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EkzaOne, AKA Daniel Illescas, is an urban artist, student of the arts of life, traveler, pizza-lover. He is fearless with brushes; tender with kittens. He lives and works primarily in Central Mexico, but can sometimes be found wandering the country and the world. You can encounter his work in many locations, especially San Miguel de Allende, and on various social media outlets such as: instagram.com/ekzaone/; facebook.com/EkzaOne/; tiktok.com/@ekzaone and twitter.com/ekza_one (and ekzaone). He can also be reached at ekzaone@gmail.com.
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​INTRODUCTION: THE LONG, STRANGE TRIP TO “GUERRILLA MURAL OF A SIREN’S SONG”
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Part of the reason why a lot of what I do (off paper as well as on) turns out science fiction is because it’s so easy for me to identify with aliens and mutants. I’m racially ambiguous. Being a Chicanoid polluted with Black Irish genes, I’m more Mutant Mex than Futuro-Africoid, and look like that brown, mongrelized Third World/ United Nations nightmare that ruins the sleep of so many Klansmen. Strangers are always walking up to me and asking, “What are you?” as in “Are you one of US, or (yeech!) THEM?” I’ve been called “n—er” more times than most non-Africans have.

This all leaves me with no culture that I can really call my own, so I have no choice but to tear bits and pieces of my environment (Southern California, a large-scale, drive-thru collage) and reassemble them. into my own culture. Some of these pieces are science fiction (real sf as well as cheap sci-fi), surrealism (I was a teenaged dadaist), comics (both over and underground), Warner and Fleischer Brothers cartoons, American music (ragtime, blues, rock, Big Band, even New Wave), all kinds of freako movies, Henry Miller, Jerry Cornelius, Hunter S. Thompson, assorted warmed-over psychedelia, shopping malls, amusement parks and much, much more!

It all makes me a full-time thoughtcriminal, merrily mindfucking the masses for a more absurdly delightful future. Culture shock is my business. What I do to unconsenting women is none of yours.

I started writing as a wee tot in the early Nineteen-Seventies. I sold my first story in 1982. Even though it’s been rough, I’ve published stories fairly regularly ever since. This is my first story collection. People are going to ask, “What took you so long?”

It was not what I set out to do. My heroes were Harlan Ellison and Ray Bradbury. By this time I was expecting to have a string of collections that would be considered classics.

But sometimes the universe has other ideas, and you have to fight for your dreams.

Most people believe when you write a good, even brilliant work of fiction, it gets published right away. This is not the case. All kinds of crap gets in the way.

Publishers have to think about the market, and a guy like me, who does offbeat, unconventional stuff, is often told in rejection letters that starts out like rave reviews (“This could revitalize the genre!”) and end saying that the audience just won’t relate.

I’m not only a gonzo, post-Dangerous Visions/New Wave, cartoony surrealist, but I’m a Chicano, coming from an “alien” culture.

Even after I sold stories for a few decades, even published novels, I was told that NOBODY buys single author story collections.

The entire, exploding SF/F megagenre was going in the opposite direction from me. Readers, I was told, wanted “pure” entertainment that was easy to read, and for God’s sake, none of that social satire, stuff!

Like I said, it was rough. Being a hopeless case, I kept on, even though I had to keep one foot in the underground so I’d have a place to stand when the shit hits the fan. People thought I died or gave up after my first two novels. Grumble-grumble.

Things started getting better in the Twenty-First Century. The social media allowed me to find people who like to read my work, and others who want to publish it. People no longer think I’m dead or lazy, and I’m even getting royalty checks.

And look! This book has finally come into being!

Buy it! Read it! Review it! Tell your friends about it! Make me rich, goddammit!

I have more stories. Maybe there will be more collections.

Ernest Hogan

July 2020
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THE YENAGLOSHI EXPRESS
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The idea for this one came from a Kerouac-ian road trip through Arizona I took with my high school buddy, Dennis. The reservations were a real mind blower. I began researching Native cultures. The Navajo werewolves (I later learned that the word the word yenagloshi is considered a “bad” word among native peoples) inspired me.

I’m not sure if my comedic depiction of the skinwalkers (as they are usually called) jibes with the horror that the peoples, including white folks, have of them. But I’m an outsider from another culture. I do everything like some kind of alien.

This was me trying to be commercial. George Scithers bought it during his tenure at Amazing, even though I had given up hope of ever selling to him. It did sell. And my dad liked it.

The really interesting thing about this story is that it almost got made into a movie.

Elinor Mavor, Emily Devenport (who I hadn’t yet married), some other Arizona locals, and I were involved in making amateur videos. An alcoholic junkie (we didn’t know at the time) who claimed to have directed stuff in Hollywood and also to have connections talked us into trying to make feature films. He was a con man, and luckily we found out in time, but we did put in a lot of work. I wrote a screenplay, and some footage of what was to be a trailer for pitching the project was shot. I became physically ill and for years would develop flu-like symptoms when anyone mentioned getting involved in filmmaking.

Recently, when staying at a motel on the Big Rez, I bought a DVD of a documentary on skinwalkers in the lobby.

The road was sprinkled with little furry corpses and twisted through hills that made Horace wonder if he hadn’t driven all the way to Mars last night; then beside it was a sign made out of the hood of an old car: on it was spray-painted REVENGE FOR SALE.

He slammed the Porsche into a screeching halt, as though the sign and not a jealous rage had made him drive from the L.A. Basin to the Painted Desert wearing a tuxedo and not feel at all sleepy after thirty-two hours. He almost knocked it over, but the old Navajo sitting on a milk crate beside it didn’t flinch.

The Indian looked ancient—with centuries of wrinkles on his face, and hair so white it was blinding in the desert sun. He wore a headband, a gaudy but faded print shirt, Levis that were equally faded, and a pair of dilapidated sandals. He didn’t move. Not at all.

Horace thought that he must be some kind of scarecrow—a dummy or a mummy—set up as a joke along with that REVENGE FOR SALE sign. Who knows what Indians would do?

He stared for a while. The old man seemed real, and solid enough—he didn’t quiver and shake from the heat like the desert behind him that seemed to be about to change into a tropical rain forest or an Arctic ice floe.

After undoing his tie, he took it and his vest off, dumped them into the same crumpled mound by the gas pedal with the jacket, undid a few more buttons of his shirt, and went over to check out this apparition. The old man didn’t move. He didn’t even seem to be breathing. Horace waved a hand in front of the eyes, which were convincing enough, though they can do wonders with glass eyes these days.

He thought of touching it, slapping the face, or maybe even a sock to the jaw, but those eyes—immobile, but there seemed to be . . . something . . . behind them. No. He turned around and figured—get back to the car, look for a restaurant, find out which direction was back to California, dream up some kind of cover-up yarn . . .

—then: “BOO!”

He jumped so high he almost cracked the deep blue sky and burned his hair off on the sun while coming as close to having a coronary as he ever wanted to come.

Somebody was laughing.

Right behind him was the old Navajo, alive enough alright—yukking it up like crazy, a big horse-laugh.

The old man had trouble switching from a laugh to talking: “. . . you should have seen the way you jumped! . . . Boy! . . . That was . . . so . . .”

Horace screamed.

The Indian held up his hand like a Late Late Show redskin ready to say “How!” Horace’s scream stopped. Then the Indian stuck out his hand to shake and said, “Howdy, the name’s Crazy Motorcycle! What can I do for you, young fella?”

“Crazy . . . Motorcycle?” Horace said while shaking the hand that had more strength than it looked like it could have.

“Used to ride one back in the old days. Vroom! Vroom! I was really something—still am, too!”

“What do you mean sitting around, not moving, then sneaking up on me like that?” Horace barked.

“Look, kiddo,” Crazy Motorcycle said. “D’ya know how boring it is sitting here, waiting for a customer to come along? Sometimes it’s days—months even, before somebody stops. Can you blame an old man for having a little fun? You try sitting in the hot sun for days on end without a soul to talk to and see what that does to your manners!”

Without turning around, Horace took three steps back toward his Porsche.

“Hey, young fella, don’t go. Don’t you want your revenge?”

“You sell revenge?” said Horace, suddenly unable to move.

“You betcha! Ya don’t think I put that REVENGE FOR SALE sign up just so I could attract people to say ‘Boo!’ to, did ya?”

Horace made a weak sound, like a trapped animal, then said, “I wish I had a glass of water.”

“Sure,” the Indian said, handing over a tall, frosted glass, with ice and a twist of lemon. “Here y’go, on the house.”

It was wonderful, just what he needed. He tried not to think about just where it came from, though.

“You should be feeling better in a few,” Crazy Motorcycle said. “Now, pull yourself up a rock so’s we can talk business. Just what kind of revenge can I arrange for you? Do you have anybody who’s wronged you recently?”

Horace thought of Randy and Jeanie—they must have been well under way with their honeymoon by now, in bed no doubt, grinding away.

“How much revenge do you want? Something little? Embarrassment? Illness, maybe? Or an accident! Humiliation? Crippling? Bigger? Even death ain’t out of the question.”

He imagined going to their joint funeral—then coming back to the cemetery later, driving onto the grounds with his Porsche, doing a burn-out on their graves.

“There’s this couple I know,” Horace said, “they just got married and . . . well, I introduced them . . . they wanted me to be Best Man . . . I don’t see how she could prefer him . . . I’m the manager of a Pantzarama, he was just my assistant . . . I’m a better dresser . . . I have a Porsche, dammit! She must have been crazy! So I just put on the tux and drove like mad—and she said I was never spontaneous!”

“You must mean Randy and Jeanie,” Crazy Motorcycle said. “Hm. He can take care of himself, and she took those martial arts lessons a few menacing rapists ago . . . This’ll call for something strong. You do want them killed, don’t you?”

“Yeaaaaaaaaaaaah!” Horace hissed with a lot of extra a’s. He couldn’t believe he was saying it. It made him feel great, though.

“And of course, you’re not going to want to be connected with it in any way—a murder rap could take the sweetness out of your revenge. I think this calls for a yenagloshi.”

“A yena-whatsi?”

“A yenagloshi—a Navajo werewolf, made especially for revenge. We’ve been doing it for centuries.”

Horace could see it: Randy and Jeanie back from their honeymoon, alone in their new apartment, locked in a carnal embrace. There’s a knock at the door. They ignore it, and keep on doing what they’re doing. The knock becomes louder—a savage pounding! The door fractures—a snarling, slavering yenagloshi rushes in, rapidly reducing them both to so much human hamburger. The police won’t know what to make of it. It’ll probably be blamed on a pack of coyotes, or someone’s crazed doberman, or maybe even some unexplainable phenomenon that would be on That’s Incredible a few months later.

“Yeaaaaaaaaaaaah,” he said, feeling downright demonic and damn proud of it. “I want to send them a yenagloshi for their wedding present!”

“Very well.” The old Indian got up and yelled “RU-DY! We gotta yenagloshi job here!” in no particular direction.

Rock ‘n’ roll filled the air.

“Excellent,” said Crazy Motorcycle. “The Stones’ “Dancing with Mister D.” This is a good day for magic.”

Then, there he was, Rudy, a young Indian strutting out of the heat ripples. He was in the last days of his teens, wore Adidas sneakers, Calvin Klein jeans, an Ozzy Osbourne T-shirt, ultra-hip wraparound reflector shades, had a short-but-strange postpunk haircut; and on his shoulder was the biggest ghetto blaster Horace had ever seen.

“Rudy, Horace. Horace, Rudy,” the older Indian said.

“Gimme five, man,” Rudy said, offering a palm to slap.

Horace slapped, but flubbed the elaborate handshake afterwards. He was never any good at those handshakes. He couldn’t see how Rudy could manage it holding that hernia-maker of a radio.

“For a mere five hundred dollars, I’ll make Rudy here into a yenagloshi and you get your revenge!” Crazy Motorcycle said, patting the boy on the back.

Horace’s eyes got big and his jaw went slack.

“Oh no!” he said, “I didn’t bring any cash with me! All I have are these damn credit cards!”

“Could I see one?” the old Navajo asked.

“Of course,” Horace said, handing over his Mastercard.

Crazy Motorcycle fixed an intense stare at the card—then froze solid. “You seem to be a good credit risk,” he said, snapping out of it, and handing back the card. “It’ll show up as slight overcharges on your bill for the next few months. Now, give me that thing, Rudy.” He took the ghetto blaster, a real monster—a full-size component stereo system with AM/FM radio, cassette player, even a small TV screen.

“You see, Horace, in order to make a man into a yenagloshi, you must sacrifice something close to him,” he said, holding up the portable entertainment system.

“My pride and joy, man,” Rudy said. “It does eat up batteries to the max, though!”

As the old man set it down, the song “Hit Me with Your Best Shot” came on. “A good sign.” He turned on the TV to The Wolf Man with Lon Chaney, Jr. “Excellent!” There was suddenly a sledgehammer in his hands. He chanted for a while, then proceeded to smash the hell out of the machine, which sparked and crackled madly as Rudy flinched and twitched as if he could feel every blow, then fell to the ground.

Gritting his teeth, grimacing in agony, the boy began to change. Hair sprouted everywhere. Bones creaked. Parts of him swelled while others contracted. His face stretched out, becoming more and more bestial. Teeth grew into fangs. Finally, he began to howl . . . a werewolf at last!

Horace was nearly sick as the yenagloshi got up on his hind legs, walked over, shaking off his torn shoes, shirt and broken sunglasses, and said, “How do you like it, man?”

“Uh . . . uh,” Horace said.

“Overwhelmed ya, huh?” said Crazy Motorcycle. “A typical reaction. You white men just ain’t used to magic. I’m sure glad you didn’t throw up, though?”

At those words, Horace was down on his hands and knees rowfing up what little he had left in his stomach.

The old Indian gave him a tall glass of water with about four Alka-Seltzers fizzing away in it. “Here,” he said, “take this and you’ll be all set. All you’ll have to do is drive Rudy over to Randy and Jeanie’s, he’ll scramble their flesh, change back and then just give him bus fare . . .”

Alka-Seltzer sprayed all over the place. “What!” moaned Horace. “I have to transport him!”

“Of course, how else is he going to get there?”

“I thought maybe you could send him off, you know, by magic.”

“Oh yeah, teleportation. I did it once. Complicated as all hell, and talk about expensive! No way could you afford it.”

“But, I’m the manager of a Pantzarama!”

“Really?” asked Rudy. “Could you get me a discount?”

“My credit is good, try me,” begged Horace.

“Believe me,” the old man said. “It’s just too damn expensive. If the Pentagon can’t afford it, you certainly can’t. Besides, where are we going to get an albino buffalo calf at such short notice?”

“Don’t worry, man,” Rudy said, putting a paw-like hand on Horace’s shoulder. “I’m great company! I can even drive part of the way! It’ll be a real blast, man! We can see what that hyper-thyroid Volkswagen of yours can do!”

Horace imagined a cop pulling them over. Their trying to explain why the picture on Rudy’s license doesn’t look a thing like him in his present form. Maybe the cop would be merciful and just drive by and empty his pistol into the driver’s window, but then the Arizona police probably don’t use silver bullets—besides, would they have the same effect on a yenagloshi as they would on an old-fashioned, run-of-the-mill, Eastern European-style werewolf?

“Just wait till I get my hands on your friends!” Rudy went on, pushing Horace toward the car. “You’ll love it!”

“That’s it,” said Crazy Motorcycle, sitting down on his milk crate, “get going. There’s a trucker who’s pissed off at his boss that should be here in a few hours. I have to . . .” He froze, playing wooden Indian again, like somebody pulled his plug.

“You hungry?” Rudy asked once they were under way. “I’m starved, and this ol’ beast could use a drink of gasoline. Whaddaya say we get something to eat?”

“Sure,” Horace said. He hadn’t eaten in a long time and had thrown up recently. His head was feeling all numb and fluffy inside. Food? Oh yeah, food, he thought, that would be nice.

“Great,” said Rudy. “I’ll show you the way to this little shopping center that has everything. We can get us a Megapizza with everything, and a tank of gas—you could also get me a pair of sunglasses, you know, a pair of those big, humungous ones to fit over this wolf-head. I never could take the desert sun without shades.”

“I hope they take credit cards.”

“They sure do, Horace, ol’ boy! This is the 20th century, man! Even we Injuns got credit cards, video games, pocket calculators, pay TV . . . all the modern conveniences!”

A hairy foot then ground Horace’s into the accelerator, sending the Porsche leaping ahead onto the twisting desert road.

“Quit driving like an ol’ lady, man,” Rudy said. “Let’s mo-o-ove!” He then let out a long and loud combination hoot and howl. “Make way for the Yenagloshi Express!”

It gave Horace a bad feeling he hadn’t had since he was a teenager in a car full of friends, all drinking and spilling beer all over each other while tearing up the moonlit suburban streets.

Luckily the gas station was self-service—but the clerk did ask him what kind of dog that was.

After finding a parking place far away from curious eyes, Horace got out. To his horror, the other door opened.

“What are you doing?” he screamed.

“Just getting out, man,” said Rudy. “You might need a little help . . . carrying stuff . . .”

“You can’t go walking around like that!”

“Like what?” Then he hit hairy head with the heel of his hairy hand. “I forgot! I got used to it—I feel like I’m the regular me!”

“Stay in the car,” Horace ordered. “And keep down. Stay out of sight!”

“I’m getting thirsty, too,” the werewolf said while slumping down. “Why don’t you get us a six-pack of beer while you’re at it?”

Soon Horace came back with a large Megapizza, a pair of oversized sunglasses with pink frames, a six-pack of Coors and one of Coke. He couldn’t take any alcohol—not in the middle of all this.

Rudy was laughing—an ominous, wolfish laugh.

“You shoulda seen it, man,” he said between chuckles. “. . . these kids, little guys, about ten . . . they were puttering around the lot, looking in the cars, checking things out . . . you know . . . I was real quiet, let ‘em get their faces right up to the glass . . . then I did this,” he popped up with a loud hideous growl causing Horace to leap back five feet, dropping everything. “Yeah, they went like that, only worse . . . I thought they were going to wet their pants.”

“Great,” Horace said, picking everything up and getting into the car, “when they get home and tell their parents. . .”

“What?” Rudy said, grabbing a beer, popping it open, showering the dashboard. “Kids never tell things like that to their parents—and if they did, you think the folks are gonna believe it?”

“Hope you’re right,” Horace said as he pulled out, “but in the meantime I think it’s a good idea for you to stay scrunched down and try not to let anybody else see you.”

“Ah, come on, Horace, or boy, ya gotta loosen up! Here, have a beer, relax . . .”

“I’d rather have one of these,” Horace said, grabbing a Coke.

“If you like,” Rudy said, scooping up a pawful of pizza and gulping it down. “Here, take a piece.” He handed one over, running web-like strings of cheese.

Trying to grip his Coke between his knees while eating and driving didn’t work out for Horace—he soon had a soaked lap. Moaning, he wondered how much the tux shop would charge him to have it cleaned.

“Looks like you’re having a little trouble coordinating things there, boy,” Rudy said, inhaling some more pizza. “Maybe you should let me drive a while.” He slurped down another piece. “There, I’m satiated. Pull over, and let’s change places!”

Against his better judgment, Horace did so. He was near exhaustion, and even though he didn’t like the idea of having a werewolf behind the wheel, he could use a break and some food.

While eating, he started concentrating on the radio. “Born to Be Wild” by Steppenwolf came on, reminding Horace of Easy Rider. Rudy sang along and brought the Porsche up to 90 m.p.h., then beyond. Horace thought about the end of Easy Rider, Peter Fonda getting his head blown off by rednecks. A lot of people in Arizona looked like those rednecks.

“See?” the disc jockey said, in a smug, smartass tone. “I told you it was going to be one of those days! We just got a news bulletin that a pair of little boys have reported seeing a werewolf lounging in a Porsche in a shopping center in Tuba City—and the full moon isn’t due for a few days yet!”

Horace crushed his still half-full Coke can.

“So here’s a little suitable mood music . . .” Warren Zevon’s “Werewolves of London” came on. Rudy howled along with every “Ra-OOOh!”

“We’ve been discovered,” Horace started babbling. “The goddam media knows about us—we’re doomed!”

“Look, blue-eyes,” Rudy said, looking over his sunglasses, “it was treated like joke news. Nobody takes that kind of story seriously.”

He was right, Horace thought. If he’d heard that on the radio before today, he’d’ve had himself a good laugh and gone about his business—some kids thought they saw themselves a werewolf, ha-ha! Fun-ny! Only the werewolf was right here in his car, driving—and drinking!—at about 25 miles past the speed limit! And the kids no doubt notified their local police, who alerted the media—and this obviously was good enough reason to call out the National Guard! The Army! The Marines! The Air Force! It would be just like in those old cheap sci-fi flicks—the streets choked with troop trucks, tanks flooding the desert, a squadron of the latest state-of-the-art jet fighters zooming over to douse this particular stretch of highway with napalm! Or even the neutron bomb!

“Uh-oh!” Rudy’s voice knocked Horace out of his paranoid fantasy.

A siren wailed.

Behind them was a state trooper’s cruiser with its cherry flashing away.

A sound like a catatonic’s groan came out of Horace.

“Don’t worry,” Rudy said, punching it towards maximum speed. “I’ll lose ‘em!”

Horace just sank down in his seat, his eyes glazed over and jaw slack.

More catatonic noises escaped from his body. Then—

“Wha—?” Rudy said. “You say something?”

Horace took a deep breath. “Stop,” he said. “Please, stop. I—I can’t take any of this—anymore.”

“You sure? I know I can . . .”

Horace began to whimper.

“Okay,” Rudy said, slowing down and pulling over. “But let me handle the cop.”

The cop—a square-jawed giant who looked like he beat up Brahma bulls to relax—walked over. Rudy opened his door and stepped out. Horace couldn’t look.

There was a growl, and a tremendous thud, then Rudy’s laughter. Horace imagined him standing there with the cop’s larynx in his claw. Just what was the penalty for being an accessory to the murder of a police officer and transporting a werewolf across state lines with intent to commit more murder?

“He fainted!” howled Rudy. “Took one look at me and went down for the count!”

Spreading his fingers, Horace saw that it was true.

“Come on,” Rudy said, “help me get him back into his car, so he don’t get sunstroke?”

He did. Totally numb. Like a zombie.

After throwing a couple of empty beer cans into the police car and emptying the contents of one he was working on all over the cop, Rudy said, “That should guarantee that he doesn’t report this little incident. Now, let’s see if we can be in California before nightfall?”

Horace just sat down in the dirt and said, “No.”

“Whata ya mean, ‘No’, man? You got some revenge to get. I gotta job to do. Don’t you want to see me grind up Randy and Jeanie?”

Randy and Jeanie. He had forgotten all about them. Weren’t they supposed to be getting married? Oh yeah, yesterday. He was going to be Best Man. That was why he had on what was left of a tuxedo. He must have missed the wedding. Big deal. It didn’t seem to matter anymore, not one bit!

“Ah, I don’t care,” Horace said, absent-mindedly rubbing dirt into his hair. “I don’t want it—you, anymore. I can’t take any more of this! All I want to do is go home, get a couple of days sleep and forget that I ever heard of yenagloshi.”

“You wanna cancel?”

“Yes!”

“Okay, if that’s what you want,” Rudy said, sounding disappointed. “We’ll have to contact Crazy Motorcycle, though.”

“How, smoke signals?”

“No, telephone!”

Down the road was a public phone. It was a strange place for one, in the middle of nowhere. It was ringing.

“Go ahead,” said Rudy. “Answer it. It’s him.”

“So you chickened out, eh, kid?” There was no mistaking that voice, even over the phone.

“Uh, yeah?”

“It’ll be another 500 bucks, you know.”

“Oh well, just put it on my card. . .”

“I already did. Now put Rudy on.”

The yenagloshi was waiting right outside the booth. Horace handed him the receiver, walked back to his car, and waited until a hip teenage Indian without a shirt and in torn pants came back.

“Am I going to have to drive you back?” Horace asked as Rudy adjusted those big, pink sunglasses and brushed off some stubborn tufts of fur.

“Naw, I can hitch it. I could use a shirt and some shoes, though?”

Horace took off his—the ones from the tuxedo, which he was going to end up buying after all.

“No hard feelings about me backing out?” Horace asked.

“Naw, lots of them do. You know, I’ve done this eight times so far and haven’t had to kill anybody yet! Guess not everybody can deal with this sort of thing. If I get back in time, maybe I can do that trucker job.”

Horace wished him luck and drove off, to California and a kind of craziness he could live with.
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My problem was that I had this freakishly large and powerful imagination. It was always there, deep in my brain, buzzing, throbbing, churning . . . even when I was exhausted, feeling burned-out, working as a janitor, sweeping out classrooms, cleaning toilets in bathrooms where bitch and whore were scrawled, misspelled on the walls. All the while, my monstrous imagination was at work.

Selling my writing was slow. It looked like I was never going to sell another novel. The future looked bleak.

If only I could come up with a fantastic idea.

(My dirty little secret is ideas have never been a problem for me. I have them all the time. Even when I can’t write, leave me alone to rub my brain against the rough edges or the universe, and I get ideas.)

I would amuse myself with cheap, sleazy movies on TV on my days off. They could be found on cable stations back then. I would also read about such movies, catching visions of the alien trash cultures.

I read about Japanese yakuza movies, then some journalism about actual yakuza. My mind was blown.

All this stuff came together in my weird brain, blowing my mind.

I was sure that this was it. The big idea, a bestseller saving my sputtering career. I wrote like a demon, a lot of it in little notebooks on my lunch break at the janitor job.

(Another dirty little secret: I never think, “Well, I’m being really far-out, avant-garde, and esoteric here,” when I write. I think everything I write is going to shake the world.)

I wanted to make it a novel, but that seemed to be impossible, so I went for a novelette that I could send to Scott Edelman at SF Age. Surely it would wow everybody and selling a novel would be a cinch.

Well, I did sell it, which felt good, but then I got practically no feedback on it. A month after that issue came out, it was as if it had never happened. Then SF Age folded, I got depressed, left the janitor job to work full time at Borders Books & Music.

Years later, Bill Campbell and Edward Austin Hall reprinted it in Mothership: Tales from Afrofuturism and Beyond, where it was well received. I’ve heard that fifteen year-old boys especially like it. Guess I was just ahead of my time.

He didn’t want to give the guards one more chance to beat him to a bloody pulp. It would have made them far too happy. The dragons tattooed on his bruised arms and shoulders twitched and asked, What’s so funny?

“I’m getting out of prison,” he whispered in his native Japspañol. “In an old 20th-century yakuza movie, it would start like this.”

Why would that be funny?

“Don’t know. Just is.”

Your limited verbalization skills—we need to work on them.

The big scar-faced guard said something in Standard Lunar Japlish to her nerdish partner, then stuck her face into Goro’s and said something that the croaking electronic translator made “Talking to yourself again?” in textbook Japspañol. “I tell you—you’re not only stupid, you’re crazy!”

Goro grunted and got slapped for it.

You should have known, said the dragons. We knew even though we haven’t fully decoded their language. She has slapped you every time you have grunted like that for the past six months.

Yes, it had been a long six months for Goro since he had been caught in that unsuccessful attempt to hijack a rival corporation’s cometwater probe. Doing time was just part of the job. He’d been through it all before—having yakuza-style tattoos made him a suspected datamule, so he’d been suffering nanobug probing the entire time. It was like a long case of a powerful mutant flu, with occasional beatings thrown in for good measure.

In the cramped corridors of the Pavlov Detention Facility, you couldn’t get away.

It had been some time during that most recent living hell that Goro’s dragon tattoos had begun to move and talk. He hadn’t thought that was strange. Maybe he was going crazy—and that was just part of the job, too.

You should have known that the other corporations would plant guards in the prison, said the dragons.

Yes, Goro thought, his lips moving slightly, but making no noise. But I was ordered to hijack the probe. I am a loyal Motocorp organization member. I follow orders.

Scarface asked the Nerd something in Japlish and the translator croaked out, “The nanobugs find anything in his tattoos?” in Japspañol a few seconds later. They wanted Goro to understand and be intimidated.

“Naw,” said the Nerd, “but the ink structure is unnecessarily complex. Who knows what could be hidden in there? Them yakuza hackers are damn clever.”

Scarface leaned into Goro’s sweat-covered brow. “For the last time—are you a datamule?”

“Don’t know,” said Goro.

“Don’t know,” the Nerd mimicked. “You don’t know anything, do you?” The translator distorted his tone of voice.

“You’re the stupidest prisoner we’ve had in a long time.” Scarface powered up her pain prod, causing the translator to cough up static. The Nerd giggled, his magnified eyes squinting behind his thick glasses.

Goro winced. 

Pain, said the dragons, is merely information.

The agonizing information overloaded Goro’s battered nervous system.

A large capacity for input, said the dragons. Still need to work on storage and retrieval.

Goro almost laughed out loud.

He really couldn’t this time. The pain and his thoughts forced his lips into a moronic grin that disgusted Scarface and the Nerd.

All Goro’s life, somebody or other had been working on him, trying to make him better. It never worked. They would always get frustrated and end up lashing out at him, with either cruel words or violent blows, or sometimes both.

As Scarface and the Nerd did.

They kept at him, but Goro’s face was frozen into that hideous grin. After a while, he made a gurgling sound that was a monstrous parody of a laugh.

Scarface and the Nerd stopped hitting and kicking when they heard that awful sound. Their mouths hung silently open as something not human looked them over through Goro’s eyes.

The Nerd wept.

Scarface picked up a package with shaking hands. “Here’s a fresh kimono and a transportation token card. Get dressed and get the expletive out of here.” The translator voice was a lot steadier than Scarface’s.

They couldn’t look at Goro anymore. As if his nudity offended them. Or maybe they, too, could see the tattooed dragons moving and talking. He could feel them move as he slipped into the daynite glow pink prison kimono.

At last, they said, we can get a look at this world.

Goro held his breath as the door hissed open and spat him out. He was free—or at least as free as one could be on the Moon.

At first the light blinded him—in the prison, light came only when the guards could shine it directly into his eyes, then ask questions until he longed for the darkness and the stench of the coffin. Goro squinted. The light was painful at first, but he could get used to it as he took deep breaths and realized that the air didn’t stink from his own secretions. It was warm, dry, and had a subtly perfumed scent.

He closed his eyes, and took another deep breath. “Yes, Goro,” a familiar voice said in Japspañol, “breathe while you still can.”

Goro’s eyes snapped open. He turned and saw Ironeyes, a notorious Motocorp enforcer who was good enough and rich enough to afford a cometwater pendant, a big one glowing with its own internal light source. Ironeyes smiled with unnaturally perfect teeth, and raised his left hand, grabbing his little finger. With a crisp pop, the artificial finger came off. He held the prosthetic up for Goro to see.

With a nervous smile Goro held up his hands. The little fingers were missing from both. The two thugs standing behind Ironeyes laughed. All three members of the enforcement team had swords hanging from their belts, still in their hilts, and not turned on.

“Both completely gone,” said the tall female thug.

“What a loser,” said the short, musclebound male thug.

“How many years have you been with Motocorp, Goro?” asked Ironeyes.

Goro counted. His eyelids fluttered as his eyes rolled back into his skull.

Ironeyes and the thugs laughed.

Ability for mathematics undeveloped, said the dragons. Must make adjustments.

“Eight,” Goro said. “I’ve been with Motocorp for eight years.”

“Amazing that he has any fingers left,” Ironeyes said.

The thugs dutifully laughed.

Say something, the dragons said.

“You come to take me to Tranquility?” came out of Goro’s mouth.

“Of course,” said Ironeyes. “You’re so stupid that you may never find your way back on your own.”

The dragons squirmed on Goro’s arms and shoulders. The pink kimono itched. He reached under his collar and scratched.

“Uh, you got civilian clothes for me?” Goro found himself asking.

The thugs looked at one another and shook their heads.

Ironeyes flashed his ceramic teeth. “No, bright boy. A third-class thug like you doesn’t deserve to go back to civilization in fashionable dress. Sheriff Moe and the oyabun agree that you’ve got to be made an example, so folks gotta see you in a pink kimono.”

At first Goro’s jaw dropped. Then the dragons took control. He closed his mouth and stood up straight.

Each thug grabbed one of Goro’s shoulders as they shoved him down the corridor to the waiting mag-lev tube train. It was a freighter that moved supplies and products around the far side, but there was one car for prisoners coming in and out of Pavlov.

They threw Goro into a corner bench. No one talked during the long ride. There were no windows in the car. Motion was barely perceivable. A monitor screen above eye level displayed a public service channel.

Transportation requires patience, said the dragons.

Goro tried not to react. He also tried not to look at the monitor. The dragons made him strain to look at it. 

“Been away from vid for a while, huh, Goro?” said Ironeyes, causing the others to burst into laughter that was too enthusiastic for the situation.

The public service channel had only three short programs. First was a word scroll of tourists activities scheduled for the upcoming week in Tranquility City. The next was a nondenominational spot on the cometwater’s benefits to physical and spiritual health; it showed a beautiful young model actually drinking some from a small vial, then smiling with a transcendental glow. (Primitive superstition, said the dragons, something we can take advantage of.) The other was a spot in which Sheriff Moe smiled and said, “On my Moon, if you use a gun, you get your head cut off.”

Logical, said the dragons. Explosive projectile weapons would be destructive to this fragile artificial environment.

Then an actual decapitation, in a spacesuit, on the lunar surface was shown.

The three-part program was repeated in an infinity loop.

During the cometwater spot Ironeyes would caress his pendant.

Every time the executioner’s sword powered up, the thugs got excited. The helmet would fall in slow motion, spilling the severed head—and when they simultaneously hit the surface, raising a cloud of lunar dust, the thugs laughed. They laughed every time the spot was shown, for the entire ride to Tranquility City.

The dragons kept Goro’s eyes locked on the screen.

Primitive audiovisual information system, they said. Slow, inefficient, but adequate for this species.

Goro ignored it all. He worried about his fate. It could be anything from the loss of another knuckle to decapitation. He looked at his hands and sighed.

With three fingers on each there was at least a pleasant symmetry. It almost seemed normal, even though it made him look like a cartoon character.

Suddenly the train jerked to a stop, the door belched open, and the light, sound, and smells of Tranquility City hit him like a ton of bricks.

An information-rich environment, said the dragons. This will be useful.

Goro found himself looking around like a tourist.

The thugs laughed at him.

“What’s the matter, Goro?” said Ironeyes. “Never seen the big city before? Six months in jail make it all seem something, like, wonderful?” He looked around, and grinned. “Still the same old pile of trash!”

The dragons stirred. Much to be learned.

Goro twitched.

Ironeyes and the thugs kept laughing.

Information in many modes. Visual images, symbolic languages, crude attempts at multisensory mind control, signals carried on electromagnetic waves not accessible to the host without technological backup . . . Also, the host only understands a small part of the verbal languages available, and none of them in visual symbolic mode . . . Why, Goro, you’re illiterate!

Goro was about to ask what that meant.

We must do something about that . . .

Suddenly he knew what it meant, and more. He stopped, paralyzed. His eyes rolled up in his head. His jaw fell slack, tongue lolled out. His knees buckled. He nearly fell, but the thugs caught him. A knee slammed into one of his kidneys.

“Watzamatter?” asked the female thug. “Too much for your stupid brain?”

The male thug giggled, was about to take his own crack at Goro when Ironeyes caught his fist. “Naw,” Ironeyes said, “we gotta save it for the cops.”

“They get all the fun,” said the male thug.

Goro barely noticed them. The dragons seemed to have flowed off his arms and shoulders and into his brain, where they were doing a high-speed electrical dance that was sending sparks crackling up and down his nerves, making his limbs twitch. He was scared. He was either dying or the whole universe was changing around him.

“You really are a pile of walking trash,” said Ironeyes.

He jerked his chin at the two thugs and they hauled Goro along with them, ignoring his twitches.

After a while, Goro got used to the new chaos in his brain. He even managed to walk on his own. As the thugs led him down the main corridor, he closed his eyes, afraid to see. What he could hear was horrifying enough; the noise of the crowd was suddenly full of voices he could understand. Standing out from all the voices was an amplified one: “WELL, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, OUR SPECIAL GUEST IS FINALLY HERE. HE’S LATE, BUT YOU KNOW THAT CRIMINALS HAVE NO RESPECT FOR THINGS LIKE SCHEDULES. HE’S A MINOR THUG JUST BACK FROM PAVLOV FOR TRYING TO HIJACK A COMETWATER PROBE. INTERFERING WITH INTERPLANETARY COMMERCE AS WELL AS THE SPIRITUAL WELL-BEING OF THOSE WHO CAN AFFORD
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