we could go back to the past. For those of us stuck between the grayscales that wanted everything to be like it was before the fall and the twerkers that clung to their future with titanium claws, the world was just like it had always been: Confusing and weird.

But we were used to confusing and weird. The middle children of history, the ones who’d been intimate with change far more often than we cared to admit. In our minds, it all just went from weird to weirder to weirdest. We were used to confusing and weird. We were used to rapid change, so while we didn’t all immediately jump on the bandwagon, we weren’t surprised that it was covered in RGB lights and LED screens. We also weren’t surprised that it took off while we were finding new and exciting ways to consume porn.

“Need a pick-me-up?” a sultry voice pouted in my ear.

I turned to find one of the many barmaids pushing her powder-covered breasts into my face. Pretty girl. Young, gloating a sly smile and Neon-dusted breasts she must have paid a fortune for. I held up my drink and said, “I’m good. I keep my poison liquid.”

She had dark hair. Like, midnight black with glitter in it so it looked like she had a head made of stars. So dark your eyes fell into it. It matched her eyes. She ran her hands up the sides of her corseted body and pouted. “It’s not everyone here that will offer you a hit like I will.”

Neon was one of the better chemical concoctions out there. It wasn’t habit forming, it just made everything light up like neon on a dark night. It also dropped inhibitions like panties at a Sifu Ohara concert. Half the club was probably lit up that night. They weren’t full-on screwing on the dayglo dancefloor, but there were more than a few hands down pants or up skirts.

I glanced down at the pentagram of glowing dust and just for a moment, I was tempted. Push my face into that goddess-like cleavage and inhale. Watch the world fade away. But Jana’s face was there in the back of my mind with that disappointed look she got. It wasn’t like I belonged to her or anything, she was just one of those people you didn’t want to fail.

“Those are amazing, but I’m good,” I said.

“Suit yourself,” she replied, dragging a fingertip down my chest. “But if you change your mind, ask for Chloe. Everyone knows who I am. I’m also augmented in all the right places if that’s your game.”

Chloe didn’t walk away, she flowed into the crowd with hip-swaying liquid grace. It was like lust sprouted legs and went sauntering through the crowds looking for a line of blow and someone to fuck. With the crowd out that night, she probably found exactly what she wanted.

Let the bourbon burn its way down my throat. Enhance, encode, erase. In the end, Chloe was just another hustler looking to keep herself afloat. The only difference between her and I was she looked better in a dress and I looked better with bloody knuckles.

But damn, that walk.

I turned my attention back to the room. It was hard to get a feel for the size of the place when it was packed and undulating. The Dark Sun Lounge and Lustatorium could have been the size of a city block or it could have been the size of my kitchen. Flashing lights and clever mirrors can make anything seem massive.

Jana would hate this place. Why the hell did she want to meet here?

We met a few years ago at a coffee shop down in the Pixels. Ferns, yuppies, people in designer things that cost more money than some small countries. Every 80s trope had been dug up and hung on the walls: Flashing neon that said, “Rad”, Nagel paintings, the odd multi-colored twisty cube. I’d just finished a job and wanted a coffee and that monument to all things retro was the first place I found. I was next in line for register when I noticed everyone staring at me.

It’s not unusual for guys in my line of work to take a bit of the job home with them if you follow my meaning. That’s why coveralls are such a great thing. Walking home from the job everyone assumes you’re just some schmuck laborer going home early with paint splatter on your clothes. No one pays attention to laborers; they pay attention to the guy in Musashi suit and Yoshimitsu shoes. They pay attention to the woman with more after-market accessories than a street rat’s Chang Tze. People pay attention to the things
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