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      To Harlan Ellison,

      the greatest fantasist of all time,

      whose stories sparked in me the desire

      to follow in his magical footsteps.
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      I spent countless hours and a bajillion words on previous drafts of this introduction, vainly trying to say something intelligent and insightful about these stories. Those drafts all ended where they belonged. In my electronic wastebasket.

      Hey, maybe “intelligent and insightful” just ain’t my shtick. Or perhaps these stories defy coherent comments. (I humbly offer for your consideration before you even read it, “The Birth of Booger Nation.” Take a wild guess, sight unseen, as to how consistently it fits under any possible umbrella comments about the rest of these stories. I rest my case.)

      Maybe it all just comes down to this. I’m an entertainer. For your hard-earned (unless, of course, you stole it) money, I hope to provide you with a good time. Stories of the imagination expand the worlds a writer can explore. And given that freedom to explore, the writer of such stories can offer more opportunities for a good time than, for example, yet another dreary literary novel about a college professor going through a mid-life crisis and sleeping with a student.

      These stories of the imagination are the best ones I have to offer, the best I haven’t previously collected or reserved for my upcoming collection that merges crime and fantasy, Crime Fantastique: Stories of Mystery and Suspense.

      I hope you love them all. Yes, even “The Birth of Booger Nation.” Especially “The Birth of Booger Nation.”
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      I wrote this story for an anthology themed on factories. Factories? What on Earth was I going to write about to fit that theme? (Well, duh, I guess I was going to write about factories,  but… what the heck was I going to write about?) At first, I was stumped. But who doesn’t like a challenge? Besides, this anthology would be edited by Ron and Brigid Collins, both terrific writers, editors, and friends.

      I could envision possible science fiction stories centered around glistening, futuristic factories in outer space. Earth-bound factories, by contrast, conjured up for me, a lifelong New England resident, nothing but gritty old brick buildings in various states of disrepair, typically in dying old mill towns along the likes of the Merrimack River.

      Depressing. Who would want to read about that? And on a purely selfish note, who would want to write about that? Not me.

      At the same time, outer space ain’t exactly my shtick. I’ve written a few such stories, had a great time doing it, and been delighted with the results. But that’s far from my wheelhouse and even more importantly, if that’s the “low-hanging fruit” to which other writers might flock, I would want to zig while they zagged.

      Somewhere along the way, the concept of a soulmate junkie popped into my creative subconscious, and I was off and running. I was delighted with the result—the quintessential story that never would have gotten written if not for an editor’s anthology call—but as with many, if not most, stories, you never really know until an editor gives the thumbs up.

      Ron and Brigid loved “Soulmate Junkie,” and it was destined to appear in Factory Effect. Until, that is, the pandemic hit and forced the cancellation of the book. I felt bad for Ron and Brigid, who had invested so much time and energy into the project, as well as the other writers, but there was a happy ending for this story.

      Dean Wesley Smith scooped it up for Pulphouse Fiction Magazine, where it led off the October 2021 issue. In his introduction, he even called it “maybe one of the most powerful SF stories I have read in some time.”
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      Emily Jones, her shoulders slumped and eyes bloodshot, swiped her badge at the entrance of the crumbling, three-story, red brick building. Located on the banks of the Merrimack River in an impoverished, old mill town north of Boston, the building stood as tall as it was wide and deep, a hundred fifty feet of grime in each direction. A black smokestack on the far left near the back fouled the air with a dank, musky odor.

      Outside, no sign announced the business’s name, though cars filled the side parking lot. Inside the windowless, antiseptic foyer that ran the full width of the building but extended only fifteen feet deep, a sign in old English script with exaggerated curlicues read, La fabrique d’amour.

      The Love Factory.

      As if spelling it out in French made what Emily and all the others did in this dungeon suddenly romantic and exciting. A sour taste filled Emily’s mouth. She swiped her credit card-sized badge across the scanner beside the middle of five heavy metal doors, and after the beep, pulled it open. As she walked past the side stairwell and its surveillance camera, then down the cavernous, concrete-walled corridor, the door clanged shut behind her, sounding like the closing of a door to a prison cell.

      Another day of her sentence.

      Twenty-nine years old, she felt like seventy-nine. No beauty, but not physically repulsive either, Emily had limp, shoulder-length, auburn hair, a pug nose that she knew cried out for cosmetic surgery, a flat chest that cried out even more, and an extra twenty-five pounds she’d been trying unsuccessfully to rid herself of for all her adult life. Most noticeable of all, though, she looked worn out and used up, her brown eyes vacant and downcast, her lips grim and never smiling.

      No wonder Mark was thinking of leaving her. Probably more than just thinking, too. It had to be a lead-pipe certainty.

      But he was supposed to be the one. They were supposed to be soulmates. Like John and Kevin and Jason and Tom and Jared and Ryan before Mark. Now, like all those before him, Mark was growing distant. Cold.

      Even though she’d crossed the line she swore she’d never cross. Emily had become not just an employee, but a customer.

      Her footfalls echoed down the corridor, as did those of five or six other faceless employees, until she stopped in front of the door to unit 349A. She swiped her badge across yet another scanner and stepped inside what she’d come to think of as her tomb. It was a thin sliver of a room, the air heavy and humid. More closet than room, really. Though barely more than five feet tall, Emily could hold out her arms and simultaneously touch both side walls. The far wall stood less than ten feet from the door. The ceiling only seven feet high. Its barren walls painted industrial green, “the tomb” smelled faintly of mildew and Lysol at the same.

      It held only one thing: the chamber. When she had first come to work there, she had thought it looked like a tanning bed. Slide in and pull down the lid, though she did so fully clothed. Now, though, she thought of it as a coffin.

      Emily slid into the chamber, pushed her badge into the slot in the lid above her, and pulled the lid  down. Her balance glowed on the screen above her.

      0.00

      And that was after the emergency withdrawal from her bank account to rectify yesterday’s negative balance after too many purchases of the company’s products. A bank account that was now as dry and empty as she was, with no more funds to cover any emergency, no matter how dire.

      Even if it was the difference between Mark leaving her or not.

      So it was time to get to work. Again. Too many hours because of too many purchases. Emily’s fingers itched and her mouth felt dry. Deep inside her chest, her heart ached. She wanted to cry even though it wasn’t yet time for that.

      Swallowing hard, Emily touched her fingertips to the recessed sensors on both sides of her. She began to read from the built-in screen on the lid. In no time, her fingertips tingled, and the air smelled of ozone. Tears streamed down the sides of her face, blurring the words on the screen until she blinked the tears away. Emily devoured the words and emitted her premium-cut emotions into the fingertip sensors.

      She began to cry. Her sobs grew louder and more forceful until her entire body shook, wracked with their pain. Even so, she held her fingertips to the sensors, never losing contact.

      The consummate professional.

      At the beginning, it had been her dream job. Get paid to read romance novels. She already did that for free! What was the catch? Compared to her previous position as a social worker—having her heart ripped out on a daily basis and then having to come back the next day to do it all over again—the position of Senior Emotopath felt like stealing the company’s money.

      It was so easy. Like the proverbial taking candy from babies. During her job interview she scored highly—off the charts, actually—in the company’s “emotion emission” scores.

      Emily oozed emotion. It poured out of her like sweat from a fat man in a sauna. She was hired on the spot as a Senior Emotopath. No junior designation. No probationary period. No references. Can you start now?

      “Today?” she had asked.

      “Now!”

      She needed no mentor or training. Emily was a natural.

      She hit all her quotas and then kept going, accumulating bonus after bonus. The company drew off her “premium-level” emotion emissions, distilled and matured them in the emoto-vats that filled the entire basement floor below, then added them to its products. Emily’s exported emotions, as well as those of the other Emotopaths, were the key ingredient in the company’s Soulmates Series of couple’s jewelry, guaranteed to draw both partners closer together than ever—make them true soulmates, the one and only for each other—as well as the potent essence in the Soulmates perfume and cologne lines, designed to attract a soulmate to the lonely wearer of the scent.

      According to the company-sponsored research, the products worked. They were no late-night infomercial gimmicks. There was no placebo effect. They worked!

      Not all the time, of course. There had to be some element of destiny involved. Otherwise, what was the point? One couldn’t totally manufacture the pure joy of being soulmates. No Emotopath emissions—even Emily’s supercharged ones, no matter how distilled and matured—could turn Joan of Arc and Attila the Hun into soulmates.

      You couldn’t just bathe in Soulmates bubble bath or splash on Soulmates perfume or cologne and then automatically ensnare the object of your desire. Gotcha! Never going to let you go.

      There was always free will and the element of chance. But the jewelry, perfumes, colognes, and the rest of the product line could help when that little something extra was needed.

      Like with Mark.

      And so Emily had bought them matching Soulmates watchbands. And they had become immediately closer. More intimate in every way.

      When that began to wear off, she’d bought them the special couple’s version of Soulmates perfume and cologne, designed not to attract someone new but to maintain and strengthen a pre-existing bond.

      And that at least seemed to work. For a while.

      But when even that effect flickered, when she’d eventually gone through the entire company catalog, working countless overtime hours to pay for it all, she resorted to a secret benefit available only to employees, though not one that would ever appear in a corporate Human Resources handbook.

      Who, Emily asked herself, could ever put a price on true love?

      After pouring all of her emotions into the fingertip sensors, she checked on her balance, entered the secret code, and withdrew the entire balance on as much of the pure stuff as her money could buy.

      The purest of the pure. Uncut. As far from the watered down, commercially available Soulmate products as the purest heroin in Afghanistan was to the stomped-on, diluted imitator being sold four blocks away from the factory.

      Emily let it pour over her. It would make her irresistibly attractive to Mark, bind them together like never before. Forever and ever.

      Soulmates at last.

      She could feel his presence atop her in the chamber. He wasn’t actually there, of course; there wasn’t enough room for a couple inside the chamber no matter how petite they might both be, and Mark was almost six feet tall and two hundred pounds.

      But she felt his presence nonetheless. Smelled the spicy cinnamon fragrance of his Soulmates cologne. Tasted the minty taste of Soulmates mouthwash on his lips. Felt his facial hair brush pleasantly against her cheeks.

      In her mind, Emily wrapped her arms around him. Held him close. Closer. And closer still. She felt his weight pressing upon her in the most pleasurable of places.

      They were meant for each other. Nothing could tear them asunder.

      Soulmates forever.
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        * * *

      

      Emily had never before tested the limits of her badge’s access, but she was desperate now. Beyond desperate.

      When she had returned to the small, studio apartment she and Mark shared following her immersion in the Soulmate purest of the pure, she had wrapped her arms around him every bit as tightly as she had imagined in the chamber and they had made love feverishly for their longest time ever. They hadn’t just rutted like animals. They had…

      Made.

      Love.

      Like only true soulmates could do.

      And then they had enjoyed a wonderful dinner of coconut shrimp, chicken-stuffed crepes, and brownies a la mode. They went for a long walk, hand in hand, her head resting on his shoulder. And come back to the apartment and made wonderful, soulmate love all over again.

      Just the way Emily had envisioned they would spend the rest of their lives.

      But lying together in bed this morning, Mark had turned his face away when she went to kiss him—“For the love of God, could you brush your teeth first?” he’d begged—and then added, “And while you’re at it, could you take a shower?”

      As if his own breath didn’t stink, and the dried-sweat remnants of their lovemaking weren’t on him, too. Hell, his hair was sticking up every which way like a goddamn doofus. Your shit stinks, too, buddy.

      But it wasn’t the smell of his breath or their mutually dried, stale sweat that bothered Emily. It was that it mattered.

      “For the love of God, could you brush your teeth first?” and, “while you’re at it, could you take a shower?” were not the pillow talk of soulmates.

      What Emily knew she needed was a more potent or a longer-lasting, perhaps infinite supply of the pure stuff that had made last night so magical. Even if her bank account was empty and her work balance not a penny over 0.00.

      She’d worked so many hours lately to pay for everything. She felt so drained of energy, particularly emoto-energy, she doubted she could conjure up much of a balance lying there in her chamber. And whatever balance she could manage, it would be only the smallest fraction of what she needed right now. Needed to restore last night’s bliss of her relationship with Mark.

      And dammit, didn’t she deserve it? Not just the result—the bliss of a soulmate relationship—but the product, too. Didn’t she deserve the purest of the pure, uncut emoto-essence. Should she really have had to pay so dearly the day before? Wasn’t her essence the most premium of them all? She had no idea how the company distilled and matured it, transforming her raw essence into a finished product, but they were gouging her just to get back a piece of herself!

      It wasn’t fair.

      If she didn’t have the funds to buy back her own essence in distilled and finished form—and she most certainly didn’t—then maybe she should just take it. Take back what was hers to begin with! Or maybe she could even form an alliance with others who needed the primo product as much as she did? Convince the company to do right by them and give them back a piece of themselves for free.

      Emily thought of the drawn faces and haggard looks of her fellow Emotopaths, most of them women but a few of them men, always looking down as they walked to their chambers, never wasting an emotion on a co-worker, on a fellow traveler on this road to nowhere. Were all of them as dependent—as desperate for love eternal in the form of soulmates—as she was?

      Not that she was actually desperate, of course. Emily thought, though, that the rest of them probably were. But would they be of any help in getting what they so dearly required? Or would they just get in the way?

      Or would there not be enough to go around? Might she have to share a little too much and not be left enough to give her and Mark their happily ever after?

      Emily decided to go it alone.
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        * * *

      

      It took three skin-crawling days before Emily got her chance. A red-headed woman she did not recognize, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed with broad shoulders, muscular arms—a new hire?—was entering the building at the same time as Emily. Big Red, as Emily instantly nicknamed her, swiped her badge to enter the stairwell and headed down the circular stairs. Emily caught the door just before it closed and ducked inside. Company policy, of course, strictly forbade tailgating, but Emily figured company policy also forbade employees stealing back what was rightfully theirs.

      She followed Big Red down the winding metal steps, their footfalls echoing in the claustrophobic air until they reached the heavy metal door to the basement floor. Big Red swiped her badge against the sensor, and stepped inside.

      Emily followed.

      Big Red frowned. “You work here?”

      Emily nodded. “Transferred.”

      Big Red nodded, then headed down the long corridor with Emily in her wake. The corridor was as cavernous as the one upstairs, but it looked like there were only doors on the right side.

      “Where you headed?” Big Red asked.

      That was the million dollar question, wasn’t it? Emily mustered as nonchalant and confident of a look as she could manage and said, “Emoto-vat.”

      Big Red nodded, but then gave a quizzical look. “We went past the door.” She pointed to the lone door on the left twenty-feet behind them. Not knowing it was there, Emily had missed it.

      “Yeah, right,” Emily said, then headed back to the vat door. She felt Big Red’s eyes on her back, but what could she do?

      As Emily had feared, a scanner hung waist-high to the right of the emoto-vat door. Her badge most certainly was not programmed to provide access. In fact, it almost certainly would set off alarms. What had ever come over her, thinking she could come down here and get away with it? Now she’d almost certainly get fired, and then where would that leave her and Mark? Emily drew in a deep breath and tried to calm her nerves.

      “Could you swipe me in?” Emily said, improvising as best as she could. She held up her badge, showing her headshot and name. “I’m Emily Jones, and I’m supposed to check on one of the vats, but they messed up the reprogramming of my badge. You know. With the transfer and all.”

      Big Red stared at Emily and cocked her head to the side.

      Emily waved the badge and pointed to the photo. “Emily Jones. See. I was working on the first floor.”

      “An Emotopath?” Big Red asked.

      “One of the best,” Emily said, finally telling the truth about something. “Senior Emotopath.” Silence hung in the heavy air. Emily added, “They wanted me to see the entire operation. I think they have big plans for me.” She grinned. “Although they probably won’t give me a raise.”

      Big Red nodded thoughtfully, and after hesitating a few more seconds, she swiped her badge across the scanner. The heavy metal door opened, and Emily stepped inside the vast room. From left to right, it spanned the entire building’s one hundred and fifty feet, and was about sixty feet deep. Floor-to-near-ceiling metal vats ran along each wall, side-by-side, with rubber tubing the size of fire hoses attached to the bottom and top of each. Electrical wiring entered the top of each vat. The smell of ozone filled the air.

      Emily stood frozen. Like the proverbial dog who chases a car with no idea of what to do once he catches it, Emily had no idea what to do next.

      Although the hoses certainly looked inviting.

      “You’re not supposed to be here, are you?” Big Red said.

      Emily opened her mouth, unsure of what to say, and then told the truth.

      “My boyfriend and I,” she began, “we need more of the good stuff than we can afford. He’s my soulmate. I just know it. We get so close to each other, but then it wears off.” Emily licked her dry lips. “But look at all of this! I don’t know what’s what, but this is enough for a lifetime. For both of us and both our lovers! Enough to keep an army of Emotopaths and you going for life. Without getting bled dry by the company.”

      But Big Red was backing away, eyes wide, shaking her head. And then she was gone out the door.

      Alarm sirens shattered the silence.
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