Moral Zero
By Set Sytes
Dedicated to Nik Litherland
Because bad guys make the best good guys

“Men know they are sexual exiles. They wander the earth seeking satisfaction, craving and despising, never content. There is nothing in that anguished motion for women to envy.” – Camille Paglia
"All universal moral principles are idle fancies." – Marquis de Sade
RULE

DISTRICT 5, HOTEL
He opened his eyes and stared at a ceiling crackling dust and grime, falling down in leathery bat-bits on his face.
Shit, said the man. He rolled over, his eyes leaking blear and sleep, and found his nose buried in a scratchy pillow that stank of blood and crime. He rolled back, tossing his body through the ragged sheets, holed and scarred from all the fucks given, all that lack of patience and restraint.
His hammer-blinking eyes squeezed out the last of the dreams and his pupils settled on a wall bleeding filth. Peeling plaster pooled at the base, wrapping in slinky curls and rolled about the carpet.
Shit, he said again. He untangled his legs from the mess of sheets, kicking them away with a sudden bout of fierce energy and relishing their grotesque tumble through the air to clump in a heap at the foot of the bed.
He lay spread-eagled, naked and stiff like some kind of dead martyr. After a half minute of nothing he scratched himself and rubbed himself and jacked himself into the sheet. It pooled for a bit, bobbing bits and streaks about like streaky bacon, if bacon were that schizophrenic mix of whites and glues. Eventually it all drained into the mattress; every room’s cumdump, a sogging sponge of frustration and demons released. Within each air pocket of that thing swirled seas of blood and piss and shit with the semen, and they frothed about and the mattress sank deeper down, logged with the full enormity of humanity.
What a fucking hotel.
He finger-snapped the light on, and it fizzled and cracked itself on and off for a spell, until eventually it settled into a muculent insect-burning glow. Driblets of oil sauntered down the spine of the light hanging, bursting like seed pollen on the ribs of the carpet.
It’s breakfast time! the man called out suddenly, his voice bouncing through the thin paper-shack walls into the room next door.
Fuck off! a voice answered back, then, as an afterthought, I’ll be down in ten, lemme finish up here.
Another day, thought the man. Another day in Rule . . .
Mr White paused the smush of scrambled egg in his mouth to watch a drone buzz through the dining hall, the sound of its engine like a purring cat.
The beach-blonde haired man who was his next-door neighbour in this hotel was watching it too. Those fuckin things man, he said. What do they look for? It’s like lookin for pissers in a public toilet. This whole place is a cesspool. He glared at the thing and shovelled bacon into his mouth, a drop of excess saliva dribbling out. Ha, sorry man, he grinned, a mouth full of pig and beans, and he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
Mr White didn’t say anything, but lowered his eyes and resumed his breakfast.
The man who called himself Kidd Red finished his mouthful and licked the rest of the plate clean. Tasty filth, he smiled, and leaned back in his chair. An oversized cowboy boot was thrust up and heeled onto the table.
It’s good fun though, ain’t it?
Mr White swallowed, and shuddered as a long line of fat draped down his throat. What is?
The . . . you know.
Mr White’s eyes narrowed.
You know the word. Don’t make me say it. Playin the moral thing, I mean. Kidd Red yawned, stretching himself out lazily. Although, that said, it’s a bit shit here, in District Five. I mean, when did you get here man?
Mr White thought for a second. Four days ago.
As long as that? Fuck man. That means I been here a week. And I only fucked three or four girls.
Three or four?
Kidd Red shrugged. Numbers, he stated, as if this explained everything. But let’s look at the top illegals here right. He raised up a youthful, slim-fingered hand and began to count off. One, nothin that ain’t monogamous. I don’t much care about that one, I usually play alone, although I wouldn’t say no to a crowd.  But it ain’t high up my list, and no biggie to break. Two, no outside ejaculation, all cumshots gotta be inside. Part of my practice anyway. Three, no contraception. Well, no kiddin. I ain’t fuckin breakin that one.
Red sighed. This is a real lovey-dovey place, clear as shit. I reckon they missed a trick with the anal though. Strange thing to omit. You want all perfect borin couples with their perfect borin babies and yet you miss out the best method of contraception for an illegal. But I guess Five was a good place for us to start, right man? Easy-goin.
His accent was some southwest cock-of-the-walk and beach-bar blend that rolled off his tongue with laidback nonchalance. His face was relaxed and had been relaxed for three days now. He had a practiced grinning lip-curl that accompanied his flirtations or any slice of sleaze he was party to and proud of. His otherwise indolent, slow-blinking eyes shined brightly with every lopsided smile or infectious laugh, which was often. He always sounded like he might start a brawl just for fun, or spit to the floor with his boots up on the table, or burst out laughing at any moment. 
From the moment he met him three days ago Mr White thought he sounded like a friend. 
He nodded at Red’s appraisal. What’s the age of consent?
Shit, shouldn’t of forgot an obvious one like that. It’s prob’ly cause it’s so dull. AOC twenny-five. I mean, really? The fucks to be done with that?
Easy to break.
Too easy. But you noticed somethin? Not much young meat walkin the streets. Everone in this district seem to be married women in their fuckin thirties and over. Which is another trick they missed, no big-time infidelity illegal. Where’s the perfect two point four children now? Mommy’s off getting fucked. Daddy’s gettin blown in a parking lot.
What’s the youngest you had then since you got here?
Nineteen. Nothin significant. She thought she were real dirty, but she weren’t. She didn’t have the heart or the mind to be corrupted.
Nineteen is really pushing it for an AOC of twenty-five. That’s six under.
Kidd Red rolled his eyes. I can do the math, genius. She weren’t interestin. No curves neither, which usually work good for exceptions.
Mr White finished his own meal and supped a bit of his drink, some milk that, in the circumstances of the hotel, looked dodgy and ran down his throat even dodgier.
Where do you want to go next then?
Red considered this, leaning so far back in his chair that it was a wonder it didn’t tip over. Let’s not make things too rough just yet. I reckon we ought to go to District Seven.
Mr White tried to remember what he’d read in the guide. Anal? he said hesitantly.
Red grinned, his boyish face happy and attractive. He was clearly handsome, his face slightly effeminate in its prettiness, his blonde surfer hair long and messy and curled at the ages. He probably spent ages in the mirror over it. 
Hell yeah, he said. Same illegals as Five man, but with an AOC of eighteen, and a top illegal of sodomy. That’s oral and anal, but emphasis on anal for top position. Top! That’s fuckin gold man. Nice follow-up to this place.
Mr White groaned. You’ll be in prison in five minutes.
Red laughed, showing off his perfect white teeth. If you’re tryin to put me off, you’re not doin a very good job. He flicked a crumb of fried bread off his leg and added, idly, Are you comin with me?
Yes, said Mr White, a little too quickly. I mean, he muttered, Of course I am. Somebody’s got to keep an eye on you, keep you out of trouble.
Don’t do too good a job amigo, Kidd Red winked.
DISTRICT 5, STREET
Mr White trotted down the stairs, which clanked and bent under his feet, dented metal sheets clattering like he had hooves. On the grey bunker-house walls were graffitied all manner of obscenities and drawings of the greatest proportions; men and women and animals alike fucking and killing and killing while fucking. Caged lights crackled in the walls, fizzing with the rush of insects and oily with grime.

On the lowest flight was a grand artistic rendition of some seemingly apocalyptic scene, but it was smeared and sooted from some past fire, and whether the work was of a great battle, a religious revival or a ferocious orgy was unknown. Mr White peered at it as he dropped step to step, and he could just make out in the very centre of the piece some black shape, a human figure perhaps, but it could as well be a curious blot, a burned scar forming nothing but the centre of everything.

Mr White came out of the fire escape into the sun and met Red with his back to the wall, one foot up. Red was wearing shades and pendants on chains and was staring down the sun.

Hola.

How long have you been out here?

Red shrugged. He had a cigarette in his fingers dropping ash and his other hand thumbed his belt. You ready.

Mr White looked up at the sun, still blinking as his eyes adjusted to the light. It wasn’t joyous and rich, it was thin, artificial, as though the sun was an imposter. Perhaps nought but a bright moon shone on them that day, as every day. Cutting through the skim of the city’s milk. As though it were a bubble, and nothing could pass through and keep its lustre, its original power and integrity. Mr White waved a hand through the air and he could feel it. The cloy of the city, the milk, the soul. Sour and pungent.
You ready?

I’m ready. Mr White took a deep breath and the air was neither fresh nor clean.

Red looked at Mr White and grinned. Old habits die hard, don’t they.

Mr White smiled and stretched a little. Yeah.
They moved off, Red leading, Mr White just a step behind. Red walked with his customary jaunt as if he thought he was a rockstar or a drug dealer or a pirate. He could have been all three and it wouldn’t have mattered.
Mr White felt a dull, snapping breeze on his neck as though someone was clicking fingers on his skin. He reached up and found a button undone on his shirt, and he hastily rebuttoned and held his coat tighter to him.

Red glanced at him. It ain’t cold.

I don’t like it.

Red chuckled and kept on.

They walked through trash and bottles span and splintered as Red’s boots kicked them away.  Beside them cruel looking taxis vibrated back and forth along the road. They looked like they were battered out from sheet iron. The windows were frosted to obscure both driver and passengers, but the appearance was more of glass punched and cracked over and over, utterly smashed and held together with invisible tape. Like some crude icing rink after years of use without repair. The wheels were crags that crunched refuse and dead things under their merciless tread.
On their left buildings and shop windows were passed without comment or notice, all the same, all hopeless and blank. White lights shone into the day, advertising, always advertising, but without vigour, as if even the perpetrators of such had fallen to resignation, a disbelief in their products. Once in a while a tree was passed, but they looked plastic and they stood like statues, the leaves as still as iron claws. Beside every one were two benches, one on either side, blue paintwork scabbing away to show a brown leprous heart. On some sat people, and they all stared forward, even those in halting conversation. Talking as if ghosts in a foreign land.
You oughtn’t have done that. An old man stared ahead and he blinked so slow and heavy that it was a wonder if he knew whether he was awake or asleep, or alive or dead.
I know it. His companion was emaciated, looking like something just dug up. You know how it is.
No I don’t.

The man from the grave sighed, and the world seemed to fall off his bones. Every man wants to be seen as dangerous some point or another. Capable of such things. No man can go a whole life otherwise. Every man wants to know he’s a danger. To be thought of such a way. For one moment or two.
You oughtn’t have done it.
I know it. It is how it is.

Red and White walked on out of earshot and at length they came to a checkpoint cutting off the street. It clustered with police, in their black uniforms and black mirrored helmets.
You done this before?

Mr White shook his head.

It’s easy. They got nothin.

They were looked at like robots handling objects but they gave their names in the booth and they were let through without further consideration. There were no niceties. They were ushered in and out and they walked away from the faceless stares, those expressionless things that seemed so alien and hostile, void of feeling. They walked away with their necks prickling into District Seven.

DISTRICT 7, HOTEL

Red took them in the first hotel they came to. It was a dive but they all were. There could be no being particular in Rule, not unless you had the extreme coinage to swing your way. They walked up to the check in and the owner, a hag with hair like an explosion, curled a lip of boils at them as they thumbed up the money. 
Sign the book.

Mr White took the pen and filled in his name and signature. He looked up. What date is it?
The woman pointed behind her at a digital display, the numbers green and flickering like the lights of a dying bar.
He filled in the date for both of them and gave Red the pen. Red signed his name with the flourish of a drunkard.
Two d’s in Kidd?

Yeah man. Double-D up front. He grinned widely and the woman scowled.
They came to their room, a miserable state as was their last. They’d only booked the one. Red bounced and rolled over both the beds, calling shotgun on the bed with the least stains and the least broken mattress.
What time is it?

Red pondered. Pizza time. Then chips time. Then bar time.
Are we getting a takeaway?

Well I’m not fuckin lettin that woman bring us anythin. Spittin be the least of our troubles.
Shall we head out?

Nah man. Not yet. Place got a phone. Boom, order, boom eat, boom go out, drink. Let’s get this show on the fuckin road. Start with numero uno. I got a chasm in my stomach the size of a fuckin aircraft carrier. And half of that empty is chasin the dream of sweet alcohol. The only spirits I got a callin for.
I guess you want me to phone.

Go for it.
BAR

They had eaten the pizza and the chips, and Mr White had been amazed at how delicious they both were, cooked up from the grime and grease of the city. In cruel comparison the water out of the taps was bitter and metallic, but Mr White drank it anyway while Red drank nothing, waiting for the bar.
They had asked the woman at the front desk where the nearest bar was and she had stabbed her finger out the door. Left, she had said, her eyes like coals. They had walked out and turned right and found the bar just a short way down the street. It was dirty and the windows were scarred and cracked. A sign swung loosely from a broken post outside, glittering blue neon advertising it as a BAR by no other name. Inside it smelled of sweat and spilled spirits, and the crude perfumes of the men and women. They sat at the bar or around tables or milled in groups and some of the people looked at them as they entered and some of them didn’t. The lights were low and shadows slung themselves drunkenly over breasts and stubble alike.
Mr White was sat at a table now, waiting patiently with a beer he didn’t like for Red to come back from the bar for a second time. He sipped at it unenthusiastically, willing it to go down. After a few minutes of observing Red flirting with the buxom, scantily clad bar girl, and tipping her heavily, he saw him turn, brandishing his purchased wares with cavalier care.
Tequila! announced Red triumphantly as he brought a tray of shots, lemon and salt over to their table.

Tequila? Oh no.
I got salt and lemon too. Just what we need. Ready?
Not at all. Mr White looked sorry for himself but picked up the first of his shots and clinked it sadly with Red’s.

Red looked Mr White in the eyes with a wicked grin and as if they shared some telepathic connection they both downed them in perfect unison.

Red flushed and exhaled harshly, smiling fiercely while Mr White gagged.

Go on, off you run, Red said throatily, and Mr White nearly overturned his chair in his haste to reach the nearest toilet. Neither had touched the salt and lemon.

I’ll bring the rest of the shots to you! Red called out after him.

It wasn’t an idle threat. Red pushed open the cubicle door, left unlocked in haste, and crouched by Mr White as he retched emptily into the bowl, saliva dripping from his lips.

What . . . do . . . you want?
I brought the rest of the shots. Red couldn’t keep the grin out of his words.

You have got to be kidding me.
I paid for em, so you got to have em. That’s the rules. And look, you ain’t even been sick. You just thought you would, but you ain’t.
I’ll be sick if I have any more.
Well then you’ll feel better, won’t you?
Mr White’s body told him that this was sound judgement. His mind was too clouded by alcoholic burn to think it through.

Red laid the tray out on the cubicle floor and held up a torn sachet of salt.

Here, gimme your hand. Red took Mr White’s unresisting hand, raising it up to wipe his dripping lips.

There you go, Red said soothingly. He lowered the hand and poured some of the salt on to it where it stuck to the spit.

Red took another shot and offered it up to Mr White, holding a lemon slice in his other hand.

Mr White took hold of the shot with his unsalted hand and stared at it dumbly.

It’s to drink, Red said helpfully. Preferably quickly.
Mr White sucked the salt, his hand and mouth acting together as if formed some rebellious coalition independent of the brain, and he downed it, quickly, clenching his teeth into the lemon a second before it fell out of his mouth as he retched again and his eyes streamed.

Quick man, this’ll take the edge off. Red handed him another.

Wha?
It’s water, it’ll help.
Mr White threw it down his gullet as if it was life-saving.

It weren’t water, it was more tequila, I’m sorry.
Mr White’s head went right into the toilet bowl.

Don’t worry, smiled Red happily, as he took a shot himself and coughed and his cheeks went red again. There’s only four more left for you.
It was twenty minutes later and miraculously Mr White had drunk two more of his shots. One more had been spilt down the toilet (Red felt this was deliberate), and the last one has been finally drunk by Red himself, after rolling his eyes at the hopelessly negative Mr White. Still, he was a little proud of him. Or at least, he would be if he wasn’t now slightly concerned that he had now consigned him to spend the rest of the night huddled by the toilet.

Real vomit was coming out now, in heaving splurts. Red peered in the bowl. Yep, that was sick alright.

That’s the spirit amigo. Red clapped Mr White on the back. Get it all out.
Unnurrgh.
I’m surprised you can even be sick in this place. That shit must hit you pretty hard.
Ungh.
It’s all in your head man.
Nugh. More vomit.

Fifteen minutes later and a slightly cleaned up Mr White was back at the bar with Red.

There you go, feel better? asked Red, as he beckoned the bar girl to take his order.

Yes. Thank you.
Don’t mention it. D’you want more tequila?
No.
Six beers, hot stuff. Keep the change. The bar girl rolled her eyes but took all the money and gave a wry smile.

There’s only two of us, reminded Mr White.

Red grinned. Ah, bless. He patted him on the back affectionately.

They were talking to a couple of girls. Or, Red was talking for the both of them and sometimes directing a question at Mr White, encouraging him to say something. 

The girls were attractive and were Red’s type, meaning they were built like bombshells. They were voluptuous to the extreme. Red’s discerning, wandering eyes figured that one was enhanced, whilst absurdly the other, who was as likely to topple backwards as forwards if they hadn’t balanced her out, seemed all natural, unless it was a new strain of biological enhancement without any of the usual tell-tale signs. Small signs and differences that might be glossed over to the average body-consumer, but Red was a connoisseur of the womanly.

Red was talking about tits.

I was with this girl once, he said, Who had tits like fuckin cannonballs. Soft cannonballs. Not a patch on you two ladies’ beautiful displays, of course. But she used to tell me that big tits, they were like for the pleasure of men.
They are for motherhood, said the natural girl, furrowing her brow at him.

Red snorted. Breasts, yeah. I’m talkin bout tits. You two girls and those girls on your chests, they weren’t made for none of that shit. This woman used to say, right, that huge melons were made for the purposes of the excitement of men. I’m not sayin that’s how I see it, not sayin that, but that’s just the way she saw it. She said if you kept em covered up then you weren’t fulfillin their design, or somethin. She’d pretty much shove em in my face and ask me if they were doin their job. Red laughed. The enhanced girl giggled but the natural girl looked a bit put out.

Look, she said, and Red knew that any sentence starting with that wasn’t going to be great. We women don’t exist for the pleasure of men. That’s pretty insulting.
Red put his hands up. Hey now, I didn’t say nothin. I’m just sayin how she called it. And she weren’t even sayin that. She was just sayin it bout a certain kind of tits, that’s all. Surely you ain’t your tits, girls? I know there’s a whole lot more to you than that. He smiled lopsidedly.
The girl wouldn’t let it go. Our “big tits” are for us entirely. We don’t need leering men coming onto us. They are for us, right? Entirely us. Our pleasure. Yeah, even how much we want to put on show, before you come to that.
Red nodded at the enhanced girl. What about if you fix up your body somethin extra?
The enhanced girl blushed while the natural girl scowled. Why’d you men always think we do things for you?
You always do the talkin for the both of you? Red turned to the silent girl and asked her what she thought. She smiled a little and said she didn’t know.

Red smiled back and looked at Mr White. What do you think man?
Mr White loosened his tie a little. I think, uh, that a woman’s body is hers alone. The natural girl smiled warmly at him.

Red sighed. Y’all got it wrong. I ain’t sayin no such thing. Nor was she. She said – she said that breasts, butts, cocks, you name it – they’re these sexual objects, uh, things. They ain’t you. They shouldn’t be all kept up. Well, I dunno, I guess if you want that. I dunno. He shrugged. I dunno what I’m sayin. I’m drunk. I just like boobs. I just like y’all, that’s all. You look nice.
You should probably have started out like that instead, said the enhanced girl, playing with her hair. Even the natural girl softened her expression, but had imperceptibly moved closer to Mr White.

What’s your name doll? Red asked the enhanced girl.
Lisa.
Do you wanna drink?
Sure. They walked off to the bar, Red looking back to wink at Mr White.

The natural girl looked at Mr White. His eyes tried to avoid glancing down at her incredible cleavage and the strain in his eyes must have shown because she sighed.

You can look if you want. Everyone else does.
I’m not everyone else. His expression was tight.

Just look, damn you.
Mr White looked down and felt a stirring inside of him. He looked back up and smiled awkwardly. What’s your name?
Do you care?
Uh, yes.
It’s Michelle.
Nice to meet you. Um. I guess he really shot himself in the foot talking to you. Mr White managed a smile that he couldn’t make appear comfortable. He was acutely aware of his sweating forehead.

Who, Kidd? How’d you mean?
You know him?
Yeah.
How?
We fucked a few days ago.
Oh. Oh. I see. Mr White tried to take this on board.

That girl he was talking about who talked about her tits, that was my sister.
Oh. I’m, uh, I’m sorry.
Why?
I don’t know, Mr White said, and realised that he didn’t know much.

I might see him later. I dunno Lisa’s plans.
Mmhmm. I’ll be going now.
Bye.
Mr White rushed off to the toilet to be sick again. It wasn’t related to the conversation, but nevertheless he had felt the familiar urge creeping up on him. The moment he gave it his attention it surged upwards, giving him only seconds to spare.

Red found him a short while later. Aloha amigo, he said, looking down on him crouched all meek and drooling into the toilet.

Hello.
You want me to take you home?
Yes . . . please.
Red got him up and draped his arm over his shoulders. He walked him out the bar, pausing a second to tell Lisa and Michelle to wait for him. He’d be about ten minutes, he said. He wasn’t staying far away, he said. They’d better not cut without him. They promised him they wouldn’t.

Red stumbled Mr White back to the hotel, the two of them nearly falling through the room door. Red was laughing. With substantial effort, he got Mr White up from the floor and took him to the bed where he let him fall like some dead thing onto the blankets.

Red.
Yeah man?
Thank you.
No worries hombre. I gotta get back, leave those honeys too long and they’ll stop ripenin and turn sour. I’ll catch you up tomorrow, yeah?
Okay.
Red pulled his shoes off and tussled his feet. He left and the door clicked closed quietly behind him. 

HOTEL

It was later and Mr White was feeling better. There was still a sickness nestling within him, but it was the sort, quality and quantity, that could be utilised, that rather than debilitating oneself could be instead engaged to serve the machinery of lust. That is, the screwed up trash-lust of the brain, the fuckery, the taboo. It was not a romantic feeling. But it had its time and it certainly had its place. 
Red had booked, under the glaring eye of the old woman, a separate room for himself. Muttering and shaking his head about the stupidity in booking just the one, looking at the girl hovering behind him, wondering out loud what he was thinking, if he’d thought at all. He’d taken her up and into the room adjoining the original, crashing and banging and hijinking about and waking Mr White up from a drunken doze into a world without light. 
Mr White was awake and he was intoxicated and roused by the noises from next door and he felt keenly the pangs of sickness coupled, entwined like lovers with the stomach-ache pangs of lust. Mr White had his eye right up against the peephole between the rooms. Kidd Red knew he'd be looking, and Mr White knew he knew. This was reason enough for that extra flush of shame that coated his countenance like a blanket of red sweat.

The room was a porthole to his vision, a window into another world. It felt unreal, like a movie, or rather a movie set he was intruding upon. He felt that familiar trembling sense of terror in lust: a lust to the cinema, a lust to the forbidden. He wasn't supposed to be there; it was invasive, secret, and he was privy to the secret. Special. Undercover. Private detective into the underbelly of life. He was an agent upon this portal, and he had super-powers, going through locked doors and solid walls to see behind the curtain, to see what was hid away from prying eyes. The horrid secrets. And then, this time, the discovery, the knowledge of his heavy-breathing presence by a prime participant, if not both of them – unuttered, but hanging there in the air as though some spectre that touched everyone.

Did the knowledge make it better? He didn't know. It was uncomfortable, unfitting, stark and bright, as though the spotlight was reversed on him. The sensation became fuller, doubled in on itself, a back and forth forever. Kidd Red and he locked in a rivalry of voyeurism. A secret broken, a secret shared. An opening. A letting in of self.

Mr White flowed through that hole like smoke and sheathed himself into the space between the girl's anus and Red's penis. He was part of it, integral, a shared slice of cake that acted as a rip upon all privacy everywhere, a tear into monogamy and modesty and all that was good and proper. He drove through that hole as though some invading force into a hidden country, a place so foreign that it danced the edges of meaning. Between him and Red the homeland traitor they consolidated his occupation, turning the country into something new, something ugly and sexual. A new rule of openness, of acceptance, of everyone with everyone tied and joined and under constant strains of dominance and submission to each other, a world where locked doors were knocked down and women and men were paraded on the streets as whores all naked and without rights to resist, where modesty and privacy were cast down as some new criminal acts and the new whoredom laid its hands over all, and nobody could hide and nobody could run and nobody wanted to run or hide but they all fucked on the street as though orgiastic pigs, everyone with everyone, tied at the genitals and mouths, slapped like cattle whenever they took air, spit upon, rolling in the filth that Kidd Red as commander would lay like wet concrete on the streets, and Mr White in the thick of it, enemy invader just puppet of the master, used up like a doll and simple and proud to be that doll witnessing the dollification of all others, the animals in their mindless bleating, and knowing that he was there, as brainless judge to it all, invading into everyone's holes and lives, seeing that nobody could keep anything from each other and there were no lies anymore for wet stinking holes could not lie and there was no falsity to the world and everybody got revenge and Mr White was the carrion bird to those writhing angry bodies, the martyr to it all, and all others then infiltrated his core in return and punctured him like a balloon and he was no gentleman at all but under rule of thumb and pussy and cock and anus and he melted in their arms and nails and there was no respite and every line was crossed by all and nation sundry and the world was a pigsty and Mr White felt like an equal among equals.

Delirium abounded and lust bounced as though on some high tensile wire and love frothed about the room, but some special kind of love and lust where he was an instrument in it all and the love was beating as though a real heart itself and raging blood everywhere, pulsing his temples and blinding his mind with a sickness of romance, of love with authority and secrets uncovered and the blistering enormity of fiction and his own soul laid bare and open to be shit upon by laughing fuckers and their nails dug into it, into that hot pink meat, fishhooking it up and holding it close to their eyelids and looking at each other and laughing more, turning his soulmeat pinker and pinker as he flushed in the wretched, spiritual shame only a mortal could enjoy.

Kidd Red ejaculated into the girl’s buttocks as she wailed and gnashed, her fingers gnarled up as though the twisted roots of a tree. Together they seemed inhuman, and in their triumphant inseparation Mr White was forced out from the gap between them, and he came back out through the portal and came onto the wall in front of himself, drenching the plaster in peels of soul that ran down like a glutinous waterfall.
Mr White fell down to his knees and then to the floor, and the world he envisioned was lost to him, and as he breathed and surfed the edges of consciousness he slowly regained his gentleman's sense and decorum and he went hotter than ever at his previous imaginings as he always did, and yet he knew that this time had been a particularly good one.

I have this feeling that everything is wrong, Mr White said, looking blankly at the wall. It was the next day and the sun burned bleak through the thin, useless curtains. Red was lying face down on the floor in his room. The girl had gone.
It’s called a hangover.
No, I mean really wrong. I’ve had this feeling before. Things just don’t seem right, but I can’t put my finger on it.
It’s called a hangover.
No.
D’you only get this feelin when you’re tired?
I don’t know. Maybe.
Well there you go. You just need sleep is all.
Things aren’t right here, said Mr White again, as if he repeated himself enough that Red might really listen and take note.

No shit. You’re in Rule. Everthin is fucked here. You’re in Rule with a hangover and you ain’t slept right.
I had the feeling back home too.
Red sighed.

Maybe when we sleep our minds recharge this barrier, this wall that protects us from reality.
Huh?
It’s supposed to keep us safe. Or just keep us dumb. Safe and dumb. But when we’re tired that wall starts to fall apart, and we start to see things as they actually are. Maybe the more tired we are, the longer we go without sleep, the more we see things accurately. The more we get a sense of what’s wrong. I just can’t put my finger on it that’s all. Maybe nobody can. Maybe some can, the eternally tired.
Go to sleep.
Okay.
BAR
Six hours of sleep and three hours of eating and nothing and talking about nothing and getting ready for the night and then they were back at the bar, back at their reason, the only reason to be found. A haunt for blistered souls, a world to bury oneself in mirth and sadness, in sickness and the warm monstrosity of the unguided self. 

I like the old gods better. They weren’t so fuckin perfect. Red had his boots up and crossed on their table and was sipping at a dark green drink and smoking. His eyes roved the crowd, surveying each patron, eyeing up their figures, their clothes, the impurity of their existence. Lingering on the women, the girls. Staring at cleavage, at fronts and behinds. At faces with smacking lips, pursed lips, lips open in laughter. Sipping drinks. Sucking straws.
There’s somethin kinda monstrous about a perfect bein, ain’t there? he continued. It feels so damn cold. His indolent eyes occasionally turned back to Mr White, as if a duty he jerked himself into remembering before his gaze inevitably strayed back to the crowd and twinkled wild and merry. His eyes flicked and roamed and within them something soft and eager danced to music nobody could hear.

Besides, people want somethin to identify with, don’t they? I know I’d wanna worship a god who kept fuckin up cause of a love of tits. 
He swallowed a mouthful of liquor, twitched and smirked. I don’t want some sky father watchin and judgin my every move without a stain to his name. I wanna worship some huge tittied huge cocked goddess who is a devil to her lust and corrupt as Hell, but good in her corruption, good where it matters, y’know? If you ain’t got no flaws then I don’t wanna know you, don’t wanna be near you, don’t want you even lookin at me. You gotta be some kinda plant, some machine. Scariest kinds. No feelin, cause feelin ain’t never been perfect. Nah man, somethin is right fuckin wrong there.

He puffed on his cigarette. Besides, he added, Perfect don’t exist. You want people to believe in you? Fuckin grow a pair. And this idea you can’t make no mistakes. Look at the world! Fuckin no mistakes? Have the good god grace to own up! Say I did wrong, or say I’m just a cunt that’s all, and then we can move on.
I guess.
You guess right. I’d be ten times more comfortable puttin myself in the hands of some half-potent fuck-up with a wantin for all kinda misdemeanours, bad behaviour and devilry than cold fuckin perfection. Urgh, makes me fuckin shiver just to think of it. What’s to like? What’s to trust? They can’t handle fuck-ups if they ain’t never fucked up themselves. How can you punish someone if you don’t know what you’re punishin? Some sanctimonious prick who don’t have a clue, not one goddamn clue about what so-called bad behaviour is. Know thy enemy, man. You can’t be perfect if you gotta hint of any bad in you, and if you ain’t got that hint you don’t know bad, and if you don’t know bad you can’t be tellin what you don’t know off. It’s like, like antibiotics. You need that virus in you in order to get over it.
Red smoked again, and blew a deep cloud up into the air. He twirled the cigarette in his hands. I’d rather follow an imperfect leader than a perfect leader, y’know? Perfect leader is just as likely to send you all to your deaths for some cause just cause he don’t understand what bad is, and it’s all reason and sense. Imperfect leader gonna fetch you back at his own risk, gonna dig his guys outta the mud and blood to live. Take you to a tavern for drink and whores. It’s inhuman otherwise. You know who make the best good guys? Bad guys. They know.
I guess they do, said Mr White.

One hour later and Mr White stood awkwardly by as Red argued with a blonde haired girl in a red dress. He had bought her a drink and then tried his luck and she was not having any of it. This had prompted the ever-eager Red to only try harder, to attempt seduction by conveying the various manners in which he could please her, in which he could please any girl. Some of his previous exploits. Various testaments to his prowess. The excitement of degradation that the girl interpreted as a destruction of integrity. Taking advantage. Cruelty.

The conversation between them had quickly progressed to an attack on Red’s character.
I don’t know what it is with folks like you. Red threw his hands up in the air as if calling to the Heavens. You got it all mixed up inside. You think, what, that guys like me abuse girls? You’re out to insult if it’s the first fuckin thing you wanna do.
You sodomise innocent girls, said the girl in front of him, her lip curling with distaste. Admit it, you have no real interest in their pleasure. It’s all for you. Your wish to dominate, humiliate and degrade them is your desire. You see women as subjects to be put into their place.
Well now, said Red, there’s a whole bunch of words there that you’re givin a bad impression of. He grinned cheekily. The girl scowled.

Look miss, he continued. There ain’t no such thing as an innocent girl. If there is then they’re sure too young. Now I get how you see guys like me, cause I get how you see sex, how you see women. You think I’m out to put these women down?  I give em what they want. God help you woman, you can’t see for others for yourself. Anal ain’t a man’s world.
I don’t think you know what you’re talking about.
Yeah, actually, I do. I may not be a woman but you ain’t all women. You know what? Every single of the most degradin, dirty, obscene, dark fuckin thoughts I ever did hear first came from the mouths of women. If I heard them from a guy first, they heard it from a gal. How’d you think I got into all that I did? Girls got this sickness, this filth inside em. Darkness and filth. They’re sexual demons. They are the . . . Red searched for the word . . . Originators of all sexual sickness.
The girl flushed and her face tightened. She was getting angry, Red saw, and it made his eyes twinkle. 

The way you speak about women is despicable, she said fiercely. You should be ashamed of yourself.
No, said Red flatly. The way you think about women is what’s fuckin despicable. It’s you who should be ashamed of yourself. Who the fuck you think you are? You’re one woman. One woman! And you think you got some God-given grace to speak on behalf of your whole species? Listen doll –
Don’t you dare patronise me.
Listen doll, Red said again, louder. You are patronisin yourself. You are patronisin your whole fuckin species. You think girls are some sweet little virgins, some fairy-tale princesses? Little delicate flowers? Oh my gawwd, Red held up his hands effeminately and affected a high-pitched deep south drawl. You just cain’t take my virginity mista, I’m not that kinda girl! Whatever will my dear papa think? Why you’ll spoil my liddle white dress! 
Red lowered his hands and a wide smile spread over his face as the girl in front of him looked like murder. Look doll, there ain’t one single fucktoy or playthin I made that ain’t been my conqueror.
You’re disgusting, she said venomously. You’re a sexist pig.
I know for sure I’m a pig, he grinned, and maybe I’m sexist too. But I’m still a damn sight better feminist than you.
Her mouth gaped open in disbelief. You what?!
Mr White’s eyes shot back from one to the other. Keeping quiet.

You heard me. Red’s smile dropped and he frowned at her. I ain’t got time for those thinking less of their own compadres. Little misses who want girls to be all shrinkin violets and all modest and demure, just nuns right through and through. You get all hot under the collar cause you can’t accept that girls are just as fucked up as men, and I reckon a damn sight worse. Yeah, I know your type. First to call out a girl sleepin about for bein a whore. First to say a guy like me is abusin, cause sure, a gal ain’t got any freedom of her own does she, she gotta be some damsel in silent distress with a pig like me. Anythin dirty she gets up to gotta be the foul work of men. Maybe those screams and moans I hear are actually cries for help. Goddamn woman, you may be in denial or colder than a fuckin snowstorm but those around you beat hearts like damn succubi.
You’re so certain that you’re right, she said icily, and yet all you profess is a male fantasy. You’re living in a world of delusion.
A better fantasy than yours, Red shot back, narrowing his eyes. Your fantasy of who you want women to be gotta be the dullest most depressin thing I ever heard. And while you’re stuck up in your room gettin all angry at guys like me I reckon I got a lot more worldly experience than you. You think I’m makin this shit up? I could introduce you to all kinda girls. But of course you’ll make excuses for them, won’t you? You’ll tell me that behind every one is the fault of a male. Why must the sexual appetites of a chick always have a fuckin male behind em? Why do you never see it said that a fucked up guy had a girl responsible? I’ve seen girls leave men on their fuckin knees, just stinkin puddles of jelly. You just can’t accept that a girl can come to me who ain’t some kinda emotionally damaged nutcase in need of your motherin. 
Red wiped his brow theatrically. Yeah, now fuck off.
The girl gave him a look of pure contempt, and she walked off, finally recognising an impossible convert and realising she had better things to do with her life than argue with a chauvinist pervert.

Red looked after her, with a half-annoyed half-amused expression on his face. Do you think I could ever win over a girl like her?
Mr White shook his head. I don’t think so.
Maybe, maybe. Red seemed to ponder something for a moment, then wrinkled his nose. Prob’ly not worth the effort. I could put ten to one though on her rubbin herself silly tonight.
Mr White mumbled in neither assent nor dissent, following Red as he wound his way through the crowd, then stopping when he realised Red was heading to the toilet.

Ain’t no such thing as an innocent girl, Red murmured to himself, as he got to the stall and unzipped.

Mr White sat at the table and watched Red as he found his way back, noticeably more intoxicated than he’d left. He watched as Red paused by the girl he’d argued with before, and whispered in her ear. She turned to him askance, and Red said something else. She slapped him. Red sauntered back to the table, grinning with a bright red mark on his cheek.

What did you say?
I told her I was much worse than she thought I was.
Then what? Why did she slap you?
I told her what I’d want to do to her. Red stroked his still stinging cheek, looking pleased with himself.
What was that?
Red chuckled. It’s me. Use your imagination.
Two hours later, and they were still at the same bar. Red was immovable. It wasn’t particularly late but Mr White was tired and bored. When you only had one companion, and that companion was a drunk, there often wasn’t much left to do yourself but support them and listen to their semi-coherent ramblings. And make repeat trips to the bathroom. 
Mr White was in for a long night. Patrons of the bar came and went, and each female was subject to Red’s lopsided leers, his objectifying half-closed eyes running them down head to toe. Shadows tumbled on his face, and his countenance shifted back and forth from angel to demon, monk to drunk. 
They’re sexual demons, see . . . Red was leaning in close to Mr White and slurring, slouched on a threadbare sofa. He was stuck on repeat, punctuated by couplings of hiccups and burps. He had been for the last hour.
Demons . . . good and bad. If you went right to the source, the source of all sexuality . . . and so of all sexual sickness . . . you’d find the mother of all women. That’s where it started. Fuck, and I love them for it. He took an unsteady sip of his drink and smiled to himself. I love em, he said again.
Time to sober up, said Mr White.

Ha.
HOTEL

In the morning a girl tottered her way out of Red’s room. Her hair all over the place, ragged and streaming like fire away from her as though she some cavewoman coming out into the light. Her thick makeup smeared and her clothes dishevelled. She stumbled in high heels, attempting to walk.
Mr White gave it a couple more hours of masturbating and staring sickly at the ceiling before he knocked on Red’s door and, after no answer, pushed it open. Red was naked and sprawled face down, a bundle of bedsheets completely covering his head and nothing else. A stained dildo was standing stiff to attention on the windowsill, proudly warming itself to the morning.
Red.

Silence.

Red. Mr White gave him a tentative poke. Red.

The bundle turned and affixed him like a faceless head of sheets only could.
Are you okay?

Red raised his hands up and tussled with the sheets. Mr White waited patiently until Red finally managed to pull them off his head, his blonde hair sticking in all directions like a wild man. A face looked at him bleary and confused.
Are you okay?

Red’s red eyes looked above Mr White and to the sides of Mr White and at his feet, and then, as if the brain suddenly jerked into action, did a roll off the bed away from him, taking the sheets with him.
There was a rustle for a few seconds and Red stood up with the sheets tied around his midriff. He looked down at the bed and behind him at the dildo and then back at Mr White.
Ahoy.

Good morning. How are you?

Fuckin . . . great. He looked about the room as if seeing it for the first time. This is where I live?

This is where we’re staying right now. Are you sure you’re fine?

Yes, yes. Just wakin up. How are you? Never mind, he interrupted, before Mr White could answer. Come back in . . . His eyes rolled about and he closed his eyes tight for several seconds and swayed a little. In an hour. I need to drown myself. I smell like ass.
I thought you liked the smell.

It has its time and place.

I’ll come back in an hour then.

You do that.

The bathroom is over there.

I got it.
‘Member that girl last night? Red grunted as he shoved his feet unceremoniously into his cowboy boots. He was clean now and fed and his eyes were brighter. He was looking about less like he’d only just been born into the world.
Do you?
I weren’t that drunk man. Well, not at that point. Goddamn, she were a one though weren’t she. What a mouth on her.
I think you did most of the talking.
Oh, talkin, yeah. Red winked, but this was lost on Mr White.

You must agree you do kind of objectify women, though, Mr White said, after a hesitation.

Red snorted. Of course I do! No shit.
Um. Mr White was a bit taken aback.

Red looked at him. Objectifuckinfication is lust’s own road amigo. That’s the way it’s gotta be done. You see, he added, standing to buckle his hanging belt, When it really gets down to it, that’s just what sex is. When I’m fuckin a girl, I don’t give two fucks about her degree in fucking socio-economics or whatever the fuck. I’m not fuckin interested in her pets, her politics, her favourite music, what makes her laugh, what makes her sad. All that stuff is thrown out the window when you’re behind her, on toppa her. Under her.
But still –
Still nothin. People are objectified all the time, just in different senses. Like, write a test or somethin for somebody and you’re an academic object, y’know? Asked for money by some shit and you’re a . . . a fuckin financial object. Come to me, you’re a goddamn sex object. I’m not sayin that’s all you are, but you see, that’s all you are at that particular fuckin moment. Cause that’s what’s practical. You can’t have all that other stuff buzzin about, it just ain’t relevant and it fuckin convolutes. You can’t manage all that shit at once. It’s as natural as it comes to objectify a human body, it’s just people get all hot up thinkin it’s some bad thing. It ain’t. It’s just a way of goin. You look up at some beast heavin on toppa you, your face all disgusted – that’s negative fuckin objectification. Positive objectification – now that’s the goddamn road to lust, no two ways about it. You can’t help but hold certain opinions on the other body huffin and puffin about you. What, you’re thinkin of buying her flowers so you can see that pretty little smile and warm her little heart? You’re having some bad sex right there man.
What about making love? Mr White realised Red seemed to gain a whole new level of philosophical thought and vocabulary when it came to his favourite subject.

Red shrugged, looking at the ground. Different side to the same coin I reckon. I ain’t got much knowhow in that area, it ain’t the way I roll. It ain’t the way I see it done nor wanna see it done. Hell even if I loved some broad I would wanna keep the sex disgraceful. My cock, is that feelin love? Is my rock hard fuckin cock pumpin in and out till it comes feelin all lovely dovey? Love don’t give you an erection.
Mr White smiled at the statement, his cheeks reddening a little. So, it’s not really about people then? It’s all physical?
Kinda, kinda, Red nodded. Well, no. It’s more than half psychological – that’s how you get the best orgasms. But it’s real narrow, like fantasy thoughts, based on just like cutouts of the person in front of you, I guess. Like they’re some character in your head, some cartoon of depravity. I dunno, I guess it changes. But there’s certainly a lot of shit you leave outta the equation. A girl’s IQ never did turn me on. But then again, I ain’t attracted to “people”, as such. Red used air quotes around the word, raising his eyes as if it was a make-believe concept. Well, attracted yeah, but not sexually. I’m attracted to body parts, not people. Not real people. I dunno. People in my head. People in their head. Pretend people with real bodies. It’s all a, all a –
Are you including male body parts?
Red shifted on his feet, and moved to the mirror to sort his hair, his back to Mr White. Well, no. Girls got much more interestin body parts than guys. Guys only got one, girls got . . . He counted off on his fingers, mouthing the numbers. Seven? I dunno. A girl could have the personality all-over of a guy and it wouldn’t phase me. Could I even fuckin tell the difference? It’s all about the body when it’s where it matters.
Including guys now girls?
Course. It’s done pretty good these days.
What if that one good guy part remained?
Red shrugged. Sure. Plenty of places to stick it. For me to stick it. In him. Her. Fuck’s sake, he laughed. And I know what you’d say – ditch the rest, is that one guy part enough? It ain’t pretty the rest of it, so that one part really gotta live up. Gotta be some real distance between the impressiveness of that part and the girl-ness of the rest. Prob’ly. I guess I ain’t thought it through too much, Red lied. But hell, I’m sober right now! Who knows what rum will bring me one day.
Red finished rustling his hair into a carefully messy position suitable to his tastes and looked at himself in the mirror, admiring his reflection. Damn, he said. Right, to the bar?
Again?
Red smiled.

STREET
In the end Red went to the bar on his own. Mr White had declared that he felt too ill and tired, just not up for it at all, and after a bout of persuasion to go anyway, involving such convincing lines as “but you’ll miss out on all the tits man”, Red had finally given up and gone by himself. Mr White had apologised numerous times but Red had rolled his eyes and swatted them away and told him that it was cool, no worries. He might be back tonight, he might not.

Mr White would find that sitting in a scummy hotel room by himself without anything to do might be in fact worse than a repeat visit to the bar and another adventure in feeling sick. But he was full of exhaustion and his stomach gurgled unhappily and so he stopped himself going out after Red and sat on the bed thinking and ordering room service. After that all that remained to do was while away the hours through endless masturbation.
Night fell on the world and Red was outside to bathe in the blackness. He had been kicked out of the bar for falling over and accidentally knocking and smashing other patrons’ drinks, and for hassling women, including reaching over the bar to squeeze the chest of the bartender, declaring his tip was for her to take her top off. These slights might have been forgivable if he been able to operate his wallet, or if its contents had advertised themselves promisingly. Without money, nothing was allowed. The world and its inhabitants were only freely used and abused to the rich.
I like ruinin their sanctity, Red said, slurring slightly. He was just outside the bar, next to a homeless drunk wrapped up in coats and cardboard. The man had remained confused and mute to Red’s ramblings, not that it had stopped him from continuing, expostulating on his sexual proclivities to the man-shaped sounding board. Listening and not understanding.
I like rippin them off that fuckin pedestal, said Red. With all their thoughts and intelligence and – and pride and confusion and principles and shit, and reducin them to this gibberin mess, y’know, this stupid mewlin, thrashin animal. 
Red coughed and waved his hands as if weaving patterns in the air. Stupid and senseless. Covered in shit and cum and piss and cryin for more. You know man, if you make someone horny enough, if you take them right to the fuckin edge and over it, you can make them do anythin. Fuckin anythin.
The drunk stared at him. He stared down at his own sick on his ragged shirt and then with unfocused eyes he looked back at Red.
I’ve made girls eat their own shit, Red continued. He staggered a little and then righted himself. Like, respectable girls. Give me long enough alone with em and I could make most do it, I can make em do things that’d make em puke if they thought of it sober. That’s sober from sexual delirium, see. They don’t need to be drunk . . . though that can sure speed things along a bit.
The homeless man shivered and shook his head, shook his head to the world.
Red finished his cigarette and stubbed it out on the wall. I’m gonna go man, gonna find another bar, another home, y’know?

The man watched him leave through blurry eyes, and pulled the pieces of cardboard closer around him.
Red found another bar and made acquaintances with it. He ordered more drinks and the bartenders served him placebos, non-alcoholic drinks disguised as alcohol, but he was in too much of a carefree state to realise. He left his drinks after only a few mouthfuls and forgot to go back to them for the rest of the night, engaged as he was in smutty conversation with a giggling gaggle of teenage girls, dressed as near to his satisfaction as he could reasonably ask for. They found him entertaining in his casual crudeness and clustered around him, prompting him for a good hour for more obscene answers to sexual questions, which he was more than happy to provide. Whether they thought him a mere clown or not did not much enter his appreciation of the scenario, delighted as he was with their exposed cleavages jiggling as they laughed, and watching their pert and fleshy young rears protruding from their tiny skirts and skin-tight pants as they left the throng to go to the bathroom. 
Eventually, though, most of them got bored with his words and antics and wandered off to entertain themselves elsewhere. Most, not all.
A shadow appeared on his right, and Red sensed some presence of something not quite human, or at least nothing like him. He turned his head drunkenly, his cock still lodged in the girl’s asshole. Standing softly lit by an overhead lamp was a cop. 

It was wearing the unique badge and insignia of the district, nothing interesting, no artist’s design. Black on black and numbered, robotic. Its uniform gleamed, polished, emotionless. Faceless. Genderless. Red assumed there was some expression behind the faceplate, but it was a difficult idea to keep a firm grasp of. The form before him betrayed nothing. It did not shift on its feet or tap its fingers or fold its arms. It did not seem capable of sympathy, did not seem like it could be reasoned or bargained with. It would be like pleading to a machine. Such was the intended effect.

How old is this female? The question was barked and the voice artificially distorted and processed, as though talking through a computer.
The girl span her head, shocked out of her own pleasure. Her form twitched and it made Red’s cock jump inside her. She quickly drew breath in a manner not completely dissimilar to being anally penetrated but she said nothing and they stayed locked together. It was too late to pretend otherwise. Red thought, perhaps, objectionable goods were best hidden.

Seventeen, he lied calmly.

The age of consent here is twenty-five.
That’s what I said, twenny-five.
The cop raised its stick and put its black gloved hand down to its gunbelt as if anticipating trouble. I’m taking you under arrest.
I’m on board with you there, officer. Red spun his cat grin and his head lolled back.
The cop approached, hands moving to its belt to withdraw handcuffs. Red pulled out of the girl, relishing as always in the sigh as she was evacuated, and moved his hand to the end of his cock as it came out into the shadows and he curled his fingers and threw something at the cop which hit the faceplate and stuck. The black gloved hands went up and Red was off, dodging gunshots, his jeans held up with one hand and his half-erect cock still out, pointing and swinging like a broken signpost into the darkness.
Corners after corners turned, backstreets run down, hiding in the gaps in old buildings and inside porn shops and moving again, furtive and paranoid, and hiding in a dumpster and then out, walking until he felt safe, safe enough, and here he was, tired and drunk and denied his sexual release. The adrenaline was wearing off and he felt a little sick. 

He lay in a gutter, on his back looking up at the stars. The points of light beckoned to him, flirted with him, looked sadly down at him and he looked dumbly back at them. A light breeze whispered over his face, his eyes watered a little. A couple, hand in hand, stepped over him, temporarily blocking out his view. A few women walked towards his splayed out form and then walked past. His eyes flicked onto their faces but they were conservatively dressed and unattractive and he turned his eyes back to the stars before he could meet their glances of disdain. His hand moved to his groin but it was too much effort and he let his hand flop back to the ground. He tried once more, and flopped once more, theatrical in his drunkenness.

He tried to recall what things used to be like, so many years ago, but it was like thinking of someone else, some young boy who was not him and who was only a fiction. He knew vaguely that this wasn’t always the way, that there were things before, things to grab onto and not let go. As they were stolen from him, as his childhood was taken by the world, he had had to find something new. The fancies of a kid were no longer appropriate in an adult world. There had to be something an adult could cling onto, could desire and nurture and fantasise about – and there was, and he had found it, and it had erased almost everything else in him.

Nothing else could arouse in him such interest, such excitement, such love for the real world. He was the hedonist among hedonists. The pervert god. 
The dreams of old, the dreams of the young had become off-limits, barred by squirming pink tentacles, puckering and oozing and wet with juices. His dreams, his desires and ambitions were now all lurid, obscene, full of heat and weeping fury. Passion so intense it could break you down, make you cry, rip yourself apart, rip another apart. Passion to kill. An intimacy so depraved, so sickly, so sick, that it rushed through your body like magma, taking control of everything, making you sweat lust, unfocusing your vision, turning you inside out, turned you vacant, pig meat to rut, to feel a crazed obsession, pounding, pounding his heart faster and faster until it hummed, until it burst, until it bled all over his insides and the blood melded with the rest of the magma and steamed and hissed and the steam blurred out his eyes.

There was nothing like it. He became an animal, a higher being, a holy spirit – a devil guiding the flesh. Writhing and thrusting, commanding and obeying, feeling, connecting, joining, creating and destroying, he touched at the coattails of raw power. To be godlike in his godlessness.

It was all there was, for there was nothing else left to him. He was just thankful that all there was was just enough.
Two hours later and a slightly sobered up Red had met up with Mr White back at the hotel and convinced him to leave. Red had assured him of the fun to be had in District Ten, despite acknowledging that there was only a single, prime illegal, that being (here he muttered under his breath) a ban on all anal activity. Not that conducting themselves in this otherwise tolerant district could possibly be relaxing what with Red being such a connoisseur of the excretory side of life. But Mr White was happy to follow him wherever he led them, and he did so. Red was insistent not to dally around, not even stop for a bite to eat, and Mr White found himself having to walk faster than his usual in order to keep up to his pace, which eventually slowed the further they got from the area, though he continued to look  about him like a twitching animal.
The streets slid on all sides as if they were on rails. Theatre backdrops turned on some hidden winch, a scenery on repeat, re-using buildings, trash, people.
They passed little cracked bulbs nestled in grating coming out brick walls with the bricks crumbling and broken. Some buildings looked as if they had suffered some air raid or street bombing and if anything they passed looked repaired it was work without effort or hope, as if the builders could not summon any care for anything in these streets. Everything was covered in graffiti. Most of it was people just making their mark, leaving a name and a guess at a date for who knew what day was what in Rule. Much of the graffiti was obscene and sordid and some of it was anti-authority and some of it was dark and cruel. 

They passed steel bins left empty while rubbish and refuse of every kind was scattered everywhere, as if the bins themselves signalled some command to order that the people shunned. They passed the homeless or what seemed to be the homeless, though in this city they could be anybody. They sat or lay forlorn in clothes or bundled rags or naked and grimy. Some shivered and some sweated and many writhed on drugs or swayed on drink as if conducting some voodoo incantation to rid the street of its evils. Some of those sat were junkies and one or two were well-clothed and clean-shaven and this did not seem to matter. Some begged and were ignored, some didn’t beg and were ignored. By all except pushers and pimps, thieves and worse. Mr White saw them sidle up and sit down as if friends, to young women and men, to kids, to those well-dressed and those naked, to any and all, for even the ugly and old could be exploited, and perhaps in their desperation they were perfect for it. Mr White awkwardly gave a man with his hands out a few coins, and received a strange look from Red. The man looked at the coins in his hand as if they were foreign to him. He bit into one with what was left of his teeth and a tooth broke and his mouth bled over the coins. Another man came out of the shadows and they saw the glint of a blade and they left quickly while he kneeled down and close to the broke-tooth man.

Mr White followed Red close as he half-strut his stride and both their faces glowed in the light of the neon signs that hung crackling from anywhere they could be seen. Their faces were ultramarine in the hazy light of a peepshow theatre, and scarlet and bloody in the outside embrace of a porn shop. Their features flicked green with envy and yellow with sickness and every colour of the rainbow in a dozen different tints and bleeds. They passed drug dens and brothels and gun-shops and run-down emporiums selling things behind fortified counters to any customer with the money and neither would ask questions nor demand answers. They passed a bright pink lit window and above it was a pink sign of a pizza with red neon meatballs. They entered and bought pizza for that was all the food there was and it came cold and crusty and the meat on it was nothing they could recognise. Red bought them both some kind of liqueur which he glugged and Mr White sipped slowly. Red told Mr White not to make any eye contact with any of the other patrons of the takeaway, to not even look at them, and Mr White replied that he would not even consider it.

They left and continued on to the border between District Seven and Ten. Only once did they pass a cop and it did not harass them nor harass anybody else. They could not see its face hidden as it was behind its helmet but its manner of walking and how it stayed in the light and how its head moved from side to side but too quick to examine anything gave the impression of nervousness, as if it knew its continued solitary existence in these streets had even more tentative a future than those prostitutes and homeless addicts. They did see a number of drones, and heard even more, to the point that the buzzing cat-purrs that crept up on them and then past or were hidden behind walls or flying above them along rooftops or down in the sewers beneath their feet became no more an event than their own breathing.

Nearly there hombre, said Red, as they passed though the darkness under a small dilapidated bridge that leaked some dark fluid from its bones. Mr White thought a few drops hit his shoes but he did not stop to check. The lights were less now and as he flicked his eyes quickly at the people in the street they seemed full of cruelty. He did not dare look at their faces and this gave them an absence of humanity, if there was even any there. He saw Red look at some of the bodies of the girls but he was looking less and less and whether this was due to a dropping quality or apprehension or weariness on Red’s part was unknown. Mr White saw a woman in leather straps and netting and something that looked like barbed wire around her crotch lean out of a doorway at their approach. She had a huge exposed cleavage and her lips were bulbous and sticky red, pumped so fat that they seemed to command her whole face.  He looked at Red and Red must have seen her first because without turning his head he shook his head emphatically and they walked on.

Mr White shivered and he finished the last of his liqueur which tasted of rotten fruit but all synthetic and shook full of sugar. He wondered aloud where the next bin was for he had not seen one in some time. Red told him to drop it on the street and after a hesitation Mr White placed it down as near the side of the street as he dared go and then hurried back. They passed a middle-aged woman in furs being sick onto the side of a grey-brick building without windows or doors. Her face was pale and blue and Mr White looked for the light but it was not blue but white.

Should we help her? Mr White whispered as they drew level.

I think you know the answer to that one man, said Red, and Mr White already did.

On both sides of his vision were alleyways and small side streets shrouded in the thickest blackness, both full and empty, like beckoning voids, each one seeming a shortcut to oblivion. As though if he ventured down any he would never be seen again. He heard a gunshot from one and then silence and from another a scream and then silence. Both seemed to come from some other world hidden from his eyes, as though the blackness did not contain such dangers but was merely the gateway, and once you passed through you ceased to be part of this world and would be forever lost. His mind seemed to draw him closer to these shadows, shifting his perspective from side to side, but his body stayed on track out of fear and automation and so it seemed like his mind was struggling to escape its bonds while the body stayed firm and the mind lurched out on its own like some drunken phantasm of the night. It splayed out left and right and tried to fly to the voids and the tether caught and it was pulled back, secretly glad, springing back to safety and full of the rush of terror avoided.

We’re here, announced Red abruptly. 

Mr White looked ahead and saw a bright white light next to a long gate drawn across the road barring passage. As they walked closer they saw the cold light came from a checkpoint guarded over by six cops and two armoured drones and an automated machine gun that revolved on an axis to point to them as their motion was sensed. As at the Five-Seven checkpoint there was a matching outfit on the other side of the gate.

You know the drill, said Red. Answer their questions, don’t be a cunt, do the same on the other side, boom we’re through. The cop that caught me before didn’t get an ID.
A cop caught you? Mr White’s mouth dropped open.

Just for a second. It’s cool man, don’t worry about it.
Mr White did worry, and as they stepped up to the checkpoint all the shining black helmets of the cops were turned to them as were the drones and the machine gun span its barrel slowly as if held just at the point of firing.
Mr White took a deep breath and held it.
Are you holding your breath? The black helmet was turned to him and he saw his own reflection shine back at him.

No, said Mr White stiffly.

Red looked at him. He really ain’t.
The cop looked from one to the other. Names?
Jonathan White, said Red promptly.

Um, said Mr White.

Um? said the cop, pausing typing, its hands hovering over the keys.

Johnny Um, Mr White said, and swallowed. His face was growing hot.

The cop’s expression was invisible through the helmet. There was a long pause and then the cop tapped the keys and gave them their papers back.
You can breathe now, came the same flat electronic tones. Johnny Um.
Mr White tried to breathe out slowly through his nose but it all came rushing out at once and he gulped in air. The black helmet seemed to bore into him but all he could see was his own stupid face. 

Move on, buzzed the cop, hands hovering once more on the keys, the rest of the body motionless. They moved on. Through a white door and into the checkpoint on the other side of the gate where they faced the same pointless process, and then they were out.
DISTRICT 10, STREET
See, said Red, as they walked down the street in District Ten, The thing with these checkpoints is that they just don’t care none. Unlike the rest of the district, it’s the end of their jurisdiction and they’d rather see the fuckin back of you. Unless they’re already lookin for you and out for your fuckin blood, in which case I guess you gotta judge the risk and maybe find somewhere else to cross. But I ain’t even sure the cops at the checkpoints communicate with those on the beat. And the people on the other side of the gate, that’s a whole new fuckin system man, new force, new rules. They got nothin on you. Districts don’t share criminal data with each other, they barely share anythin. Totally fuckin independent, only connected by distance, like, like ignoring neighbours. The perfect getaway destination. 
Red kicked at loose stones on the road as they passed through what seemed like the same kind of street as before but with everything just in a different order, as if somebody had picked the whole street up and shook it and put it down again a bit further on.
Won’t they have a visual description? said Mr White, unconvinced.

Depends how fucked the cop could be to report one, answered Red casually. But that’s why I changed clothes.
What about the hair? You could have put a hat on.
The hair stays.
Mr White’s face was once again taking on rainbow colours as they passed the neon-lit brothels and gun-shops and emporiums and spirit shops and pizza parlours and massage parlours that were not massage parlours at all, and all of them run-down and grimy and sleazy as if by design.
Are you saying there was no risk at all back then?
Oh man, chuckled Red, pointing and clicking his fingers at the shadows around him as if he was imagining himself to be firing pistols to ward off the darkness. There was loadsa risk. A drone coulda ID’d me escapin. The cop coulda had a good enough description for them to match me, say of a sexy young hombre with fuckable hair. Hell, the cop could have been one of those mannin the checkpoint tonight.
Goddamit. Do you know what would have happened to you had you been caught?
Us, Red replied helpfully. They’da took you too for bein with me.
Us, said Mr White irritably. Do you know?
Red shrugged.

I do. We’d have been immediately arrested, imprisoned without bail, sentenced in court the next day with no defence counsel or even case for defence. No jury. No appeal. Then the same day we’d be shot. And if this district is one of those that employ torture, well we’d have that to look forward to as well before we die.
Red shrugged again. Chill man, these things happen.
Mr White put his hands up in the air as if calling to the gods and then put them back down again. Only in Rule Red! Only in Rule! Which is why we have to be more careful! They say that the punishment fits the crime but most of the punishments here seem to be death.
May as well go for the biggest crime then, Red grinned, his teeth reflecting lime green in the glow of the latest sign.

Mr White sighed. Just what were you doing anyway.
Nothin much.
No, really.

Just havin sex.
With who?
I dunno.
You do know though, don’t you?
Yeah.
Mr White shook his head. Red, the risk . . .
Red waved his hands dismissively. That’s why we’re here ain’t it? Without risk what do we have? Without risk we’re nothin doin nothin. What’s the fuckin point? Why are you here?
Mr White paused, not understanding, either what Red was saying or his own reasons for being in Rule. He tried to think. I’m here . . . to escape. The words came difficult and strange, as they always do when trying to put words to something where mere words could not do the job.
Red looked at him as if taking measure of this, and then nodded slowly. Right. See, I dunno where you’re from, but for me, well, back home rules and laws are mighty fuckin thin on the ground. Mighty fuckin thin. Long as you don’t impact on the rich and powerful you can get away with all kindsa shit. That’s cause where I’m from the less you got the more of a fuckin commodity you are. But only en masse, shits ain’t given bout the individuals, see? Drops in the fuckin ocean. The less value they give you the less protection they give you. They look out for themselves and them alone. Like us all. That’s what got built up over time, the instinct to fuck another over. And so you think, right, well it’ll be fuckin chaos right? No sir. No. As each law dropped off the fuckin chart, meaningless in these . . . new ages of the predator and prey, as each law vanished to fuck the people grew more tired. I seen it. I’ve walked amongst the underclass outside the factories and workhouses and old underground bars stinkin from the sewers, and there ain’t life in their eyes no more. They been shit upon so long and it’s been dog-eat-dog there so goddamn much that they got nothin left to chew on. 

See, a man gotta have somethin to rail against man. He gotta have a wall to push against else how is he gonna feel strong, how is he gonna feel like his sorry life can get some fuckin remedy to it? Anger’s a powerful thing in a man’s life if it can just get some fuckin direction. Take away that and it’ll just fade away or be turned upon yourself. Rob a man of all controllin forces and you rob a man’s soul. That’s what I think anyhow. That’s what I see. Red ran his hands through his hair and then shoved his fingers in the pockets of his jeans. His lip curled a little and then fell.
Mr White looked confused. But the government, well, uh, the upper classes . . .
Red pulled his fingers out of his pockets again. The families, yeah. Just the one class at the top y’know. But they’re untouchable. The wall they put up ain’t the kind to push against, it’s the kind that’s been there all your life and all the lives before you. You don’t even notice the fuckin thing, it’s like the sky. You go your whole life and until someone points it out to you . . . well you just don’t think. Well I didn’t. None of the hollow bastards I seen back home would. And it don’t matter if the absence of laws are absent cause the fuckin families steadily made it so, cause the fuckin Elite wanted to fuck with – literally too, y’know – every man woman and child of the underclass. Hell, of everone not them. Even them too if they thought they had the upper hand to fuck one over on one of their own without getting fucked over in return. I’m talkin real sick gangster shit man. But that’s just the way of the world ain’t it? A guy could walk about and kill a dozen workers or prostitutes or fuckin orphan kids and there’s no kind of authority to stop him and the families would do jack shit unless it harmed their production. But they can make em breed so damn fast I can’t see why it would.
Red breathed deeply. He was kicking every loose stone and piece of rubbish he saw along the street, his face shifting to every colour as if some magical being torn between every emotion and sin, or some chameleon shifting to become one with the goings on around him.
So a guy like me, he continued, as if it all had to come out if any of it did. A guy like me feels like one of those selfsame hollow bastards, cause everthin on my level is empty, no sense of fuckin danger or immorality to get you hot inside, cause morality itself is like some ancient word it’s used so little and there’s lots that don’t know what it means. Everthin around me is washed fuckin clean of fun and that . . . that evil spark of livin that makes bad men do what good men dream. Y’know? Ground level’s not a playground no more, it’s fuckin sterile, and the ceiling’s so high to reach it may as well be the fuckin sky.

 Red sighed and coughed. He reached in his pocket for cigarettes and lit one and smoked it, tilting his head right back and breathing it out as if was nectar to share with the gods, as if every cloud of the day was formed from those who smoke at night. He held the cigarette burning in his fingers and spoke again, as if there was some need in him to explain that he had not hitherto felt.
So you know what happens when you can do anythin and not have any threat of punishment, and that state of things ain’t just a temporary hole in things but it’s the real fuckin state of things? When you can do anythin you end up doin nothin. We thrive on conflict man, on the fuckin risk you are gaggin for me to avoid. Crime drops from all but that which the Elite do, which ain’t measured just seen by all. The upper class are gods, the middle class are escapists and the underclass are fucked. You don’t wanna see the kind of shit I’ve seen people from the families or employed by them get away with. Makes some of these people in Rule look like goddamn fuckin saints. Hell, everone else are just things to the Elite. The lower you are the more of a fuckin toy you are. Y’know? Shit. 

Red took a deep breath and smoked. So you see why I’m here, why any-fuckin-body’s here. We’re here to live man. And it’s worth the risk of inconveniencin ourselves.
I didn’t realise death was an inconvenience.
Red laughed. It ain’t that bad.
Tell that to the dead.
I have done. 
Mr White yawned and suddenly felt very, very tired. Alright. Let’s find a hotel and find some relatively comfy sheets to die in.
What do you think we been lookin for this whole time? Red rolled his eyes at him. Neither of my eyes are on this conversation amigo. 
He stopped right there in the middle of the street and turned to his right and looked up. Let’s just take this one man.
Mr White looked. No way, he said.
HOTEL
Unidentifiable insects roamed the walls with sneering abandon. This place was theirs first and would be theirs still after the humans and semi-humans and all their creations were long dead. Even the moments when you couldn’t see them you could hear them, tickling the inside of the walls, and in the silent seconds each of their tiny legs resounded like clacking boots. 

The last attempt to paint the place must have been in some previous age of humanity, when humans cavorted naked and whooping as nought but shaved apes. As if we had only regressed since then, evidenced in this maggot’s palace. The water ran, just about, and the plumbing worked on occasion, but any upkeep and maintenance more than that was the stuff of fancy. Was the place ever liveable? Perhaps in that previous age. Before whoever owned the place had turned their attention to things of greater import, such as dealing, gambling, prostitution and snuff rackets.
The place was a front, that was clear. But Mr White kept his head down and his eyes blinkered and he made sure he knew nothing. They walked to their room on the ground floor, and any of the rotting wooden doors left open slammed shut as others heard their approach. Red narrowed his brow as they passed one, and evidently he heard something salacious for he smirked and shook his head. Mr White was not listening. He just wanted to sleep.
They entered the room and were surprised to find it no worse than the hotel in District Five. Sure, the curtains were rags that had at no point ever been actual curtains except when defined by their use. Sure, the bed was grubby as muck and painted in a thousand stains, not just the sheets but soaked through into the broken-springed mattress, all those essences of soul and sickness that leaked down into the barrel of the world. But it was a place to sleep, and it was dirt cheap, and that had suited Red, at least, fine.
Mr White looked around the small room, as if expecting something tucked away, as if the room could hold big secrets in its corners. He put his hands on his hips. There’s only one bed. I thought there’d be two.

Shotgun the bed.

What.

You can take the floor. Here man, take the second pillow and the extra sheet.

How thoughtful.

No worries. I’m goin sleep now. You alright?
Yes. Okay.
Guess what we’re doin tomorrow?

BAR
As soon as they entered the bar Mr White knew something was different. The lighting was the same, and yet the room appeared darker, shrouded and close. It seemed as though the space within was trying to escape the walls, push away from claustrophobia or some dark energy, as though something within was a force without reckoning, something foreboding and fearful that all other matter and empty space shifted imperceptibly away from. The walls showed strain, buckling towards another dimension. 
The whole area was a bubble and it swallowed them up. Inside even the air felt sharper, daggered and skeletal. Air colourless as always and yet inexplicably blacker, swaying with dust and decay and creaking soundlessly. It made its place there not as a giver of life but as though it were a saw upon the human soul. The soft lights, still and yet aching under invisible duress, cast shadows upon the wall so dark as to be empty forms in the universe, empty souls and holes in the world. Looking and losing oneself in those small oblivions turned the inconsequential animate and malicious, lengthening such casts to gangling monsters and cage bars.

The bar smelled of whiskey and smoke and death. This was not intangible, a phantasm of the world under the scope of the mind. This was something real to them and they breathed it in as one might breathe in anything that was there.
They found themselves moving towards the epicentre, and that which pushed all around it pulled them in as though they were at the end of a rope.

Rum and mixer. Red was leaning over the bar. Yeah, anythin. No, that orange one. With the pirate. Yeah. No ice. Cool.
Mr White stood by him and shivered though it was not cold. He turned to the man next to him.
Johnny Black’s face was not as conventionally handsome as Red’s, and certainly possessing none of that effeminate prettiness, none of the cleanness or smoothness, the jovial cheek. His face was hard and weathered, as if dashed by sandstorms. His nose was lean and pointed like a weapon. His jaw was tough and grizzled and leant his features a grim mood, as though the grit of it ground his teeth from a life of too much death. His hair and eyebrows were black as the night and his eyes were pits of surging darkness. His was a face of authority and command, of beckoning attraction and obsession indirectly, from the feel of it all, from how weak and silly you felt in comparison.
He was sitting at the bar smoking and he turned to look at his witness and Mr White shared a gaze that locked his limbs. It went right to his gut and his heart and the soul of his groin tore like paper.
Um. My name’s Mr White, Mr White said. He was stiff and self-conscious of trying to act normal. Self-conscious of sweating. He curled his toes tight.
You got a first name? The man’s voice was hewn and leathered and edged in Death’s whisper. 
Mr White hesitated. We . . . don’t need first names.
Fuck that. The man held out his hand, hot and rough. The name’s Johnny Black.
Kidd Red pushed in front of them, holding his drink sloshing the sides of the glass, and the man whipped his hand back, sheathing the thumb into his belt.
I heard of you.
Well. Ain’t that something.
You murdered three people out in Seven. We were there and I was talkin to some folks and your name kept comin up. They said the cops were raidin places lookin for you.
Wowee, Johnny Black said blankly, his voice low and guttering. Wasn’t me. I distinctly remember not being there. I was out in Nine, killing six. He smiled, and his eyes burned, and he put that fat black cigar of his back twixt his white lion teeth.
You’re joking, right? Mr White said.
Now why would you ask a question like that? His deep southern accent was almost well-spoken beneath the cracks, as though he could belong both at a dinner party and on a ranch. He spoke like a hard-living man well-read. 
Johnny Black puffed on his cigar, and crackling desert smoke broiled out in front of them, making Mr White cough. He twisted on his barstool and beckoned the bar girl over.
Three whiskeys. The one with the holocaust on the bottle.
She swamped and fired the little glasses so the liquid was hot on top like bubbling blood. She banged them down in front of the three of them and each one sounded like a gunshot.
He laid out a note on the bar top without looking, wrapped around a knife. His eyes were intent on the floorboards.
The bar girl glanced at it, and walked faltering to serve another. He walleted the note and the knife was hidden.
Have you ever seen someone with their guts out around your ankles? Johnny leaned in close all a sudden, his voice drizzled and sweated in coal. You ever killed someone you were fucking, or fucked someone you were killing? You ever seen the limits of human emotion? He withdrew a fraction, a sideways smile stamped on a suave face and a look so hard and penetrating and mordant that Mr White felt like he was reaching in and fingering his soul like a plaything, like a puppet thrashing on his hands.
You’re a psychopath, Red said.
Is that what you think I am? A dance of amusement played about his eyes, a lip curl rocking on his mouth like a boat.
You are. Red leaned against the bar.
Some are quick to judge. Where’s your latest underaged conquest?
Red’s eyes widened.
Yes. I’ve seen you about. Such a fine stallion of a man. It’s a wonder you ain’t hailed as a saint. Johnny Black grinned, his teeth glinting.
Red looked about to start up, but Johnny raised his hand. Easy. We’re all sinners here. Drink up.
They all did the shots and Kidd Red and Mr White were left spluttering with mouths of brimstone. Johnny Black had drunk his down like water, and the only fire was in the darks of his eyes. He watched the other two recover without expression.
What’s the problem with murder and torture here? he said, judging their faces intently. These people ain’t anything to us. And I’m going out of my way to bless them with something so potent they can’t even handle it. I’m an experience-giver.
Something a psychopath would say. Red clacked his jaw about like a wounded animal.
You don’t have the capacity to understand.
Definitely something a psychopath would say. Red spat out his trouble, and the whiskey-soiled shine spattered near Black’s polished boot.
Wipe it up.
I - 
Wipe it up.
There was a chill silence where Johnny Black and Kidd Red battled it out in a stare and Johnny won by a landslide. Red crouched, muttering, and rubbed up the spit with the knee of his jeans. He straightened and tried to regain himself.
What do you think? Red turned to Mr White. Do you think he’s a psychopath?
Mr White looked down, avoiding Johnny Black’s gaze. No, I don’t think he is, he mumbled. I don’t think you can call someone a psychopath here, not in any honesty, not in a place this screwed up. The whole system is one sprawling sociopath. Either none of us are or we all are. Johnny . . . he beckoned mutely to him, Is just doing what he wants.
Johnny tipped his hat to him, his crooked smile drawn and hunting. Nobody’s safe, he said, and winked, just an iron shutter of his eye, held long to point of parody. His other eye flared like sunspots. He opened them both wide, too wide and maniacal, and laughed at the discomfort of the other two.
I end these people, he said, leaning in once more, as if he was letting them in on a secret. I end them in the best way possible. Even those that don’t die get ended in some way. You don’t get people liking it, not liking it like you like a steak or a kiss, but they are crazy for it. You ain’t seen nothing until you’ve seen them writhing like that, like these beasts, these stuck pigs. Even they know it’s something unparalleled, unconquerable. It’ll always be everything. But you, he pointed at Kidd Red, You keep them going, sharing the corruption. You are sick if any of us are.
Johnny Black stood up tall and touched his finger to Mr White’s chin, forcing him to meet him gaze. And you, you’re a watcher.
I am no such thing! Mr White scarleted.
Yes you are. I knew as soon as I saw you. And I could smell it. The smell of dried cum and dead fucking longing. Unquenchable.
Mr White blustered and raised his hands to protest, but Johnny Black shot them down with a look.
Ain’t this something, he drawled sardonically. Mr White here is more abashed by his voyeurism and Kidd Red – yes, I know your name – more hot up by his perversion and filth than I ever am by my murders and rapes and tortures. God forbid how beetroot Mr White’d go if I claimed he was, oh I don’t know, a goddamn cuckold or something. He flicked a lump of ash from his cigar and caught it in his hand. He sprinkled it in his empty shot glass, and span it clattering away.
Mr White looked horrified and Kidd Red frowned while Johnny Black cooled and smoked thoughtfully.
There’s a lot of vacancies out there boys, he said eventually, straightening up his southern hat and waving the cigar in their faces. A lot of people empty but for our cocks and knives. Red, I’ve got no problem with your fucked up shit, but it is fucked up shit so don’t act like you’re better than what I got, pure like lightning out in the prairie. I’m doing a lot you won’t get, but if you hang around me long enough some of it might come clearer. I’ve got philosophies you can’t even touch. Mr White, you can watch me and masturbate if that’s all you want to do, and while your objects of tainted affection are fucking other guys – including me, long may it ruin her – you will be having more tortured satisfactions then you ever had before. Now listen you two, I’m interested in you both, and company's a hard thing to keep with my methods – so you can stay, but there’s something you always got to remember.
What’s that? Kidd Red’s eyes were as wide as pearls and twitched in a chaos of unknown feeling. Mr White too was all blinking and swallowing the heart in his mouth like he was some kind of innocent.
Johnny Black clapped his hands on their backs and strode them out the bar.
I’m one of the wolves.
STREET

The walk took them past back alleys and front alleys of sin and corruption as thick as tar where the tart girls rode their skirts up small and high or small and low like belts or string, their ruddy faces aglow and blushed like blood under soft lights tinted blue and pink and red, somehow wavy and out of focus as if underwater. The air itself seemed full of smoke and sweet in its pestilence like sugar ridden over by insects and the shutters of the shops were riding high all corrugated and shiny looking, wet without rain.

The whores looked at them, pursing their baboon lips and puckering and bending out, their faces when they got close stencilled with dimples and their eyelashes like a black man’s hands with the fingers all splayed and nailless. Their thighs were bony and netted or bulging and naked, sometimes bruised pink if their flesh was creamy or wan, looking blue or sickly yellow on the blackest. The more voluptuous were bouncing out far from their waists as if overripe fruit ready to squeeze before they burst, and those thunder legs ran down to high socks or sockless feet, sometimes the toes curling in the dirt to hide the nails all fungal and flaking, but most at least somewhat manicured and coloured and precariously tiptoed in slutheels, raising midgets to chest height and tall girls gargantine and practised in their clumsless sexual totter. As you looked up their eyes were so dark like oil or midnight orbs, or blue and green like the sun reflecting off tropical seas, except the light was artificial and their implanted irises shone fake and jaded. 

Many of the women were older, with skin that hung off them as if the call of gravity was more attractive than loyalty to the body. Their hair was brushed up or dank and straggled and the abandonment of effort seemed not as sad as the effort made all the more. The whores were men too, cut or not to all degrees including those without anything between their legs, or just with nothing hanging but over pumped sacks like human melons, with skin less leathered and more stretched tight looking like jellyfish or some bright-veined balloon creature of the deep sea. The men were as varied and garish as the girls, some bearded or heavy-set, some stern some giggling, and all dolled up they were in leathers or pimp-colour suits or dresses frilled and drag or contemporary slut. Their faces were unshaven or smoother than the women’s legs, with makeup dark and classy or like circus clowns, and there were mixtures of everything said before, and some had their backs to the wall with no real clothes at all but chains or strips of coloured or black cloth.

 The hookers went beyond those two sexes and continued way on, with sexed up in-betweens, all laying individual claims to the definition of a third gender, and some of the streetwalkers were augmented biologically or mechanically; some were cyberdolls, those glorified robots in models flashy and new or old and worn with bits missing; some bald, some with an eye switched off, one or two dismembered with wires dangling and sparking or clipped and many with skin like rust or mould. 

Many whores were bitten by disease. They leaked fluid from anyplace, some of it disgusting some of it sexual, and all of it both to some passer-by. Their voices were sugary and husky and hard and catcalls and whines, some dominant and teacher-like and many like schoolchildren, teasing and flirting with practised innocence, and some there attracted a mothering or fathering instinct, seeming like lost kids wanting put right; some begged for a spanking or whatever unknown lay waiting in your pants just for them, and many propositions sounded disturbing and were disturbing enough for some passer-by. Many of the younger looking acted the very opposite, as though dogs in heat or succubi in a new land or aliens ready to enslave the populace through seduction and insemination.

As they walked on, all faltering except for Johnny, the air high on stank in thick, mugging patches, making Mr White cough. It was especially foul around a few of the all-human men and women who couldn’t or wouldn’t take care of themselves any longer. Perhaps given up on the trade in their old age, standing about all creased up and tired, or maybe young and drugged up with eyes rolling back and wetting themselves and telling you to come for some sugar while drool pitted in the corners of their mouths and ran like spiderstring down their chin and into their cleavage or matted chest hairs, whatever the gender. And some of the augments must have disagreed with the whores and those kind of infections had their own kind of smell like something toxic in your vehicle, and many including the trio wrinkled their noses or held them pointedly, obnoxiously, but others drew closer and rubbed the insides of their legs, their noses sniffing like dogs catching the trail. 

The lights spat and fizzed as they passed and some flickered on and off or stayed off, seeming beset inside with painted fireflies of bipolar temperament. Many of the neon signs had letters missing and by deliberation or coincidence or the lasciviously humoured hand of Fate a sign spelled ANAL where it should have spelled BAN IT ALL – like rich neon graffiti but a real sign that somebody had put up, perhaps in protest or mockery or some turn-on to themselves that only they truly understood. And then they passed pink swirls like icing on cake that read out GIRLS and then a pause in the concrete and then SLUTS. Red nodded at the sign and told them that it was his favourite word, but that some people might not like that and think it was giving some negative impression to which he could explain. Mr White remarked that nobody is going to care in a place like this and Johnny said nothing but barely looked from straight ahead. Red said it was a good word now and it had been taken back, and he seemed to wish someone to argue with him but they didn’t. 

Johnny threw a cigarette down to the ground where it sank slowly into mud and he had another lit in seconds and billowing smoke out the corner of his mouth, his eyes narrowed and darting towards the shadows as if they called him there for secrets not fit even for the degradation of the street. Hookers yelled at them as if their words were gospel and unrefusable and Mr White kept apologising and Red was telling him to shut up when he saw a trio of undersized girls with breasts belonging to giantesses near falling out of what could never be called tops and with buttocks flared out behind them like stallions. Red said they were aug’ed to fuck but what about it and Mr White arched his eyebrows back in consternation and said he didn’t know and Johnny said no. Red looked to argue but just whined and kept looking back as the girls blew kisses to him and fondled their meats. One lifted up her skirt and Red saw what looked in the shadows like a fingerless and round-headed arm strapped to the leg in fishnets and he turned back around and shook his head fiercely and strode on a little faster and yet looked back again three more times and scratched the front of his jeans as if absentminded. 

Mr White was too taken in by all the sights sounds and smells to offer any conversation and Black was quiet and mean and so Red chattered as if to himself saying nothing of value but saying mostly did you see that did you see her did you see it, fuck, and talked about what they could do and who was going to get it and who was what sex different to how they presented themselves even if it were full on obvious. He asked if they were all hookers or maybe just gals out to get some spare cash and then answered himself saying well then either they all were or none of them were. And then he said who was gonna have who and what they were after, but he didn’t get much response out of Mr White and just silence from Johnny, and Red said to nobody in particular that he hoped Johnny wasn’t going to stab some nice young gal. Johnny asked if they were the only ones that mattered and if an ugly old woman or a man or aug or even some cyberdoll with full on sentience got stabbed would that be alright, and Red chuckled and asked if Johnny was gonna be a cunt to someone and Johnny said maybe you. Red didn’t reply because he was alerted to more siren calls and was looking at more tits that gave him some positively heaving impression of his future. 

Johnny stopped outside a café where unidentified roast meats steaming on trays were served to the insalubrious. They sat outside on wooden deckchairs by circular tables nearly as small as birdtables and shiny with grease smears. They were all littered with gristle and scrunched wraps of food, which marked in pink on white the name of the business, Redhot’s Big Meat, even though the portions had nothing big about it and the heat steamed off them faster than you could eat, so by the second half you ate cold blackened sinews and picked the bits out of your teeth like hyenas. The street was complete with the dirty hyena laughter to which everybody halfway sober seemed to take offense, and you knew that a wrong glance could send a fist or a knife your way and yet with Johnny with them Mr White felt safe. Red was too busy laughing at nothing, his face gleeful and him rocking back on his chairlegs close to turning over as if it was all infectious and the world about him seemed nought but a ribald pantomime, or perhaps he was just high. Johnny said the meat tasted like human and Red laughed and Mr White looked uneasy at first and then laughed too. Johnny smiled and the light from the café’s sign glinted on his teeth so that they looked like little blue knives.

After they ate they walked the streets like lost boys, each quiet, even Red, in their own private reveries of the night. Kidd Red was a slave to the gazes of the women, moving closer to them, staring, smiling, shoulders twitching in silent little chuckles at each new delight. Mr White looked and thought and analysed everything about him, reading faces and movements like words in a book. Johnny Black moved through the world as if he were his own shadow, said nothing, and the coloured lights that glared down upon them cast down on his low pulled hat that kept the top half of his face black and impenetrable, melting it into the rest of the night. He stalked like a panther and smoked in whispers.
Red had halted to chat with an aug outside. She was young with auburn hair and her lipstick was blue and she had no arms. Her figure was a strongly augmented hourglass, and the heavy top and bottom balanced each other out just enough to keep her standing. Mr White could not hear what Red was saying but it was clear they were flirting outrageously and Red was laughing and swaying slightly as if to an invisible breeze. She laid her eyes on his belt and he put a hand on her ass and pulled her in and she said something and he said something and the night erupted in a shrill thunder, a world-trembling foghorn screech that blacked out all other sounds to the tune of red flashes in the sky like blood lightning.

What the fuck was that? Red looked about in alarm, releasing the girl who vanished into the doorway behind her. The siren had ended as quickly as it had come.
You know what it was, Johnny said. Forget it.
Red looked confused for a second, and then his eyes widened. Oh, fuck. That’s what happens? Fuck.
Remember the rules! Mr White hissed.

I know the fuckin rules man. You know how we all respond to rules. We play them like a . . . like a . . . Red gestured impotently . . . And it’s the same damn thing.
He looked back at the now empty doorway and turned back to them, his face comically sad and puppyish for a second, and then he shrugged and it left him.
Where’s Johnny? 

Mr White looked around. He was just here. Just here!

Red shrugged again. Ah, fuck him.

Johnny Black had been lost to the shadows, and within ten minutes Mr White had lost Red too, lost to a brothel and two women of opposite ages that wrapped him in their arms and drew him in to their lair. Mr White wandered the street from top to tail and back again and back again, not wanting to return to the hotel on his own, and worried about Red. He was propositioned by women and men, augs and cyberdolls of all ages and ethnicities and genders. He politely turned them all down and some of them he felt gave him a strange look. As though a man of such resistance was no man at all. Something that didn’t belong.

Two hours later of wandering up and down and going in porn shops and out again and in peepshows and out again and eating pizza in a green-lit parlour and just when Mr White was starting to think he had missed Red who had most likely gone home without him he stumbled into him exiting a completely different brothel. 

Oh man. Red clapped Mr White on the back and bent double and vomited.

Come on Kidd. Come on. 

It took a long time but eventually Mr White managed to steer a tumbling Red home. Or the closest thing to home they had that wasn’t a bar. A home of nocturnal insects and stained dreams.
BAR

They found Johnny Black in the bar the next day. Sat in the same spot. He watched them come to him and he nodded slightly as they sat down next to him. They didn’t know why they came to him. They didn’t think. They just did. 


The usual, said Red.

What’s that? said the bartender.

Oh. Rum and mixer. The orange one. That one, yeah. Iceless. No ice.

And for you? The bartender looked at Mr White.

He’ll have the same.

Red gave his card and they swiped it and he signed his scrawl and got cashback and Mr White thanked them both.
Where did you go? asked Mr White nervously, turning to Johnny. Last night, I mean.

Johnny shrugged. Somewhere. He was sipping his whiskey and he was staring at the wood of the bar top.
I bet you got up to some sick shit, said Red. Another grand adventure in psychopath land.
Perhaps.

Red shook his head. I don’t get you man.

Johnny said nothing.

All that talk yesterday, murders and torture and shit. That was just talk?

What do you think.

How the fuck you live with yourself man. That’s just totally fucked. You got no morals?

Coming from you. There’ll be plenty baying when your neck’s on the rope.
I don’t do anythin bad. Not like you. Not like that.

If you say so.

Red rolled his eyes. Yeah I fuckin say so. He turned to Mr White. Why the fuck we here with this guy? But he didn’t stand up. He didn’t move away.
Everything is made up of two things. Things that can’t be done and things that can be done. That’s all there is. Things ain’t wrong just because somebody says so. They’re just things.
Red took a mouthful of diluted rum and reached for his smokes. What the fuck you talkin about. Course there’s fuckin wrong. Some things are disagreed yeah. But, like torture for no reason? How’d you justify that?
The history of ethics is a history of changing minds. Good or neutral things turned bad. Bad things now accepted. There’s ain’t no definition to any of it. No absolute. There’s nothing to know, just to put forward, to draw back. 

Red snorted. What about somethin like, like pedophilia? You sayin that ain’t wrong? Red puffed on his cigarette, looking down at the floor, his boots swinging back and forth on the barstool and kicking the bar.

I’m saying that a crime is the product of its time. And, by extension, the law. Once innocuous things are now called evil. Things once wrong are taken back into the fold. Our law ain’t careful and measured, it’s something cultured in a vat. Sometimes it gets mutated. People only really notice when something’s wrong when there’s a disparity, when the law has stopped fitting the time and grown out malignant and pompous, and there comes a chasm between the two. Then there comes an ugly mood. Justice can’t have independence. There’s gotta be some modernising, no looking back, no conservatism for law if it is to survive – and it’s only lived by the skin of its teeth so far. Times it’s got so big and sprawled, so ungainly and unfitting to the happenings and prevailing moods around it that it has come close to collapse.
Red looked from Johnny to Mr White and raised his brow and then looked back again. And murder?
Ah, murder. The pure amorality.
Immorality, Red corrected, helpfully.

Amorality. Law and order and morality and all that are just fixtures to make things work as we’re told are supposed to. To make people get along. It’s a community thing, there’s nothing right or wrong about it, just what we give them. If God exists then that don’t change nothing, he doesn’t have the authority no matter what anyone says. That kinda authority is impossible once you give another free will. You can’t give a guy a choice but only if he obeys you. If he wanted authority then he’s failed. Why is it his to wield anyway? I didn’t give him it. I don’t acknowledge that kind of command, why should I? Because of a system of reward and punishment? As if the world ain’t already that. How can such a system make anything  right or wrong? It makes people selfish and scared. It’s pure self-interest and that’s how we got to this state of affairs. A beautiful morality, that is. No, there’s no moral arbiter. There ain’t nothing but us.
What about do unto others as you would have done unto you? suggested Mr White timidly.

That old maxim. That old maxim presupposes that the “other” is equal to the “you”. It’s wrong in that. It’s an unproven assumption. I ain’t no other. I’m me. I ain’t the same kind of human. There’s no reason that I should treat them as I want to be treated. And even if I were the same, the maxim still holds no reason. Why should I do unto them as I would have done unto me? Because I’m told to? I’m expected to? It don’t make me a hypocrite if I never expect something mutual out of relationships, out of connections with others, and why should I?
Mr White stayed silent. He didn’t know. He knew that some things were just wrong, but he couldn’t explain why. They just were. But that feeling itself was fading, slowly. Blacks and whites were turning to greys. There was some vague concern within him that he may end up fighting with his own sense of morality, and perhaps losing it entirely.
Red had turned to face away from them both to better peruse the growing crowd, and became intent on analysing an attractive twenty-something woman who had just walked in. She wore a leather dress, skin-tight about her chest and loose past her thighs, and her face was assured and smirking. As Red was thus engaged, a middle-aged woman in a scarf and a long beige overcoat tripped over his outstretched boot. She sprawled onto the floor. Red uselessly tried to stifle a smile, and then said he was sorry. He was about to add that it wasn’t his fault, but stopped himself.
Johnny stepped forward, and leant down and took the woman’s arm. Let’s get you up, he spoke kindly, and lifted her to her feet. She looked at him, smiling, and then losing the smile as she looked into his eyes. She mutely nodded her thanks, her eyes on the floor. Red’s boots now withdrawn to hook on the stool.
You take care of yourself, ma’am, Johnny touched his hat respectfully.

She nodded again and managed a faint smile, and she scooted off, gathering her coat about her and not looking back.

Red looked at Mr White, grinning, his head back. Did you hear that? Ma’am. I ain’t never heard someone say ma’am in real life. Does he think he’s in some black and white movie or somethin?
Mr White didn’t say anything but pursed his lips and tried to smile with his eyes, wanting to humour Red without insulting Johnny. Johnny ignored them both, pulling the brim of his hat lower over his eyes and sipping his whiskey.

You gonna kill her later, J-man? Mr Polite? Red raised his eyebrow and curled his lip a little. He continued to be ignored.

You like the older girls huh? Her tits weren’t that big you know, Red sneered. I seen bigger.
These women ain’t your objects, Red, said Johnny coolly.

I never said they were.
Their curves ain’t for your attention.
Well they got it. Red peered at Johnny cockily. I know you look too.
Know much, do you? drawled Johnny.

Red ignored this, and pressed Johnny again. What’s the matter, don’tcha like big tits?
Johnny blew a ring of smoke and said nothing.

What, ain’t you gonna answer?
Another ring of smoke.

I’ll take that as a yes then.
You’ll take what I give you. The question is both impertinent and irrelevant to my concerns.
Ah. A fancypants cunt answer.
A more clever cunt than you, Johnny smiled meanly, and drew out another cigarette and lit it.


More drinks passed along with the time. Mr White went to the bathroom while Red wandered through the crowd, making cheeky comments to random patrons and trying to find the most interesting girl in the room.

Johnny was standing with his back to the bar when a short girl came up to him. She was dressed in a black corset over a black frilly dress, with pink fishnets and knee-high strapped red boots. Glitter was on her face and her hair was in pigtails, decorated in pink lace. Her breasts were pushed up obscenely by the tightly tied corset and the top of one was tattooed in little hearts. She wore a dog collar that sparkled.

Fucking hell, said Johnny under his breath.
Is that your friend? He’s hot. The girl looked in Red’s direction, twirling her hair between her fingers flirtatiously even though Red currently wasn’t facing her.

His name’s Kidd Red.
Do you think he’d like my pussy?
Johnny put his hands to his face and then removed them. No.
No?
He prefers assholes.
The girl giggled. Oh, really?
Johnny didn’t say anything.

I hope he’d like my asshole, then.
You talk like him.
Is that a good thing? The girl finally turned her face to Johnny, but he wasn’t interested in making eye contact.

It’s a thing.
Mr White came back from the bathroom and as soon as he returned Johnny left wordlessly. Mr White stood uncomfortably by the girl in the corset and looked at Red as he walked unsteadily off with the woman in the leather dress, navigating through the other patrons and stumbling into a table as he passed.


Why do all you women go for him? Mr White ventured. He’s, well, he’s an asshole.

The girl at his side watched Red too and smiled. Yeah, but he’s a fuckable asshole.

You sound like him.

The girl looked at the back of Red wistfully as he departed the bar with the woman. We’re all the same breed, she said, and walked away from him.
STREET


It was three and a quarter hours later and Red was in an alleyway near the bar getting fucked.

His hands splayed on the wall, dirt creeping into his fingernails, crumbling down as though the wall was the decaying state of the world and the fierce, half-pained pressure of his stance was that which was taking it down.

He heard the slap before he felt it, and the pain was quick and white. He yelped. Other things came, and he felt claw marks, felt savaged by animals.

Do you fucking like this? The woman’s voice snarled in his ear and his hair was wrenched tight.

He said nothing.


I said do you fucking like this, slut?


He grunted. He was loathe to answer her. He did not want to hear his own voice. To hear it would be to come back, to acknowledge who he was and what he was doing here. 

She mauled him and he murmured yes, as low as he could. It replayed in his mind a hundred times on a loop, over each other, forming a dumb chorus, a cacophony of yeses. He shuddered.

It wasn’t enough for her. She thrust harder, and commanded him to tell her what he wanted.

Silence.


Slap.


Fuck off!


Slap.

He grit his teeth. Fuck my ass. His body felt a warm wash of shame. He covered himself in it like a blanket and his head swam and his body prickled and he stiffened and leaked.

Louder.


He shook his head desperately and then, Fuck my ass! The full length prickling again, like pins and needles all over. There were spikes in his brain. Thin fleshy spikes, probing and stimulating.
Good boy.

He was clutching hold of his masculinity as though a drowning man on a lifebelt, but it was slipping, slipping wet and sticky through his fingers. 
His body was on some new switch, feeling the extension of her inside him, pulsing, unnatural. For moment after long moment he was one of his toys, one of his conquests. 
But no, he was hers.
His breath was staggered, rushing, coming all at once or not at all. His insides were full, too full, as though the thing was going to burst out his throat in a fountain of white blood. Every instance of retreat he was hollow, an empty cave, an oblivion waiting for the universe to come in. In that half a second he lived a lifetime as a thing without filling. A vacant lot. An uninhabited hovel. Some stretch of desolation waiting for its purpose, its fulfilment.
The next half a second the world would move in. His body would explode, a shuddering apocalypse, an end of times that tore him apart. He was ruptured, intestines to jelly, organs died, and still the thing mushed his body up. He felt like he was backed into a tree, feeling it split him, use him, bouncing on the thing as the smallest ragdoll.
He felt fucked in his very soul.

The hammering continued as endless cycles of the universe born and dying, a rebirth from every death. The claw marks were near lost to him now, but the insults volleyed back and forth like rocks in his head, clanging against the insides with boundless energy. They dropped into his gut where he nourished them with his intestinal jelly, and they jumped up and down like a stomach ache.
He made as if to vomit, but nothing came, not even a retch. After a few seconds a thin hang of drool took from his lips and ran to the floor, the only part of his soul that could escape the bombardment. 

The rest stayed for the show. The final denouement was at hand. One could not leave before the curtain call.
He was a lost thing, and nothing was blocked out, everything was integral. The woman groaned and the augment inside him began to release.  He was flooded, a reservoir to her pleasure. He was infused.
Good boy. 

BAR

We need to decide on where we’re going next, said Mr White. They were all sat back at the bar. Red shifting in his seat.

Who says I’m done with this one? Red mumbled around a straw as he blew bubbles into his drink.

We’re going to District Twelve, said Johnny. We got to keep moving.
Who says? Red shot up, taking his mouth off the straw.
I do.
We can vote on it. Make it a democratic decision. Mr White crossed his arms.

There’s only three of us you cock, said Red. How’s that gonna work. Unless you side with Johnny like a goddamn kiss-ass.
Mr White went red and Johnny snorted. I don’t believe in democracy.
You’re joking? Mr White looked aghast.

No.
I mean, I know it’s not perfect -
You can say that again.
- But still.
Still nothing. Every man woman and child should have their full right of choice. Any democratic decision leaves out the minority. Those figures in the minority might have some pretty damn good ideas on the world.
And what if they don’t?
And what if they don’t? Johnny echoed. It’s still their choice and they should be free to make it. Take that away and you rob a man of his autonomy, his will. He is no longer his own person but the person of the Majority. Every figure should be able to live without having to slunk along in the footsteps of some pitchfork group, should be able to live without someone else breathing down their shoulder and steering their knife and fork as they eat. When you’re a minority, you’re nothing. Everybody who’s been a minority knows that.
But the world would be in chaos! Mr White protested.

It already is, and we’re still no more free. It don’t matter where the state of the world goes, the first maxim is to allow a man his choice, and give him the personal responsibility of each and every one of them. Don’t make him ride on the coattails of others and have to put up and excuse and apologise for what others decided and counted him out on. It don’t matter if the world goes crazy with all doing their own mad thing. That’s the first tenet of the world. Once you got autonomy, then the rest follows. But that has to be set in place first.
And this means what for us? Mr White said helplessly. We all go our separate ways?
Johnny smoked and said nothing.

So wait, what about when someone’s rights infringes on yours?
Don’t say rights, Johnny sighed. It means nothing. It’s law speak. As if you’re supposed to be expecting to be protected by someone else and have them stand up for what you think you deserve. It’s a soundbite. We don’t need that. Human choice is an inalienable fact, is what it is.
Alright, so what about when someone else’s choice infringes on yours.
Let it infringe. I can infringe back. If you ain’t got the strength to fight back then maybe someone somewhere will make one of their choices be protecting the weak.
So maybe a group of people, murmured Mr White, tentatively, Maybe a group of people want to make that protective choice, or any kind of choice that they all agree on… and they as a group, maybe a really big group, infringe on you . . .
Johnny didn’t say anything for a moment, just stared at the wall smoking, and then he grinned widely. Alright. Alright Mr White. I see where you’re going. Then how about we got free reign over our choices up to when they infringe upon another’s.
You mean the choice not to be killed or tortured? Mr White said quietly.

Johnny grinned again. Aha. He beckoned to the bartender and she came over.
Yeah?
Whiskey for my friend here.
I don’t - started Mr White.

Whiskey for my friend here. He laid coins on the table and she went off.
Thank you, said Mr White sheepishly.
Yeah.
You called me your friend.
Johnny closed his eyes. No I didn’t. He fixed Mr White with a Look that made him go red.
We’re friends now? said Mr White hesitantly, after a long pause.
When did I say we weren’t?
So that means we are?
No.
You respect me now though.
Johnny coughed and leaned his neck back as if looking to the sky. Lord. What do you want my respect for?
Mr White shrugged, embarrassed.

The whiskey came and Johnny pinged it with his fingers over to Mr White. Drink up. And we can talk. But don’t get any funny ideas. There ain’t no me-and-you. There’s just me. And then there’s you.
Red had been flicking his eyes from one to the other without saying anything this whole time. Finally he ruffled his hands through his mess of hair and put his hand on his chin, blinking wearily. If you’re gonna go back to all that then I’m outta here. I ain’t got no truck with this shit.
With what shit? Johnny turned to Red, as if he had forgotten he was there.

With this political shit.
Johnny raised his eyes to the ceiling and down. Lord. All shit is political, Red. You can’t avoid that.
Like hell I can’t. I just get on with my own life. I do. Not. Care. About any of this otherwise shit. I just want to live my life.
Your life may well be affected by it.
Whatever. I’m still livin it. I’m doin it my way, by myself, with whoever wants to come along for the ride.
Of course. Johnny turned back to Mr White, causing Red to frown. I think me and Red might share not completely alien views, but perhaps his are less . . . erudite.
Whatever, muttered Red, and stood up. I’m gonna go find me some girls. He walked off with a thumb cocked in his belt and the other running his hands through his locks.

I don’t think he’s interested, said Mr White, looking after him with a slightly concerned expression.

It complicates his world view. Johnny didn’t watch him go, but sat at the bar and smoked.

His world is pretty small, Mr White observed.

Of course it is. It’s only got him in it.
Johnny had been gone for an hour. He hadn’t said where he was going he had just up and left. Red was half laid down in the far, shadowed corner of the bar, blowing blue smoke from his mouth. A thin trail of blue wisped its way from the end of his cigarette.

What are you smoking? Mr White sat down beside him, back from the bathroom.
Blue snake.
What’s that?
XE. Red blew another big cloud of blue.

Okay.
It’s a drug, said Red helpfully.

I know what it is, said Mr White. Then, after a pause, Why’s it called blue snake?

Red shrugged. 

What does it do?
Red shrugged again. Somethin. Not much. It’s just, like, a relaxant, y’know?
Yeah.
You want a puff?
No thanks.
Johnny returned a short while later, his head down as he approached their corner. Red stood up like a jack-in-the-box.
Johnnyyy! Red stumbled forward and, before Mr White could put his hand out, wrapped his arms around Johnny’s frame, right around his dark jacket for his hands to clasp each other at his back. He was leaning forward a little, his head pressed against Johnny’s chest, his eyes closed and a wide cat-like grin stretched across his face.

What are you doing. Johnny looked down at the beaming figure pinning his left arm to his side. His right arm was holding a black cigarette, the lit end trailing the thinnest smoke signal up into the air.

I’m huggin you man. Red squeezed a little.

Johnny lightly tapped the end of his cigarette on Red’s head. A crumble of hot ash fell into the nest of hair but went unnoticed.

Why?
Because we’re friends and I like you. Hombre.
Oh dear. Johnny took a couple more draughts and once again used Red’s hair as an ashtray. Please stop.
Nope. Red buried his face in Johnny’s chest.

Johnny grazed the end of his smoke onto Red’s bare arm.

Fuck! Red yelped, instantly letting go and spinning off. Goddamn!
It appears I’m free now, said Johnny dryly. He moved his drink over a few inches to the right.

Is that drink for me? Red rubbed his arm, distracted by the movement and the slosh of amber nectar inside polished glass.

It is if you want it to be.
Red grabbed the drink, the affront of being burnt forgotten. Does this mean we’re friends?
Johnny sighed, loudly, and stubbed the last of his cigarette in the ashtray on the bar. It means whatever you want it to mean.
Is that a yes?
No.
Two hours later they moved into District Twelve. Mr White wasn’t about to argue, and Kidd Red was drunk and high on XE. He was legless and giggling and they had to carry him through the checkpoint.

DISTRICT 12, HOTEL

Mr White wasn’t a man of action. He wasn’t a man of words. He was the watcher. The listener. He had learned that the quieter you were the more you sank into the background, becoming almost like the scenery. People forgot you were there. And so they revealed more. That self-check that makes you act with a bit more decorum, a bit more dignity and integrity, perhaps a bit more ethically around new people, people not in your inner circle? That wasn’t there when around Mr White.

He watched, and he listened, and inside his head he filed reports and wrote biographies and analysed everything with a fine tooth comb, judging it against his own character, reading people and their conversations like fiction. Making the slightest of adjustments to himself, as if grooming himself for some intangible position, some omniscient all-acting job, held at task to build himself a model human. Emotions on the outside. The mechanisms for emotion on the inside.

He learnt like a scholar. 

No, not like a scholar. Like a man of professional distraction, a man that clung to boredom and apathy as livelihoods. A man seeking life in others. He dissected people in his brain, and tossed them aside when they proved of no interest, as they so often did. 

Johnny Black and Kidd Red had so far proven far more interesting than anyone he had met before.

He didn’t consider himself a bad person. In fact, he didn’t consider a good person either. When he came to think about it, he didn’t really consider himself much of a person at all. He was just a mind, a mind taking in the external. Things he knew he should care about he often didn’t, or felt that any care summoned in his breast was artificial, a mechanical response devoid of soul. He had emotions, sure, but they were principally devoted to himself, the him that was cut off from the outside world. The mind alone. He knew he could feel things for outside influences, for other people, but for large stretches of time they felt isolated and disconnected to varying degrees. He made up for this by what he felt was a tremendous bout of acting, so lifelike that it often convinced him, and was like second nature. If somebody close to him was upset or in pain, he would act accordingly. Sympathetic. Reassuring. Whenever he thought back to these moments, however, he was slightly paranoid that he was too stilted, too short on words, too by-the-numbers. He said what he thought people wanted to hear. By and large, he was right, and he was right because he had listened for so long.

Mr White was unclear as to his position in the world, but he assumed it to be completely insignificant one. He was a blip on nobody’s radar. He was a ghost in the machine. 

When other people tried to engage him it made him uncomfortable. The less he knew them the less the comfort. The greater the engagement the less the comfort. Sex was a challenge. Thankfully sex was unnecessary. But he had the potential to enjoy simple social interaction, even to have fun, and when it was forced upon him by the right people at the right times it could dig him out of his shell. 
Johnny Black and Kidd Red were the right kind of people. They were not your everyday men. They were fringe men. Outcasts, exiles. Men of horror and absurdity. Men free of tethers, men unchained. Beasts and devils. Geniuses and madmen. Psychopaths. Judge jury and executioner. Moral zeroes. Glorious fools riding the wave, the wave of shit and fear and nothing.

There was more to learn from them than from the rest of humanity.

Mr White found himself attracted to them, like a fly attracted to hot shit. Like a moth attracted to the light, that when turned out, flutters around blind and crazy and free in the darkness. They were rubbing off on him, their ways like musical terrorism to his ears. He was easily impressionable and always had been. Red and Black were easily impressing and always had been. He was being charmed, seduced, and he lapped it up in all his lust and fear and nightly sweats. Every time he looked at them he could feel the admiration nestling within him, or something like it, and he wondered and kept on wondering why there was so much to like about the very worst of people.

Mr White didn’t have sex. He didn’t fuck and he didn’t make love. He kept himself to himself, and all his greatest pleasures had been known in his own company. He masturbated religiously, devoutly and zealously. He was tied to his organ like it was the only touch he ever desired. It wasn’t – he wanted so much more, so much greater – but all of these were unattainable, because all of these things were imaginings. None of them could exist. All the women and men and more. All the beasts and demons. All the things, all the things in the universe were in his universe and his universe was a fantasy.

He had lived whole lives of masturbation. Shut off from the outside world, lusting and self-loathing and yet also apathetic and distant, his body feeling like some alien plant, some wall decoration. His mind hallucinating, dreaming. Great visions. Feelings of genius, of sexual dominance and submission, of worlds and their people conquered and terraformed. Feelings of disgust and love. A sexuality of fiction.
What had Red said on the night they had first met? The fantasy is everything. It was all about the fantasy. It always was, always is.
Mr White was weary, inescapably weary. But then again he always was, if not in body then in mind. He finished his glass of water and climbed into bed. There was silence from next door, and he guessed that Red has passed out.
Mr White sighed and settled down. He ran his hands down his body to the place where there was still feeling and gripped it tight. Another night in Rule.
THE WHITE DREAM

There was a room of pale faces. An audience hall lined with figures. They were clad as ladies and gentlemen, in elegant ballroom dresses and tuxedos. Their heads were all blank and smooth, without form or feature, like white eggshells. They all faced him in the centre. Nobody moved or spoke. There were no mouths, no expressions. It was as though being under the judgement of hundreds of statues.

Silently, the room shifted inwards. It got smaller. The figures got closer.

He wanted to edge away from the people but they surrounded him all sides. All four walls were shrinking in, almost imperceptibly. The people crowded. Without a single movement, they came closer. Fifteen metres. Ten. Five. Two. One.

They clustered in, their faces right up to him. He couldn’t speak for terror. His skin dripped with liquid fear and he felt even this judged, appraised with condescension and sneers, even though no emotion was displayed by the pale faces. But the mood was palpable and prickling.

You are useless, sir. The buzzing flat-spoken words came from behind him, and he span around, but there were just more empty faces looking at him in silence.

You are nothing, sir. He span around again but there was no sign of a culprit, no sign of mouths.

This won’t do, sir.
You are a maggot, sir.
You can’t be enough, sir.
You just won’t do, sir.
You are a nobody, sir.
The torments in all their gentlemen’s decorum came thick and fast, battering him from all sides and yet none he could see as he span hopelessly on his feet, weeping down his shirt.

I am me! he wailed.

Silence.

Silence.

All the ballroom dancers in their eggshell heads opened up mouths, huge black holes that took over most of their face like gaping pits of oblivion and without a single other movement they screamed laughter at him. Every figure assaulted him with the same conformed hating, mocking laughter, and it sounded like the tidal buzzing of flies or a thousand buzzsaws or the screech of static.

Then, as though they were on rails, they rushed in at him.

He woke up.

BAR

Johnny had taken them to the nearest cheap hotel he could find and checked them in, holding the incapable Red’s pen hand and arm and operating them like a puppet to give a better signature than Red ever made sober. He had then disappeared back out into the night, only to be there waiting for them in the first bar they entered. He nodded to them from a table. Whiskey in hand. Their drinks were already set up for them. Rum for Red. Water for Mr White. 
My mind’s fuckin crazy guys. I mean it. Red coughed from his straight rum. It’s just – he waved his hands as if painting a scene of chaos. Just, you got no idea.
I think of some dark things too sometimes.
C’mon White, you ain’t got shit but pretty flowers and rainbows in that heada yours.
You’re wrong.
Yeah, you are, said Johnny, eyeing Mr White. I would be surprised if he couldn’t shock you a dose or two.
You guys don’t have what I got.
Try us.
Red sighed. My mind is like this… this electric current right. And it leaps onto anythin it can, without thought or direction. It’ll just go. And often it leaps onto stuff it ain’t supposed to. So it’ll just jump right over there before you’ve even fuckin thought of anythin, before your mind’s even willed it. Nothin conscious about it. I don’t wanna think of most of this shit but I do. And, right, I do this thing right, where I scribble out my mind. Like I have a big black pen and I just scratch all over my mind’s eye like I’m crossin it all out real fast. And that buys me half a second, and then I can get my mind offa that thing and there it’ll go fuckin bouncin to somethin new, and if that’s wrong I gotta scribble that out too, cause if my mind stays, well, that just feels real wrong. Imagine if it’s something illegal -
Pedophilia.
Whatever it is. Sure that’s been in my mind, but that don’t mean nothin, cause all shit has, you see? It’s not as if I fuckin deliberate on it or condone it. It’s just a jump, and if it’s real fuckin bad then it gets the scribble. Sometimes my mind just flashes through a whole heap of stuff in a matter of seconds and I gotta try and make these jumps but I ain’t got enough control over where I’m jumpin. 
He took a deep breath. But, like I was sayin, imagine if it’s somethin illegal. It gives me real fuckin discomfort. Like I’m bein observed or somethin. How do I know I ain’t? What if someone were watchin my mind and saw some of this shit? I’d be goddamn sectioned.
We all would, said Johnny.

Providin everone else ain’t just as screwed up.
They probably are. It would just make them go after us more. A guilty conscience breeds hypocrisy in activism. People getting away from their own demons go after the demons of others. Easier than fighting your own. The joke of it. Moral arbiters with arbitrary morals putting you down to become one of them, to help whip the others into the party line.
We’d be locked up just for what we can’t control, murmured Mr White.

Red rolled his eyes. You wouldn’t. Your mind is a ball of fluff where bunnies bounce on cotton wool and your long lost lover is in the arms of another man . . . under a parasol . . . in a meadow.
Mr White had grown tired of this, and stiffened. I could jump my mind better and stranger than you could.
Red raised his eyebrow. Oh really? You wanna go then, Mr White Lightnin?
Yes. Uh . . . What do I do?

Just say first thing that comes into your head man.

Uh. Um. Banana hammock.
You’re fuckin kiddin me.
Johnny leaned back in his chair with an amused expression. Corpse fires. Burning cows. Garrotted. Monkey butlers swinging from intestines.
Well a lovely contribution from the sweet Mr Black there, said Red. But right now I’m fallin down a waterfall towards a lake of baby foetuses . . . shredded like wheat. I’m covered in goat blood. Wearing a crown of shit. The foetuses are now like potato mash. The sky is rainin milk but it tastes like cum.
Mr White closed his eyes. Red sky at night . . . the barns are on fire. The family is calling out but they are roasting inside. The whole sun is touching the wood. The sun is a fertilised egg. It splits open and inside is a dung beetle with the head of my father. The family is burned black but move about like tree limbs, all staggering and crooked.
Red sniffed. Not bad.
Disembowelled tigers, said Johnny. They’re reading Camus. Libraries are desiccating to dust around them. The kidneys of our mothers are on the footsteps of an Aztec temple. They hatch into screaming apples and each apple is a god and they are bleeding, soaking the earth like red wine . . . in every town people are drinking it and bathing infants in it.
Rednecks frothin at the mouth . . . froth is semen . . . their pricks ejaculate shit onto the ground and flowers burst forth . . . flowers turn into weeds . . . the weeds grow horses like fruit on the branches and they drop off and rape the rednecks . . . the rednecks cry with pleasure . . . the horses die of infections and just their cocks remain . . . the cocks slide about like snakes and then grow insect legs and skitter into the sewage systems of cities . . . they come up through the plugholes and enter the wombs of expectant mothers causing auto-abortions.
Skulls on a cold moor . . . engineers parachute downwards -
Hey it was my turn! protested Mr White.

Fuck turns, said Johnny. Engineers parachute downwards into a field of human shit and mashed egg . . . irrigated by periods. A rainbow arches across the sky and is crossed by a chariot driven by antelopes . . . the beasts have ingrowing horns that spear out through their necks . . . climbing all over them like lice or spiders are babies with black eyes who suck on the horns like cocks.
Brains flop over the floor like fish out of water . . . the desert looks on them like it was once a man . . . there is a yard that is overflowing with monkey nuts, they spring out the ground like tulips or coming up long and hard like erections . . . an old man tends the yard but he is made out of paper and grass and he breaks down slowly and falls into a wheelbarrow made from the spines of giraffes and cheating wives.
Chocolate runs from our cocks and a harem of women and men and animals slurp at them . . . our cocks coil up in spirals and tuck themselves inside our bellies which throb and pulse like we are breedin maggots . . . our family fucks pigs in front of us while we tear our hair out and cut off our fingers with pick axes and then when we cannot hold the axes we gnaw at our hands desperately . . . the new harvest falls on our heads and our heads become huge oranges . . . we are juiced by stinkin old women . . .
Women who are obese like mountains and I dive in the folds like canyons . . . I go spelunking wearing an old miner’s helmet made out of mould and bits of crucifixes . . . I am drowned in the woman’s sweat . . . I make it to the vagina and the folds are like sogging cliff faces . . . scree falls like shit on my head . . . I am caked in primordial ooze… a two headed dog runs yapping at me from some hole and chokes on clean air . . .
Palm trees sway by the ocean which breathes like its alive . . . it is adorned with huge hats and people ride them like boats . . . the water’s surface is like a great skin like curdled milk and it is yellow in colour . . . a sailor drinks it and says it is better than piss . . . he anoints his children in it and claims baptism . . .
Black men call race hate on coconuts which show razor teeth and bite the cocks off white men who whine like pups . . . the blacks have white heads and the whites have black heads . . . the Asians are crocodiles in the water . . . a military drone flies overhead and drops a bomb . . . everyone explodes into pulp which rains down on a village and is taken as a fashion accessory for houses . . .
Lightning darts like broken veins and punctures the faces of lawyers and priests . . . they open up their shirts and make out . . . their skin ripples and then jellifies . . . they become one amorphous mass and cry out their love for the world . . . nearby the only cloud in the sky rains on a single man with hair like bread and his body is so waterlogged it is a wet sponge . . .
A man tells a woman he loves her and she dissolves like salt in the rain . . . she reforms into a pillar that looms over him . . . the man is no longer a man but a garden plant . . . locked up in a cell with bathroom and dining room . . . the cell constricts like an anaconda . . . through the jail bars asylum creatures chitter and cry, their faces like bugs with antenna that reach in and tickle the man-plant . . .
The jumps came thick and fast, and soon they were all talking over one another. Nobody could be sure who was saying what.

Dead wallpaper . . . rolled up in wheelchairs all crippled . . .
Peeling flesh . . . bark of a tree oozing like grease from a sheep’s ass . . .
Taps running all over the world . . . creaking and moaning as if pain . . .
Dogs with tails stitched together . . . blamed for the rape of the horned children . . .
Everybody who is loved by someone made to inject radiation . . . pustules form on their body and start to speak . . .
The grim reaper comes and is a homosexual . . . he buggers the gods in Heaven . . . the women croon old ballads . . .
Tips of fingers sliced and put in pies . . . family mealtime . . . everybody watches an empty box where spiders dance . . .
A reservoir of the tears of oysters and broken men . . . twirling on the edge is a ballet . . . the audience sits in floating boxes and clap at everything . . .
Driving a buggy over the heads of animals . . . sitting next to you is a boar . . . its hat is made of leather and it laughs at you like your mother . . .
All of us crying and masturbating with spikes through our cheeks . . . we are on a train . . . in the distance through the fog a family is stapled to a tree . . .
Whirling in oblivion . . . the end of all things . . . we are surrounded by umbrellas and the scalps of everyone we knew . . .
Pig arousal the new aphrodisiac . . .
Thunder in the sky . . . a goddess dribbles . . .
A temple falls under controlled demolition . . . society calls the anus the new church . . .
The voices eventually trailed off and then ceased. The three were quiet for a moment.

Johnny Black eventually stood up. You two need your heads sorting out. Get help before it’s too late for the rest of us. He shook his head and walked off.

Kidd Red grinned awkwardly at Mr White and scratched his hair like a dog going for fleas. 

Fun. Another drink?
Yeah, smiled Mr White. Whiskey.
Red winked and beckoned the bartender over and called for two glasses. He watched her plump rear as she poured the amber liquid, swilling it down onto ice like spiced piss on a glacier. Her buttocks quivered a little, as if feeling the weight of his gaze.

Red unconsciously licked dry lips then turned away from the woman as he realised what he must look like. You should try me when I’m on hallucinogenics, he said in a serious tone to Mr White. It’s fuckin crazy man. I’m seeing new textures, new colours, seein in new dimensions, new senses, new concepts unimaginable before, everthin goin at shutter speed like maybe how a fly sees things I dunno. I’m talkin just . . . ah fuck, it’s impossible to describe. I feel like a goddamn genius though when I’m on it. Fuckin staggerin.
I bet.
 Red tossed some coins on the bar and took his drink for a sip, whilst looking conspicuously at the bartender’s cleavage as she took the money. Do you think other people can do what we do? He took another sip as the woman walked away. 

How do you mean?
Our mind jumpin. All the crazy thoughts.
I think anyone can probably do it. They just . . . don’t.
Red sniffed. Can’t would have been better.
I know.
Johnny was back and leaning close, ushering them in by some invisible force that craned their bodies together. The three of them in that cloud of smoke and between them they smelt like sex and death and loneliness. His husky words fell upon them and whether they agreed or disagreed they listened and no matter what was said part of them understood and felt bowed. In each of their heads they saw things to come and things that could never be. 
There’s a sociopath inside everyone, he said. Everyone. Every single man and woman and all of them in between. 

Not inside me there ain’t.

Yes there is Red. There’s hot fucking murder in your breast I can tell you that. It’s inside the most saintly of us, so it’s sure as hell inside you. You don’t need to have a killer’s heart to have it, cause killing ain’t in the heart. It’s somewhere else, somewhere deeper. It’s just waiting. You see, the body ain’t as shallow as we think. You think you can go in one side and come out the other a second later, like it’s all that you see, but it ain’t. If you travel on the right wave, you will journey for a long, long fucking time. It’s some half of eternity in there, don’t get me wrong. Now I’m not saying there’s all manner of endless sights to see, cause there ain’t. Nearly all of it is wasteland. Total barren desert, not even that, far as the eyes can see and then some. If you’re lucky or you know the way your path will cross with some place of detail. Maybe a shack, a hamlet, an oasis, maybe even a city. That’s where things are kept, things that make you you. And then it’s back to the wasteland. That’s you too, but it’s the absence of things. The things men can’t fill. And you go on and on, further and deeper, and god knows when you last saw anything but nothing. Finally though, you come to a hollowed out basin, and in the basin a pit, a hole. It’s there in each of us. It looks like a mine or a well but there’s no bucket and no structure, just the hole going down into blackness. It’s too far to go, way too far. But if you somehow reached that bottom, in a place darker than darkness, where light and seeing things are just the ideas of the mad, you’d hear the growling, the snorting and snuffling and the scratching and shuffling, and the drips of saliva hitting the cave floor. And you’d know you’d be in the presence of it. Embodied death. Personified sickness. A grotesquery. The sociopath in you.
Mr White was staring at Johnny with wide, childlike eyes but Red, pretending to only be listening semi-attentively, now sighed. I’m sure there was a point comin, somewhere.
Shut up, shut up and listen, growled Johnny. 

Red sighed again and laid his head in his arms on the table. But he listened.
Coming down this well are two lines, and they come from way up, above the sky, above everything. These lines to some are string, or rope, or stalk, or vines or veins, but not like any of that sort you ever seen before. They hang down, but stop a long way short of the floor, far out of reach of that grotesque. For some. For a time. One of the ropes is red. The other is black.
How handy, colour-coded, Red murmured from his arms.

And, depending on the person, Johnny continued, ignoring Red, They are very different lengths. In the vast majority of people the red one is much longer, hanging down closer to the reach of that monster. It’s all twisted and scarred and sticky with blood and in it you can find pieces of bone meal. It pulsates and in it you can feel an irregular beat. The red vine symbolises passion, leading to crimes of passion. These can be most things, even pre-meditated. They may be symptomatic of revenge, vengeance against those who have wronged you directly or indirectly. They are characterised by a tempest of emotion, such as anger, hate and lust. Frustration. Impotence. All those symptoms and events that lead you closer to that final effect, or multitude of effects – each of them lengthens the vine, or lowers it from above. Every temptation, every time someone pushed you, angered you, done you wrong. The vein gets longer. It twists down like its alive. Perhaps it is. Things keep going wrong, then that thing down there can jump up and grab it. And then, claws hooked in and snarling and frothing, it climbs . . .
Then there’s the black rope. This is sharp and dull. It looks dead, like tangled black hair. Less vicious looking than the red one, but you don’t want to go near that one. You don’t want it reaching the bottom.
What is it? asked Mr White breathlessly.

Johnny looked him hard in the eye. Disconnection, he said. It’s disconnection, dissociation, plain and simple. Detachment from the world. It ain’t an easy thing to tell anyone, they got to know it for themselves. Else they look at you strange, or get all psychoanalytical on you, like you’re some science project. Some people are more prone to the black vein. It trails down, fed by things like isolation, disillusion, apathy and depression – I mean real fucking nothingness depression, deep philosophy and overthinking, misanthropy, confinement, solitary existence. Lack of distraction. Lack of love, lack of hope, lack of joy. All of them feeding into each other. Too much virtual reality, maybe. Perhaps trauma, tragedy or abuse somewhere, they too can jump the black down, though they are not necessary but they sure help. It creates numbness. Maybe there’s nought but unflinching rationality driving the descent. But once that black goes a-lowering, whatever takes it, it’s real hard to raise it back up. And the effects, once that creature climbs, can be much more horrific than the ascent of the red. There are no innocents.
You done? Red lifted his head up with a wry smile.

You’re a man of unbridled passion, Johnny replied. You’ve got a lonnnng red vein. Hell, that creature is bouncing and leaping up trying to snag his teeth and claws in that dangling thing.
Red curled his lip and looked down, and then looked back up and rolled his eyes. Red for red, black for black too I bet. How goddamn convenient.
Yes, I am on the black. There ain’t nothing convenient about it. I know I don’t have a red line.
Red sat up and raised his hands. Whoa now, fuck off. Yeah you do. If we all got these ropes or vines or whatever the hell they are, then so do you. You ain’t special.
Johnny smiled. I got the black. That’s enough.
No no no no. Your red may be a bit shorter than mine but it’s there. Hell, I know I could make you snap.
Johnny chuckled. Yeah, I’m sure. I’ll just advise you don’t try and make Mr White snap.
Red turned to Mr White quizzically. Him?
He’s got the longest of both lines. Maybe they’re all tangled up together, just the one red and black line. He’s the most dangerous person I know.
Fuck off.
Johnny leaned in to Mr White and spoke softly. What do you think about all this?
Mr White wasn’t making eye contact with anybody. He was looking down at the floor and had been for a while.  I think . . . I think . . . I think it makes sense. He swallowed. I can get the idea of being pushed too far . . . and of losing connection. It’s confusing. I don’t know, I just feel I get it. It’s similar to things I’ve thought myself.
Keep talking.
Um. Sometimes, like when I’ve had too much time to myself, things feel more distant. I feel more distant. Things feel kind of alien. I start to question things, just lightly at first, hypothetically. A wry amusement. Questioning reality, I mean. Um. People sometimes feel like, like just characters. And then like cardboard cut-outs. When I walk the streets . . . I’ve felt a lack of . . . integration. As though sometimes I’m the only real thing and I’ve just been dropped here to see how I’ll react. Like a test. An experiment. Sometimes there’s a temptation to break the system. I guess. I don’t know. It’s like you said, you can’t really explain it unless you’re already like that. But I get it.
Johnny turned to Red and raised his eyebrows, jabbing his finger at Mr White. This. This is why he’s the most dangerous.
Red looked confused, then just muttered fuck, and left it at that.

Sometimes it feels like I’m just stuck in some kind of game, Mr White said softly.

Black closed his eyes and Red stood up, swearing again and this time loudly, but it was drowned out by a piercing siren, some kind of alarm.

Mr White looked about confused, and saw all the others in the bar staring at them, some of them stood up. None of them had a kind expression.

What’s going on?! he cried, wringing his hands.

For fuck’s sake get a grip! Red yelled over the sound. Don’t fuck up like that!
Johnny grabbed Red by the collar. Get a grip yourself, he growled in his ear. You’re fucking up in a whole nother way.
What’s going on? Mr White shouted again, just as the siren abruptly ended, and his words seemed to echo in the sudden emptiness, thrown out into the silent world.

Sit back down. Both of you, said Johnny quietly from his seat, as the other patrons of the bar got back to theirs and returned to their own business. It was an alarm, White. Like in Ten, remember? That was Red’s fuckup. Remember what you read and calm down. But we ain’t gonna talk about it, not now and not later. So let’s just drink our drinks and go on as normal, alright?
Red sniffed and slumped back in his seat, downing his drink and hammering it back on the bar. Mr White made to protest but a glare from Johnny made him sit down himself, his brow furrowed and his eyes flicking about as he worked through things in his head.

God in Hell, we’ll be the death of each other, Johnny scowled.

Here’s hopin, Red said, and burped.
STREET
The night clustered around them, cruel and cold. They were outside another bar and Mr White was trembling, but he didn’t know if it was from cold or something else.
Beside them Red was vomiting, torrid sick pouring and dribbling out of his mouth like he was under some ectoplasmic possession. It splashed on the pavement under him with a sound like the slapping of wet cloth and in the moments when nothing was forthcoming he filled the silence with demonic, animal retching.

Will he be okay? Mr White glanced at Red, concerned. I don’t know what he took tonight. I can’t keep track of him.
I’m sure he’s a professional, said Johnny dryly. Ain’t you Kidd?
Red replied with another retch, cacophonous and guttural, a nightmare plea pulled from the belly of a dying animal.

He says yes.
We should get back to the hotel. Mr White walked over to Red and patted him ineffectually on the back.

Go, said Johnny. I’ll go my way.
Should we arrange a time to meet up?
I’ll find you. Tomorrow.
Mr White looked at Red and hesitated. Perhaps I should wait until he’s in a bit of a better state.
Has he ever been in a better state?
You can go though.
I will stay.
They stayed, saying nothing. Looking out into the night. Watching the patrons of the bar exit and walk off. Some looked in disgust at Red. Within ten minutes the bar had emptied and closed its doors.

Mr White watched Johnny as he watched a woman walk on the pavement opposite them, past them. She was not from the bar. She held her head high and walked with a strong, confident gait. Her hair was in a tight ponytail and she was dressed in a leather jacket and faded black jeans. She was not particularly attractive but there was a certain intensity to her gaze, which lay fixed on the path ahead of her. An intensity beaten by Johnny’s dark, fierce gaze. He watched her coolly like a predator. Unblinking. His cigarette hanging loosely from his mouth leaking smoke. Mr White watched Johnny as he watched the woman walk. Her gait. The set of her jaw. Her character. Her soul.

What’s wrong? whispered Mr White quietly, tentatively.

Ssh. The noise hissed out through his teeth, around the cigarette, and for a second the cigarette flared bright and bloody and the smoke blew forward.

The woman turned a corner and disappeared out of sight. Johnny watched the corner. Seconds passed. Each one throbbed like it was the drum of the world. And then Johnny started walking. His long legs were measured, purposeful in their stride. He didn’t look to the side. He didn’t look behind him. Mr White watched as Johnny turned the same corner and he too was out of sight, and he had not said anything, had let him go.

Seconds passed. The drum beat harder. Mr White shivered, and realised that Red had stopped being sick. He looked down and saw he had disappeared, had left his foul exorcism behind as though some reminder of the past, of a presence vanished. It looked to Mr White in that thin, gleaming streetlight like a signal, a warning. Some oblique pattern left by the sick and the damned and decipherable only by the sick and the damned. The streetlight flickered and buzzed and for a fracture of a second it was cast into shadow. With the light back, the foulness of the body remained but the soul behind it was still gone.

Mr White rubbed his arms. He was alone. He moved forward, jerkily, as though some puppet on a stage. He stopped. He moved again. He shuffled towards the corner self-consciously, took a deep breath, and then turned it.

Nothing. A dead street. The backs of disused warehouse clubs and closed gun shops. Corrugated iron fences protecting nothing.  Things never finished, empty and unfurnished with great holes yawning in their structure. Further up, squat, faceless buildings with bricks cloaked black. It seemed as though they were looming out from ahead, clustering into his perspective and trying to close the gap of light where the backstreet came out on a wider road.

He continued walking forward. He was halfway down the street when he heard a noise. It was repeating itself, occasionally changing tone but it was murky, unclear. It sounded like the echo of some exotic bird or some repetitive children’s toy with the volume turned down. It was wordless. In the daytime it might have sounded comical, here it sounded terrifying. Mr White had stopped dead. He did not want to move on and he did not want to turn his back on such a noise.

He heard it again, a muffled screech. Insistent and inhuman.

No, human. The truth hit him. A truth out of the darkness. It was the sound of the best a human could muster when they could not speak. A human desperate for attention and yet unable to raise more than the most feeble shrill. It was the sound of impotence and tragedy. It was the woman.

Mr White stepped forward, again more Frankenstein’s monster than man, and then he stopped as abruptly as he had started. His limbs locked. His jaw tense with terror. His eyes were wide and mad when they were open and wrinkled tight when closed. They went on and off, like switches.

The impotence of the woman spread to him and ensnared him. He willed himself to move and yet he didn’t. That will to action became quieter and quieter, as though it had a volume control and Johnny Black was turning it down just as he had turned down the woman’s attempt to scream. His mind was sluggish and bleak, frozen. His conscious was a glacier at the start of its course, too slow to have a destination.

The only thoughts that surfaced from this frozen mire were monosyllabic. Don’t. Can’t. Must. Can’t. Him.

Seconds passed into minutes. Anyone looking would have thought Mr White had been zombified, struck hard and stuck fast. A trembling statue.

In a burst of heat, wild, uncontrolled heat, the glacier melted and Mr White ran. It was instinctual, without time for thought or will. He ran back the way he had come.

The sounds of the woman had stopped, but he took no notice. He was deaf to the sounds of the world. Dumb to the ways of the world. Blind to the lights, the shadows.

He stopped, made himself stop, and immediately slumped against the wall. Red was lying next to him, semi-conscious, mumbling and drooling. Mr White was muttering nothings into his hands. He stopped, reached out to Red’s pockets and dug out a cigarette packet and a lighter and he lit a cigarette and smoked it hard, harshly. The smoke misted in the cold air. It burst and coalesced when he coughed. Ten minutes later and his second smoke drifted its fog around him, and Johnny came upon him veiled in silver. His hat pulled down. His form a shadow in itself. A whisper in the night.

Mr White glanced up at him and looked back down.

Johnny nodded at him. Mr White sensed the movement and nodded at the ground.

There was silence for a minute as Johnny smoked, stood up in front of him, looking at Mr White. Mr White sat down looking at the ground.

 What happened with that woman, Johnny? Mr White said eventually, the words rushing out fast and hard into the cold air. He clamped his lips tight and ground his teeth.

Which woman.
The one just now. The one you followed. Just now.
What about her.
I heard screaming.
No you didn’t. Johnny was calm, cool. His rasping voice buried itself in the dark, quietly rumbling its stones and weeds.

I heard something. Mr White tried to not let himself stammer. It was becoming easier. Something was changing. The night was becoming more relaxed. The tension was winding down. Johnny’s words cradled him.

What did you hear?
I don’t know.
Well.
There was silence for another minute. They had both finished their cigarettes. Mr White put the packet and the lighter back in Red’s pocket. Red mumbled something indistinct and his eyes opened briefly and shut again.

Did you follow the woman? Mr White asked again. Calmer now.

Yes.
What did you do with her?
Raped her. Johnny put his hand in the rim of his jean pocket and took it out again. You know what I did.
The wire of the night tensed, wound itself tight for a second. The city felt on strain. Then it relaxed again. It seemed to speed up, and then slow again. It hummed, and then fell silent.

You raped her? Now Mr White seemed incredulous, as if he had forgotten the backstreet, as if it was some nightmare in miniature that had blurred and drifted away in the time since its inception.

That’s what I said. Johnny sighed almost imperceptibly.

What? said Mr White, and he had forgotten, forcibly forgotten all but a shadow of before. He grimaced. You’re joking?
I don’t joke.
Why would you do such a thing?
You knew what I was when you met me. I told you who I am. What I do. He whistled through his teeth. The thin shrill of a tea kettle. 
It’s a fine thing ain’t it, he said, his hands resting lightly on his hips. When a murderer can be good and a rapist never so. There ain’t no such thing as a good rapist. Good murderers are easy to find. If you rape, you done sentenced your own doom. Not so for murder. Any kind of murder can be excused if the character wills it.
Did you murder her? said Mr White, lightly, as if him and his words were at a great distance to each other. 

Johnny grinned and said nothing.

This is you then, is it? Mr White finally looked up and met Johnny’s eyes.

Anything can be imitated, murmured Johnny.

Mr White asked him what he meant by that but Johnny merely shook his head and turned away, finally freeing Mr White from the awfulness of that prolonged gaze. But he saw his eyes before he turned around and though they were dark and steeled, in the pits of them he saw the flickers of dancing stars, dancing in an ocean of unfathomable sadness.
HOTEL
Mr White lay in the bed of the hotel. In an adjacent room he heard the drone of a TV, and in the other he heard the restless movements of Red as he slept or tried to sleep or did whatever it was he did. Overshadowing both these sounds was Mr White’s own breathing, and the thump of his heart.

Mr White had been staring at the wall for an hour. Occasionally blinking. He was not thinking, not really. Nothing that could be called truly human sentience. Twice he tried to make himself cry but nothing came. So he kept staring.

Eventually his eyes fell closed and he slept, as silent and still as the dead.

They spent four more days in District Twelve, Red fucking every girl he could in masterpieces of perversion, Johnny distant and infrequently seen, only staying with them for brief periods before he vanished again. One girl in particular Red had taken great pleasure in talking about, describing her to Mr White as being absolutely filthy, I say the dirtier the better but I mean, fuck, the room stank like shit after if you get me?
I get you, Mr White had replied.

Smells like love, Red had laughed. I was almost sick.

Mr White grimaced. Did you have fun?
Oh man.

Mr White didn’t say it but he had watched them at the time, his eyes glued to the readymade peephole or gloryhole between the rooms, between every room. He had seen the acts, the filth and the sickness. He was disgusted and entranced. He stayed until the end, holding his nose with one hand and masturbating with the other, and then removing his hand from his nose and falling apart inside himself with the stench of sin. He felt like he was in the room, part of Red, feeling what Red felt, and fetishes that had never held cards with him transfigured themselves into intoxicating delights, things appalling and shameful and invigorating in equal measure. Glorious in their foulness. Mr White writhed in twisted abasement, slave to a world rich in fecundity. He poured his soul out through the hole and drank in Red’s soul back through it. He tried not to be sick, and in this he was moderately successful.
On the afternoon of the third day Johnny had returned to them, had knocked on Mr White’s door and brushed past him when it opened. He looked about the room with disinterest and sat on the bed. He took a ready-rolled cigarette from the bedside table and took his lighter and the cigarette flared up in his mouth. He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his eyes obscured by the low brim of his black outlaw hat. 
Hi, said Red, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor.
Hi. He didn’t look up.

You’re back then.
I’m back.
What have you been up to? Or don’t we wanna know?
Johnny was taking long drags on the cigarette and finished it quickly, without answering. He crumbled the butt in his hands and dropped it into the unused ashtray on the table. Around the room were discarded butts and ash where Red had paced and dropped his smokes. There were small burns on the carpet but they may have been long there.
Johnny took off his hat and ran his fingers through his black hair. Red self-consciously moved his hands about his, playing with the ends. Johnny was wearing a beaten up leather jacket that they had not seen on him before and he reached inside to pull out a shiny silver tin. Such polish and gleam seemed unnatural, an anachronism to his person, some trinket that he held as though a connection into the modern world.
He opened the tin soundlessly and though they could not see inside he took a thick black cigar and lit it and stuck it between his teeth as he replaced the tin. He breathed in and out and grinned. It’s good.
Is it.
It’s been a while. Johnny looked up at them, finally. So. Yesterday. Have you ever heard of the V.S.S?
Mr White shook his head.

I have, said Red, pouring himself a drink from the dark rum and fizzy pop that lay in unlabelled plastic bottles beside him. It’s the Voluntary Snuff Society. It’s here, in Twelve. God knows how they get away with it, this place’s biggest illegal is against harm, any kinda harm, no matter how much the consent.
Things thrive in adversity, smiled Johnny.
Yeah. So, you go to the V.S.S. Red shook his head in distaste. Charmin.
What’s it like?
Johnny looked over at Mr White, grinning at his interest. Horror, he said. It is horror. Foul transmutation of humanity. It’s in an underground warehouse. There’s dozens of them, they used to shift it about to not be caught. Now they pay the police and the District government off. Hell, some are members. I can always tell a lawman from looking them in the eye. They were there. Standing around, waiting their turn. In the centre are the drains, and most of it goes down the drains but not all. Not all. The ground is stained dark red all over. Patches on the walls. Some on the ceiling.
Johnny took another drag on his cigar. I look in each other’s eyes and they don’t look back. There’s something dead there. Some carcass of soul. I look at them and all I see are carrion. They’re masturbating, the semen falling out pathetically and running thick and slow on the ground. Mixing with the blood like dessert. It’s yellow and white and congeals between stones and dries. No man or woman there got it right inside their body.
So you were there looking at semen, said Red.

Johnny ignored him. The idea of the V.S.S. is one of self-preservation. Of the final say of the ego. Males and females sacrifice themselves to be remembered in film. They believe there is nothing else that can capture their life, their existence. Most of them got nobody else to remember them. They do not want to die unsung. To die a nobody is to have never been alive. Some might be well known, they might be high-profile. It don’t matter to them. It ain’t enough. There must be a final record. The world must be ended on screen.
They stand in the centre, among the drains. Men and women and girls and boys. Young and old. Some are coerced into being there, and though that is against the principles of the society it is often overlooked. There is a market at stake, and sometimes fresh meat is not always willing. Others watch them. There are the performers – they call them actors and actresses. And there are the watchers. The performers always seem more alive than the others. They are often smiling, full of vitality in their final minutes. Dressed up and make-upped, looking their best. How else to go out? The smiles do not last. Rarely do they last. 
It is hard. There is no torture, not as such, but sometimes the deaths are slow. They are filmed of course.  There are cameras to capture them on all angles. They bleed differently. Some bleed like pigs. Only a few bleed like you would expect of a human.
Red was shaking his head to himself, and almost continuously drinking. He seemed about to say something but didn’t.
Mr White was listening in rapt attention.

Johnny took his hat off and placed it beside him on the bed. He lay back, putting his boots on the bed, and blew his smoke towards the ceiling. I waited until the end, he murmured. I did not get pleasure. I did not try and get pleasure. The place is . . . hollow. It is pitiful. You may think me evil in my actions, but this is something else. Not evil. I do not know what. Not evil.
I stayed till the end. There were one-on-ones. These are always at the end of the night. Clients pay good money to see the deaths in private, to enact them, just them and the performer. And, of course, the cameras. I was there too, invisible in the shadows. The private rooms of the warehouse were locked behind each client and opened again after a knock. I was already in one. I saw the man come in. He was old and fat, with thick glasses that enlarged his eyes like some alien. Some insect. He panted as he walked in. He was suited but quickly discarded it to a vest, and naked below. She was beautiful and delicate of a like rarely seen in the V.S.S and he masturbated looking at her. She was dancing, in a green dress that glittered in the lights, and he paced around her as though she was sexual furniture. There was only one camera in the private rooms. Just one, pointing directly at each performer, each willing victim. I watched as he picked up a carving knife from a tray of implements. There were plenty worse to pick. He moved towards her and she smiled, her teeth shining white and her lipstick red and her hair fake in a blonde wig.
He stabbed her in the neck with the point of the knife. I watched as her smile fell off her. But I was watching the man. I knew this man. I knew of him. Don’t ask me who or how, I won’t tell you. I watched as he withdrew from her, leaving the knife stuck in, her choking on her own blood, and he moved back and behind the camera and he pressed a button on it and the light winked out.
No writer or poet could describe the expression on her face. Her eyes as she saw the camera turned off as she died. I will not try. You can imagine and you will fail. He took away from all he could take at her final moment, at the moment of her dying, her living. In this girl’s eyes, he took more than it is possible for anyone else to take, more than anyone has ever taken from her before in all her years. You could see her soul shred.
This man, if he could be called that, this thing, was masturbating as he stole the last dream this girl could ever have. As he began to cum, huffing and sweating, his mouth open and his eyes unfocused, I moved fast up behind him and pushed my own knife into his back. I twisted it. He made a strange, racking noise. Not a scream. Shock flooded his body before any pain. His penis died and shrivelled in his hands but continued to pump its diseased load over his stubby fingers. I twisted the knife and asked him if he felt it and I told him it was the world ending. I withdrew my blade and I pulled him back and he looked in my eyes but did not see, and I stabbed him in the heart. I pulled out and blood trickled down to mix with his semen. I smiled at him and I saw something pass across his face, and I knew he knew. He knew that I had taken his dream as he had taken the girl’s. But the chain stopped there. It was the perfect moment of ruining the perfect moment, but this was not my dream. This was not a murder. He had nothing in him that could be murdered. This was a robbery.
Johnny stopped, and closed his eyes.
Mr White said nothing but closed his eyes also. Red took a deep breath in and out and seemed weary, as if listening to the anecdote had stolen something from him, and not the people in the story. He finished his drink.
So you’re the same as the man then? said Mr White, his eyes still closed, where Johnny Black’s sudden hard gaze could not penetrate. And still it did, boring through his eyelids.

No.
I think . . . I think I am beginning to understand you.
You are beginning no such thing.
Mr White let it go, turning to Red as he slightly wobbly got to his feet.
Red held up his hand as if to hold back any questions. Bar.
In the early hours of the fourth night Red and White were woken by Johnny kicking in Red’s door. Mr White put on some clothes as fast as he could and ran into Red’s room to see Johnny standing over Red as he sat up naked in bed, mercifully by himself.
The fuck? Red was yelling. The fuck?
Listen Kidd, just listen, commanded Johnny, not looking around as Mr White came up behind him. They all did so. They could hear the familiar buzz of the drones. The sound was thick, as though a pack of them. The noise was close enough as to come from inside the hotel. Echoing along the dank stone corridors.
Get him dressed, barked Johnny, and Mr White realised he meant him. We have to leave. They’re after us.
After who, I ain’t done nothin.
Between us we just about done it all. We’re outta here, just get dressed and follow. Leave anything you can’t pick up right now.
Mr White rushed to help Red, who grumbled but quickly sprang into action as the noise of the drones increased. He shoved his sockless feet in his cowboy boots and Mr White ran back into his own room to gather the essentials and put on his own shoes. He was back in Red’s in thirty seconds. Red had a sleeveless shirt hanging open and his belt was unbuckled. He was throwing bottles and cigarettes and packets of tobacco and sex toys into a plastic bag and Johnny, who was the only one completely dressed, was roaring at him to stop fucking about.
Where did you get all this? Mr White said hopelessly, watching Red chuck a double ended dildo that looked unwashed into the bag, a sticky and purple ribbed cockhead rising out the top like it wanted a front row seat to the chaos. You never had this when we last jumped ship.
Girls, muttered Red.

In the end the bag was left, thanks to Johnny pulling Red through the window after him by the scruff of his shirt. The three of them crawled down the fire escape and were off into the night, Johnny turning them through backstreets of backstreets. Red ran stumbling along, trying to light a hastily plucked cigarette with one hand, the purple dildo waggling in his other.
There were sixteen districts in Rule, and they spread out like a grid, all within walking distance of their neighbours. At the edges of Rule, the edges of the furthermost districts, was a wall so high that even the tallest buildings could not see over it. It could not be scaled, knocked through or tunnelled under. On each of the four sides of Rule there were huge metal doors, guarded 24/7 by a contingent of police. They were opened rarely, and when they were they showed merely an extension of wall, the gatehouse and another set of doors, and before the exterior doors were opened the interior doors were closed fast. No onlookers standing in the area could ever see outside. Whole lives had been lived and lost in Rule, lives that saw the outside more as a myth than anything, if they ever thought of it at all. Something unseen and thus unreal. 
If you were in Rule, then Rule was everything.
Rule was a city unlike any other. If it could be even called such. Each district, no matter how close it touched its neighbours or how brief its borders, was under its own, local rule. A government of one district had no say in the running of another district, not in its infrastructure, its justice system, its laws, its customs, or its moral code. There seemed little crossover between districts; some values might be mutually shared among certain districts but they were never mutually understood. The borders were kept and controlled, immigration and emigration were permissible, but the only real co-operation between districts was of material transport, the trade of goods. A criminal in one district, should he or she successfully cross the border, was a free citizen in the next, even if he or she had broken a very similar law to what was considered illegal in the new district. There was no extradition. A district would capture and punish its own. The chances were, however, that an escaped criminal from one district would soon be convicted in another, given continuous opportunities to break the law. Even the most evasive of criminals would soon run out of districts.
Crimes considered the most severe were those that befouled some strong moral taboo within that sector. These were usually sexually related. Common ethics as they applied to all other situations were never applied when sexuality was present. Sex was seen, in every district, as the prime factor to make a case unique, to be dealt under its own terms. Each district had its own idea of what was, plain to put, wrong, and the insular, intensely xenophobic nature of each district propagated these ideas as history passed, so that these moral taboos were enshrined in the local system. Sodomy in District Three was as foul and alien a concept to them as use of condoms was to those in District Five.
The districts might as well be separate states or countries. No-one held authority over Rule in its entirety, there was nothing to command the city en masse. It was if separate countries from across the world, complete with all their cultural, judicial and moral baggage, had been crowbarred together to within minutes walking distance of each other. It was preposterous and yet Rule continued. It did not thrive. For the most part, it was run-down, slums and seediness. The criminal element was high, as was the presence of law enforcement, each force local and protecting only the district itself. Police were known to stop dead at each border, with no jurisdiction beyond.

Moving quickly from one district to another made it apparent how specified the laws were. Any country has highly specific laws but, until immediately contrasted with another’s, the distinctions remain vague. Not so in Rule. It was a strange, troubling feeling to move a few steps from one moral paradigm to another, perhaps vastly different. To walk from District Nine where traditional marriage was sanctified and sex outside of marriage not only grossly contemptible but in the upper echelon of illegality, to an area of the polar opposite such as District One, where strong emotional attachments were against the law, was at first disorientating for new visitors to Rule. To go from an age of consent of thirty in District Nine to an age of consent of twelve in District Fourteen, or no age of consent in Thirteen, could be even more alarming. At first. Soon, the spell of Rule bewitched everyone. One of two things happened. Either they identified with and respected certain districts (or just the one) and their moral and legal codes, and vilified others, or, more commonly among visitors, they lost respect for all of Rule’s laws, seeing Rule not as a collection of what should be far-flung states shackled together, but as an absurdity, an illogical mess, where justice and morality became, in its arbitrary intemperance, a joke, a game to be played. A system to be fucked with. Whether one indulged in whatever practices were legal in that district before hopping to the next to try something else, or, for the risk-takers and thrill-seekers, indulging in whatever was illegal, moving to another before they were caught.

Breaking the law in Rule was not without considerable risks. The law was not kind. That was something true to every district. The sexual crimes, considered crimes of obscenity, were usually worthy of capital punishment, for perpetrators against such stringent moral taboos were considered inhuman. Torture was sometimes employed, for the perpetrator’s mind, body, and in some cases soul, was such an abhorrence that it had to be cleansed, with all intangible grotesquery removed as if carving or burning out a tumour, even if such a purification involved the deepest of mutilation. 
You could not defend yourself in the districts of Rule. There was no jury or trial as others might know it. Once you were arrested, you were charged, you were done. The local government called your crime and exacted the punishment, which usually ended in death for all but misdemeanours, none of which were sexually-orientated. In a number of districts murder was significantly less atrocious an act than particular sexual transgressions. 
The laws of the districts, especially when contrasted against each other, seemed irrational, nonsensical, just as those of one culture might appear to another halfway round the world. In Districts Four and Fourteen rape (with differing quantifiers) was legal against women, provided it was not vaginal. In District Eight rape of males was legal. District Two allowed for much sexual fetish, including the legality of incest, with its chief laws against vaginal intercourse, and in particular pregnancy. Any woman found to be made pregnant whilst in Two would be killed, her unborn foetus dying inside her. Through DNA matching the father would then be hunted down and also executed.
Other districts held strong claims against anal or oral intercourse, or allowed for polygamous marriage, or bestiality, or forbid sexual contact with augs, or the practice of BDSM, or were for or against homosexual or heterosexual relations. Six had a zero tolerance policy on any fetish. The conservative Nine had far reaching obscenity laws, with a strict dress code enforced for both sexes, and an early curfew for under twenty-fives. Some districts outlawed prostitution, some economies thrived on it. Thirteen, with its zero age of consent that was a constant source of horror to some of the others, had mandatory contraception and monogamy laws, as well as a regulation penis size (forcibly controlled), and a law (fully open to police interpretation) forbidding the perceived degradation of females. They in turn saw themselves as the stalwart guardians of the otherwise moral turpitude of Rule. Likewise District Five, which had legal incest and yet a tough, no-nonsense law that sex must always be “loving”.
And so on, and so on. It was a melting pot of discordance, a judicial cesspool thriving on sanctimony and moral inanity. But for those who made, kept, and lived the laws, it was nothing of the sort, at least not in their district.
DISTRICT 8, BAR
They sat and watched as two pubescent teenagers were propositioned by an old couple. The woman held out something they couldn’t see and the teenagers’ eyes lit up. The man extended a hand and touched one of the girls on the shoulder. He blinked slowly under his thick rimmed glasses and took out a handkerchief from his coat and wiped his brow with it. The woman smiled at the two girls and showed them the contents of her hand again.
Do you think they’re legal? Red asked.

I don’t know, said Mr White. Maybe not.

Why do people still wear those things?

What things?

Glasses.

Not everyone has the money for augments, Johnny said. And many just don’t want to fuck with their bodies.

Even in this day and age.

Even in this day and age.

They watched as the young girls were led away by the couple. There was an insistent pull in the grip, one of the girls faltering but dragged along anyway. She looked a little apprehensive. Her friend looked determined and whispered to her. There was no room for doubt in the world. No halfway points. One must go or not go.
What’s the age of consent here? Mr White asked more for Kidd Red’s benefit than his own.
Fourteen. Johnny didn’t take his eyes off Red. Sounds right up your alley. Or right up hers.
Fuck! Kidd Red threw his hands up in the air, then laid them down again on his lap and shook his head several times. It’s too young.
Surely not for you? Johnny smirked.
I’m not goin below fourteen. It ain’t right.
What’s the youngest you’ve ever had? Mr White enquired.
Thirteen, when I were a bit younger. And I only got with her cause she had tits like melons.
Thirteen was a normal age to have sex in the past. Everyone did it, said Johnny.
That’s the past. We know better now.

Do we.

Yeah.

I wonder what will be considered abnormal in the future. What new lines of perversion will be drawn. Rearranged. To cast every previous generation down to Hell.
They were natural too, said Red wistfully. You know those growth ‘plants don’t take no effect at that age.
Sure they do. I’ve seen a few. District Fourteen, you can find them all over. They got new implants now that work on early starters. They’re going for younger and younger. Like you.
Red ignored this. You could tell, anyhow. No matter how fuckin good they get, I know what’s real. All soft and jigglin and . . . yeah. It was an exception to the rule.
What, the pedophile rule.
It’s not pedophilia if I’m not touching kids! Besides, I’m too young to be a pedophile.
You’ve never too young to be a pedophile.
What, so you can get a fuckin ten year old pedophile?
You’re not ten years old, you’re a grown man.
A young man. Who ain’t touchin no kids.
And why aren’t you?
I told you, it’s wrong.
Johnny laughed. Wrong he says. Wrong. What’s right about any of this? He waved his arm around.
We might not be the nicest of guys -
There’s an understatement.
- But we’re just playin around. Pedophilia, now that’s some kinda mental disorder. They’re fucked in the head.
Why is it a disorder?
Because . . . Cause it’s fuckin unnatural.
Unnatural. Some folks might be pretty hot up on the idea that anal sex is unnatural.
Red grinned like a naughty child. Anal sex feels pretty natural to me. And animals do it.
Animals are also pedophiles.
Animals just don’t give a shit.
Exactly.
Red dropped his smile. But seriously, my shit’s harmless.
Would all the girls you’ve savagely speared in the ass agree with that?
Hey! I ain’t no sadist like you man. I’m out for both our enjoyment.
And then there’s your scatological obsession. You with your cock all steeped in shit. Low down with the pigs.
Watch your mouth, I ain’t ready to masturbate.
Now I know most folks out there would definitely think you’re mentally . . . unsound for all that.
Red pffted. Whatever.  I ain’t into children.
Sure you are. As far into them as you can get.
No. They’re too underdeveloped. He beckoned at Mr White. You know me White, you know I like tits and ass. 
Mr White nodded mutely, so Red turned back to Johnny. They’re undeveloped in the brain too.
I thought you liked that? Johnny wouldn’t cease with the jibes.
Not like that. They lack perception, y’know? Appreciation of the corruption. They don’t know shit. They don’t know what they want. It’s just, just abuse, and not the good kind neither.
I like them clever, said Johnny. Well, certain forms of cleverness. Cotton-ons. I want ones with the best understanding, the best understanding of what’s happening to them. I want to see clarity in their eyes. Horror and clarity. Horror and understanding. 

He took a big gulp of whiskey. But you like dumb bimbos.
Red mouth upturned wryly. They are fun when they’re thick, that’s for sure.
I always knew you were a cock fiend.
Red stuck his tongue out.
Johnny rolled his eyes. Tell me Red, what if you saw a girl with huge tits and a fat ass. Rest of her slim. Just how you like. Thick black eyeshadow, red lipstick. Mini-skirted. Tight shirt tied round her midriff, exposing a whole ton of flesh that makes your mouth water. She’s all over you. Wanting you.
You sound like you’re turnin yourself on now.
Johnny ignored this. She tells you she’s twelve. What do you do?
Red paused to contemplate. How big are the tits? What ratios we talkin here?
My point made.
Pah.
They call you Kidd Red because you leave infants bleeding out their butts.
Fuck off.
You’re going to fuck a middle aged woman just to spite me now aren’t you?
I was goin to fuck one anyway.
I bet.
My daughter will be here tomorrow anyhow. I can wait.
Your daughter. Of course. And how old is she again?
Fifteen.
No comment. Johnny Black downed the last of his whiskey and smashed the glass back onto the bar. He got up to go, and the others followed suit.
Wait, did I hear right, your daughter? said Mr White, confused.

He’s just being facetious.
No, I ain’t. You’ll see her tomorrow.
Johnny stared at him. Are you real? He tapped hard on Red’s forehead. Is there anyone in there? Is this a setup?
Of course I’m for real, chuckled Red, dodging out the way of Johnny’s finger. You couldn’t fake a fella like me.
Because there’s a lot of them about you know. Most of the people in the city are just empty vassals. They got so little to them that they may as well be cut-outs.
I know it.
STREET
Mr White tried to get in Red’s forward view as they exited the bar and walked down the street, half walking backwards, his hands protesting before his mouth had started. Red, Red. Red.
That’s me, said Red, not slowing.
You’re . . . you’re incestuous? With your own daughter? Have I got that right? Or is that completely the wrong end of the stick. If so I apologise. It’s just you kinda made out -
No, that’s right man, smiled Red. It’s alright though, don’t worry about it. I told you I was a bit fucked up. Some things just go down a certain way, y’know?
Johnny shook his head in front of them but said nothing.
You’ll meet her tomorrow, maybe. Don’t worry about it. Seriously. He laughed at Mr White’s expression.
But – but, she’s fifteen?

I know, I know. What can I say. I was an early starter.
Johnny slowed down until they caught him up, and he moved close towards Red, right up to his ear, who twitched and leant away with a silly smile stamped on his face as if Johnny was some stinking drunkard.
I’m going to fuck you up the ass someday.
Red couldn’t have taken it seriously because he snorted. You think I ain’t had the tables turned on me before? I’ve had it a fair plenty number of times. I know how it feels.
You won’t know shit.
BAR
What was all that about back there man? Kidd Red asked, trying to sound casual and leaning his back against the wall of the next bar. It could have been identical to the last one. Just rearranged, like the whole city was. Nothing new, just templates for the residency of all deviant souls. To fill in with oneself. The details in the people. Always in the people.
All what? Johnny replied emotionlessly.
All that pedophile shit.
Messing with you.
No you weren’t. Not fully.
What of it.
You don’t see anythin wrong with pedophilia?
You do?
Yes!
Your morals seem very particular. Picky, even. Why do you not fuck kids? Even though you kind of do.
I told you why.
You like dumb girls though. You like them young, dumb and full of cum. Their intellects must be those of girls younger than them. Hell, a twenty year old might have the intellect of a ten year old. You fuck them, you’re taking advantage.
It don’t work like that.
Tell me how it works.
Kidd Red sighed and stood up, his back stiffer than before. I ain’t gettin into no argument about whether or not I’m takin advantage. Maybe I am, maybe I ain’t. Maybe everone is to some extent. I reckon so. But I will say there’s more to bein older than intelligence and the body. You know there is.
What’s that then? Johnny Black smiled, relaxed and cool.
There’s experience. They’ve lived. They’ve seen things. That’s a kind of intelligence. They understand, where it counts. They understand sex. Yeah, even if they ain’t had it before – although I’ll swear now that my preference ain’t never been for virgins. I like corruptin girls, sure, but I like somethin to start with. Only those that wanna be corrupted! I’m no predator man. I’m just, well I’m just me. They gotta have that inner slut just waitin to be awakened. I can see it in their eyes, all dormant and nestin. And full-blown practiced whores who’ll do whatever right off the bat are a joy, a real fuckin joy to be with.
You like them with understanding too then, Johnny murmured. Maybe a different kind to me, but the same ball park, maybe. They gotta know what’s happening, the more they know it the better. That your cock is a cock, that their body is a body, and the two are together, and it is all real, all happening.
That their asshole is an asshole. Red laid himself back against the wall, and his speech softened.
That my knife is a knife and their blood is caused by it. That their pain is their pain, and it is right and true, though they do not understand why. Or perhaps they do. Perhaps we all do, when it comes to the final moments. I hope so.
Easy now, Red muttered.
Perhaps, just for this matter and nothing more, we’re two sides of the same coin, Johnny mused, stroking his thick stubble. You are the filth wizard.
Ha, I like that. And you’re the fuckin sadist.
Something like that, at least.
Red’s eyes narrowed. Wait a fuckin second, have you just been playin devil’s advocate this whole fuckin time?
Johnny grinned, baring his lion teeth without amusement. I’m not his advocate. I’m the Devil.
Yeah, yeah. Red waved his hand distractedly. Then let’s get to the meat of the issue, right. Stop fuckin about. From everthin you said it seems to say that you think that my refusal to fuck kids is based on preference, nothin more. I’ve denied this, and I got no fuckin more I can say on the matter. It’s about a damn sight more than age of fuckin consent laws.
Johnny rolled his eyes. Of course it is. It always has been. Rule is a madhouse, but the world’s no different, it’s just on a larger scale. You get nations with different AOCs and in each one it’s like that’s the moral truth. Is it hell. They’re just laws, and they lost their ground when relativism took over. Here, it’s blazing daylight, you can’t even see a shadow of the truth. You and me and our two-headed coin, we use our own judgement. Maybe we disagree on each other’s. But we’re thinking for ourselves. I am more than you, of course. You’re pretty much going on instinct, like an animal on heat.
Bullshit. I seen no fuckin judgement from you on any account. You act against consent, I never do that.
Consent is never cut and paste.
What’s that supposed to mean?
Something to take from others. Stick it on your wall, big fucking woop, frame it like a diploma. People don’t even understand their own consent let alone another’s. It can mean anything. You can make it up. Artificial. Build it in a lab. Teach them to nod their heads like dolls. Give them a quiz before you have sex. Go out with them for a year first. Give them a contract to sign. Witnesses and all. Make them study philosophy and ethics for half their life. Fuck it, it’s to no avail. It’s just a sliding scale, different degrees. So slippery, a ride in an eternal swamp. A slide from darkness to darkness.
 Johnny realised from Red’s expression that he wasn’t getting far with this line of talking. Forget it, he growled. A different conversation entirely. Try another day. What point are you trying to make?
Uh, right. Um . . . Red tried to summon back his train of thought. Fuck, where’s White when you need him?

Bathroom, grunted Johnny. As usual.

Oh yeah . . .  As fuckin usual. Well, my point, yeah. I deny all that child molester shit and always will. It just ain’t in me. It’s more than a preference. I do have morals, believe it or not. No, they ain’t based on no fuckin laws and they ain’t based on history or traditions. They’re home-grown, seein things the way I see em.
Congratulations, Johnny drawled.
But I reckon you don’t have any morals. I never seen no account of em. You don’t even defend yourself. If you push me to say I’m workin on preference alone, then what about you?
Stop dallying about in the mud. Make your point.
I am doin! Kidd Red scratched his head in exasperation. Right, as clear as day here it is. No tryin to be somethin you ain’t. Would you mess about with kids?
No.
Why not? Preference?
It’s not a matter of preference.
Aha!
It’s a matter of will. I don’t have a will for it. No desire, zero.
Sounds like a preference to me. Now it was Kidd Red’s turn to poke away at Johnny Black.
You may as well say I got a preference not to kill myself.
Right. But there’s still this difference here man. It’s about what’s wrong.
What does that even mean? Do you even know what that word means, or why it exists? It’s the shallowest word there is. It changes like an oasis. It’s got no content. It’ll disappear as soon as you get up close.
Stop dodgin the question.
I’m dodging nothing. You wouldn’t see the point if it was an arrow up your ass, Johnny snarled. He put his own back to the wall alongside Red, and he put the tips of his fingers in the pockets of his jeans.
Do you think pedophilia is wrong?
Johnny Black said nothing.
Do you think it’s wrong to fuck kids?
Johnny Black just looked at the floor.
Do you think it’s wrong? pressed Red.
Silence.
That’s it then, said Red, straightening up and beaming, with his hands on his hips. I reckon I got you there. I got you.
Before he knew anything else, within a half-second’s whirl of movement Kidd Red found the sharp blade of a knife held close against his throat. Johnny’s fist was clenched tight around the handle and the serration of the blade nicked Red’s neck, drawing little beads of blood like a dotted collar.
You got shit, Johnny growled, and he was so close their noses were almost touching. Red could smell the whiskey and smoke and death. His eyes were as wide as twin moons.
Say it.
I got shit. Kidd Red’s voice was as meek as a lamb and croaked like a toad.
Johnny Black fucks children.
What?! came the croak.
Say it! hissed Johnny.
Uh . . . Johnny Black fucks children. Red couldn’t swallow with the knife thrust against his Adam’s apple. His mouth was filling with saliva.
Johnny Black rapes kids and then disembowels them.
Johnny Black rapes kids and then disembowels them.
Johnny Black severs their heads and sticks them on spikes.
Johnny Black severs their heads and sticks them on spikes.
And then fucks the stump of the heads.
And . . . fucks the stump of their heads. Red felt sick.
Johnny removed the knife and Red wheezed, rubbing his neck and feeling his fingers come away with spots of blood.
You’re an easy one, Johnny said coldly. Don’t try me again. He strode off, the knife vanishing somewhere on his person. Red could hear the echo of his boots in the street outside the bar, and then continuing in his mind, on and on.
It was in that same bar that Red bumped into his daughter. 
His eyes widened at the fifteen year old girl standing hands on hips in front of him. Fuck, I thought you were arrivin tomorrow?

I was done early, weren’t I? The girl blinked long eyelashes at him.

Yeah. Cool. Red grinned widely and put his hand on her shoulder and then took it off again. You look good.

I know.

Lemme introduce you to a hombre of mine.

Okay.

Red took her hand with the polished pink nails and raised it as though she were a princess and he guided her through the crowd and over to Mr White in the corner.

Hey man, this is my daughter. Daughter, this is Mr White. My amigo.
Mr White swallowed. Pleased to meet you.

Hi. She fluttered her eyelashes at him but in all other respects seemed disinterested, and she quickly looked back at Red.

Does she have a name?
No, said Red. I mean, best not have names for the moment. Keep it on the safer side, y’know?

Uh-huh.

The girl stretched up on her pink high heels and Red leaned down to her and she whispered in his ear. He looked at her and she bit her lip. He grinned.
Um, Mr White said. Do you two want to sit down?

Red looked from Mr White to his daughter. I dunno.

The girl put her hand to her mouth and yawned deliberately.
Just for a bit, said Red. I need to get her back to the hotel soon. He looked at her. Can you drink?
What do you mean can I drink.

I mean, uh, can you drink alcohol?

Course I can fuckin drink.

Alright then. He chuckled. I’ll get a round in. He strode off and the girl hovered for a couple of seconds as if unsure of herself and then sat down beside Mr White.
He looked at her and smiled but she was looking away from him. He could see she was not naturally beautiful as such, and certainly not elegant, but very sexually attractive, and conscious of it. Red had told him in in the first days they had met that there were two scales of attractiveness, beauty and sex appeal. There was some correlation. But a very beautiful girl, he said, often lacked in sex appeal. And vice versa. A classically beautiful person would be caressed and fawned over. Thought of sodomy did not so readily enter his mind. As if such women were works of art to be kept unspoiled. Then he had pondered on this and said actually, it is more that such dolls have risen above the depravities of sex. You could see it in their face. The way they walked and talked. He said it was a mutual thing, that he could not imagine the possibilities of degradation within them and they presented no possibilities. He declared there was such a thing as too beautiful. That such women were not mortal, perhaps not even women. Not human. Or perhaps they had become too human. That it was the same thing in the end. They were paintings and he could love them but only as if he were looking at them from afar. A distant viewer in an art gallery. In a crowd of thousands. 
Then Red had remarked on the other scale. That one could have a gallon of sex appeal and yet not be so beautiful. That sex appeal was on some other level so less defined, and that nobody could truly explain it to another. It just was. That it thrived, in some way, on ugliness. An ugliness of mind and body. That it involved a step down from the ladder of beauty, the ladders of dignity and grace. That it must be effortless. An animal state of being. That you could not teach it.
The girl catered entirely to Red’s aesthetic. It was if his desires and attractions had formed from observing his own bloodline. Or as though she was designed by his own specifications. The large breasts and large, apple-shaped rear, on an otherwise petite and slim body. A little teenage hourglass. Dressed to display, and caked in the makeup of promiscuity.
She was inspecting her nails and tugging at her skimpy halter top that barely contained her heaving breasts. Mr White felt a stirring in his loins and reminded himself severely that she was too young for him.

So, um, you’re his daughter? Mr White didn’t know what to say to this silently disdainful nymph before him.
Yep.

What’s he like as a dad? He never really struck me as the sort. If you don’t mind me asking . . .

The girl shrugged.

Do you see him often?

Shrug.
There was a silence, awkward on Mr White’s side, and then he tried again. So what kind of stuff are you into?
Stuff?

Do you have any, um, hobbies?
She gave him a look. Sex.

Ah. Mr White settled back against the wall. Fair enough.

Nothing more was said until Red returned with the drinks. 

You guys been gettin along?

I think so, said Mr White. The girl rolled her eyes.

The following fifteen minutes consisted of the following. Red chatting idly with Mr White. Red’s daughter frequently whispering things to her father that Mr White couldn’t hear, but that made Red look very pleased. And Red and his daughter drinking their drinks much faster than Mr White.
And then they both made their excuses and left. Mr White sat there for a few minutes and then left the rest of his drink and went into the bathroom and masturbated. There was some feeling of anger, he remembered, but he couldn’t direct it towards anything. A formless anger. Afterwards he looked in the mirror at his reflection and twitched. A thin, jagged crack ran through the mirror and through his body. Blank eyes stared back at him and neither him nor his reflection truly recognised each other.
HOTEL
Mr White was searching for a peephole into the adjacent room. There had to be one. Whether for voyeurism, plain paranoia, or for use as a gloryhole, all these dirty old hotels had them in the rooms. He combed the wall with his fingers, feeling a little frantic as he heard the noises coming through. The place was better than their last dive but it couldn’t be that classy, could it?
Just when he was finding himself truly worked up, on his third sweep of the wall, his eyes darted towards the hallucinogenic painting slap bang in the centre of the wall. Of fucking course. He lifted it up and threw it on the bed and immediately glued his eye to the small round hole that had been hidden from view. He thanked some misplaced deity that there wasn’t a picture covering the other side.
The porthole view looked on the side of the bed, right on the two bodies. Mr White whipped down his trousers and underpants and kicked them away and he fiercely held his erect member in a vice like grip.
Red was naked except for, as always, a couple of never-identifiable pendants, one on a thin silver chain and one on black thread. Red’s daughter was on all fours, still in her clothes, even in her heels. Her microskirt was pulled up and Red was rutting away at her.
Mr White took sharp, ragged breaths. His head swam like an ocean with this terrible knowledge, and he felt unable to keep it to himself, and so it drained out of him like a tide, finding its exits: the watering of his eyes, the saliva of his mouth, the leak of his penis.

There was such an enormity to what could be observed in others. That was the real sexuality, he thought. The evidence that came into your possession. Your very own. You could keep it as locked up as you want, in chests within chests, but you couldn’t stop it bubbling out. It ran from the bolted off recesses of your brain into the rest of your body. Into your lungs, so you breathed it. Into your gut, so you were sick with it. Into your genitals, so you fucked with it. As though everything you knew was some great black beast that whispered in your ear and grew and sat on your shoulder and grew and put its arms around you from behind and grew and cloaked you, covered you like a wretched second skin.
Knowledge wasn’t power. Knowledge was lust.

The witnessed scene took on a new turn to disgust. As though a test to any watcher. The filth was intimate in its perversion. Red stroked the girl’s face and held her close and murmured spicy nothings into her ear, whispered encouragements with hot breath, asked her rhetorical questions and delivered unto her insults and compliments in equal measure. She was red-faced and clenching her jaw and grinding her teeth. Her eyes tight shut and then open, searching his, finding something within his gaze to hold onto. A stardust connection, fizzing with electricity and the universal wonders of space and time. 
The sheets became soiled, the bodies fouled. The girl wept and moaned and Red held her close, slapping her face. Her blonde hair tossed around like a sandstorm. Their limbs twisting and writhing like tentacles.
There are some things so ridden with abasement, so indefatigably corrupt that, should one become suddenly privy to such secrets, a strong moral effort has to be entertained in order not to become entranced. Hypnotised by the damage. It is not a love of evil that spellbinds them. Certainly, the open-eyed Mr White could see no evil, hear no evil in the other room. It is a love of the transgression. A falling apart of the natural order, a shredding of the rulebook, the pages disintegrating into the furnace of secrets and flying up into hot specks of ash to breathe in and ingest.
For good or for ill, what other people did was godly. It was fiction come to life. As long as he was party to it. There had to be an overseer, a scribe, someone to take the minutes of the breaking of the world.
It was his duty. His only duty. But to take on board such things, such terrible devilry, required an exorcism of self, a necessary cleanse. Too much within oneself was uncontainable, agonising to the mind. And so a siphoning off was required, to all that wicked excess.
He pumped his hand harder on his cock, nails breaking the skin, and as Red’s daughter slapped him, stinging, again and again on the cheek, Mr White made a gargling noise and fell to the floor, drowning his leg in a desecrating current. 
There is an idea. The idea that there is something beyond your life, something hidden, something inexorably and ineffably corrupt. Ridden with it, pestilent, a dilapidated world shrouded from your eyes, lurking like a foul beast in the darkness. The idea that there are worse things out there than you. Infected things, crawling and dying. An end of times, the last days of Rome.

Behind every locked door acts of the most illicit kind are carried out with secret impunity. There was no need to be afraid, for the world was falling apart. There was no whole anymore, just edges, a world of edges, tattered and fraying into the endless void.  
The idea that there was something wrong that would exist no matter what, that no matter what you did neither you nor anyone could have any effect on such an underbelly of disease, that the worst of things ran like sewers under the world. 
This was beauty of the most scabrous kind.

Red entered Mr White’s room a while later, showered and clothed once more. Mr White avoided eye contact. He blushed when Red moved past him, and felt a pang of irritation at himself for it.
Red thumped himself down on the bed causing it to painfully usher a trio of squeaks. He put his feet up and lit a cigarette.

How is she? said Mr White, wincing when he realised the innuendo.

Red grinned, and then dropped it. She’s alright.

Are you going back to her or staying here for a bit?

She’s okay by herself. She ain’t good for conversation.

Your daughter’s not good for conversation?

Uh-huh.


I, uh, heard you before.

Red looked up innocently. Why, what were we doin?


Mr White looked at Red and raised his eyebrows and Red broke into a chuckle. 

Um. Mr White tried to find the words, but he had no idea what to say.


Yeah?

Do you think this is . . . fair on her?

Red rolled his eyes. Fuck man, she’s more of a devil than me.

But, I mean, you should be a father to her. You should be doing, well, good. I don’t know.

Red put his chin on his hand and his elbow on his thigh as he smoked. He seemed to be thinking. Doin good, he said.
Yeah. You know. Good. The world isn’t all filth and obscenity you know. There is cause for other things. A need for them. Other ways of going. More . . . a more ethical approach, perhaps. To raising her. And all manner of things. You can’t treat everyone around you as playthings. Do you not care about her? Care about people in other ways. Real ways.
This is real.

You know what I mean. Sometimes, even if we don’t want to, we have to make moral decisions Kidd.
Why?

Mr White gestured impotently.
Red stubbed out his cigarette on the bed, burning a black mark into the sheets. He looked up at Mr White wryly. We think different amigo. These little moral decisions of yours are, well they’re nothin. Soundless creations without substance. They’re all over the fuckin place and you can’t walk to the fuckin shops without trippin over one. They try to pull you in but you can turn away from them if you want. People don’t think you can but you can. Whenever I’m faced with a moral decision, like not a huge one but a small one, like something where I got vested cock interest in, like, for example, this girl wonders if she should cheat on her partner cause of all these desires and whatnot . . . 
He clasped his hands together, pulled his face into a frown and affected femininity. Should I fuck him Kidd? What about my poor husband?
He dropped his hands and his voice went back to normal. You see, not even fuckin me, just fuckin anybody else. Just fuckin. An increase in the level of fuck in the world, in one more person givin in to desire and ceasing to be some high-minded planet-fuckin philosophisin genocidal ethical shitbag. I ain’t even involved, I just know about it. I’m an overseer of all the shit that’s been drained from everbody, and that sounds like some kinda Hell I know, but hell it’s good to get dirty.

Anyway yeah, whenever I’m faced with a choice like that, where I have a clear desire for it to go one way and an ethical consideration for the other, I just ask myself this. I ask myself Kidd Red, do you give one flyin fuck about humanity? And I say fuck no. And I say Kidd, is a more sexual world what you want or a more moral world? And I say the first man. The fuckin first. And I say Kidd, what exactly is the problem? And I say fuck off. And I relish that little act of sexual degradation like it was a goddamn cheeseburger.
He grinned and leaned back, pleased with himself as Mr White nodded silently, and then he lurched forward with uncommon urgency. That reminds me, I’m goddamn starving. Let’s get takeout, yeah?
Okay, said Mr White.

Hell-fuckin-yes it is.
What will your daughter want?

Red waved his hand airily. She’s fine. She don’t eat much.

Uh, are you sure?

Yeah. She’s probably asleep anyway, don’t wanna wake her.

Okay.
–fuck, let me the fuck go, what are you doing, why are you doing this, please stop, please, I’ll do anything, let me go I won’t tell anyone, fuck, fuck, please, oh my god, I’m sorry if, please, I swear I won’t tell, I’ve never done anything, why are you doing this, who the fuck are you, what the fuck are you going to do, someone will hear me, you’re going to rot in prison, you’re going to die, please, I swear, I swear. 
They never came out with anything new.

Johnny opened his case and took out a tray of implements. Where the woman was tied she couldn’t see, but she heard the scrape of metal on metal and she screamed again and repeated her demands and offers and apologies and questions, even louder, screeching as though some kind of broken machinery.

He stood up and looked into her eyes, fearful and tearful and taken to the very start of the extreme. You don’t need to worry about any of that now. He closed his eyes to a fresh wave of screams. They never did listen, but he supposed that was part of it. Soon the noises would change to a new level the woman may have hitherto thought impossible to make.

He moved close to the woman, and the tip of his knife touched her cream skin and lightly scratched and grazed it. She made an animal noise and sobbed afresh.

Sssh my queen, he spoke softly, gently. This is just the beginning.
Red came back in the room carrying an ancient television, the wires trailing behind him.
Where’d you get that from.

Around. 

He lugged it in and dropped it on the end of the bed. Mr White jammed the plugs into the dusty sockets on the wall. He switched it on and it crackled into life. Such an ancestral object did not look like it could have ever worked and yet it did.
It was like stone age tools to them, but after a stretch of fiddling Mr White managed to get the channels working. There were two and they were both movie channels. One of them was playing a porno, the other was playing a torture horror. 
They watched the porno, laughing at the bad acting and dialogue. After half an hour an oiled and half-naked male cyberdoll knocked on their room door with their pizza and fizzy drinks. He looked confused when Mr White answered the door, but gave them their goods and took their tip graciously with a muscular hand.
Mr White shut the door and Red lay on the bed laughing. He musta thought you were gay on the phone. That or a gal.

Mr White rolled his eyes and sat down on the bed with the food to watch the porno with Red.
There’s no TV, just films, remarked Mr White, swallowing a mouthful of cheese. Strange, don’t you think?
Less effort on their part, said Red.

Not even the news?

‘Specially not the news. What the fuck they gonna report in a place like this? And why? It ain’t like anybody here cares.

What about crime?

What about it? There’s nothin but crime. Even a twenny-four-seven show couldn’t handle it. Let the cops worry about crime and ourselves worry about these pizzas.
Why do you not fuck anyone? Red asked, playing with a ball of string, wrapping it around his fingers until each one went white and then unwrapping them. The pizza boxes lay upside down on the floor, completely empty except for the grease. The last porno had ended without plot resolution and now another one was on and the people looked the same. 
I don’t know.
You don’t even try man. You got a tiny cock?
Mr White bristled. What is it with people always assuming that guys like me have to be poorly endowed? You can’t just reduce me to that, explaining everything in my mind and my sex life by pointing at my trousers.
Is that a yes then? It’s okay if it is man.
I know it’s okay Red, Mr White sighed. I don’t think it matters that much. But it’s not a yes. I must be the only guy who’s actually more than happy with his size.
Now it was Red’s turn to bristle defensively. Hey, I’m like a goddamn stallion down there!
Mr White looked him in the eyes and raised his brow. And are you happy with it?
Red slouched. Well, I could always be a bigger stallion. He scratched himself, and then added, There’s no such thing as too big.
I think there is. You could tear a woman in two.
Red grinned, helping himself to the last slice of pizza. Almost worth it.
Almost.
Maybe more than almost.
What do you have to live for?
The woman didn’t say anything and so he repeated the question, sterner but not unkind.

Nothing. The woman looked to the wall through blurred eyes as if it might cave in from some rescuing force, as if it might disappear entirely and she find herself dreaming.

Nothing, he repeated softly. Nor do any of us. Nor do I. He paused and added, Apart from this. Making people see.  

Red had gone back to his room and returned a few minutes later, saying he’d given his daughter full use of his room, that she needed her space, that girls will be girls. He said she needed to recharge, and smirked. He had moved into Mr White’s room without argument. Mr White was just glad not to spend the rest of the night at the bar. They hadn’t seen Johnny since and Mr White wondered if he was walking the night alone on another sadistic duty.
 And so the two of them holed up in a room together, as the late hour grew later still and the moon advanced its pale rays through the snags in the curtains. Red stole a spare mattress and blanket from somewhere else in the hotel and took one of Mr White’s pillows, and he set them up on the floor beside Mr White. That was enough for him.
The two of them lay on their respective beds and looked up at the ceiling. Red was contemplative as he stared and he pursed his lips and opened his mouth a few times, trying to put words to his thoughts. Do you think . . . he began, and Mr White opened his eyes. Do you think there’s anythin wrong about what we’re doin here?
None of it is anywhere near right. In fact, sometimes I think it’s worse than us doing it back home.

How’d you work that one out.
I don’t know . . . it’s a feeling I get. I mean, there’s so little consequence here. Back home there’s all this stuff stopping us, and we convince ourselves it’s our own conscience. We can pull these things off here too easily. It’s like . . . like stripping our consciences bare. Seeing who we are. And we’re not good people.
There’s cops here.
And what good do they do? Even if they caught us, what then? Do we really know? I mean for God’s sake, we treat it like a – a joke!
But it ain’t the same as back home. You do still realise that don’t you man?
Mr White looked away. I guess. But that doesn’t mean this is right. We’re causing too much harm being here.
Don’t talk shit.
I don’t mean harm to others. I mean harm to ourselves.
Red paused for a while, and then snorted. PC garbage. The mind is a playground. I mean, people out there want to think we’re all ladies and gentleman in big fuckin hats and dresses drinkin afternoon tea outta dainty china cups and never saying boo to a goose. They don’t realise that humanity is a bunch of fuckin pigs. We’re still beasts, but we went a step further. Our imaginations evolved but our moral compasses didn’t. At least not inside us. Maybe on the outside we pretend we’re fuckin oo-de-lar to each other but inside are stinkin cesspools, foul sex and extreme bloody violence. This place is just an adventure theme park for the fucked up fucker in all of us. Right or wrong don’t exist here.
Then why ask?
Red sighed. Forget it. Just runnin through things in my head. Spoke without thinkin.
What kind of things?
Stuff. Nothin really. Girls.
Mr White fiddled with his hands and turned and looked down at Red, who had his arms stiffly crossed and was looking fixedly up at the ceiling.

She’s not your daughter is she? Mr White asked quietly.

Red’s head jolted up to stare at Mr White. What?!
Mr White held up a hand and smiled, a little nervously. It’s okay, you don’t need to act it up. I won’t tell Johnny.
Red settled down and turned his gaze back to the ceiling. Fuck, if you know then he’ll know too. He just ain’t mentioned it, for some reason.
For what it’s worth, this makes you a better person.
I don’t want to be a better person! Red snapped. God knows I’d rather be a devil than an angel.
But why?
That’s just the way it is.
I figured she wasn’t real. I wanted to think she was, I made myself think she was. I don’t know. I didn’t let myself doubt it. I don’t know why. I just wanted to think there was something that was real and honest here for once. Horrible, but real.
She is real. Well - 
I mean that she’s not human. She’s an X-bot. A cyberdoll.
Yeah. A good model. Custom programmin of course. I ordered her from District Two before I met you, and just had to wait for calibration and delivery. Course, she’s goin tomorrow. She’ll just walk outta here and go back to be recalibrated for some other fucker.
Did the incest taboo not faze them?
Red rolled his eyes, although Mr White couldn’t see him. Of course not. This is Rule. You should get yourself one.
I’m not into that.
No, I know what you’re into. You’re into what other people are into.
Mr White bristled. Not precisely.
I just meant you should get yourself a girlfriend man. I can tell you’re lonely.
Mr White was silent for a few moments. Then he took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly out. I am very lonely. But I already have a real girlfriend.
Fuck off.
No, I do.
Where, back home?
Yes.
Well fuck me. Sorry, but I didn’t take you for it. Is that why you don’t fuck nobody here?
Maybe. I don’t really have sex back home either.
What, why not?
She has sex with others.
Oh . . . Red thought for a bit. I see. I remember Johnny Black saying he thought you were a cuckold.
Mr White said nothing.

It’s good of you not to fuck anyone here.
Is it? You do it.
I – I’m not – Red started, awkwardly.

You have someone too, don’t you? Not your “daughter”. A real person.
Red stared above him. I guess so.
You guess so?
Yeah. I do.
Mr White whistled softly. He didn’t know why but he felt a bit more confident between the two of them, just him and Red lying on their beds, talking about things more sensitive than just cocksure filth. He wished this bonding could happen more often. It was something that, if not completely new to him, at least felt new enough. 

She must really be something special to be with you. He smiled to himself.

Hey! Red spoke sharply.

I meant it as a compliment.
I know what you meant it as, Red said, now sullen. He didn’t speak for a while, and just blinked slowly at the off-white plaster of the ceiling. The silence loomed through the room as each struggled with his own thoughts and tried to stop them coming to their mouths.

After a few minutes, Mr White spoke up again. Why do you cheat on her?
It’s not cheatin, Red muttered quickly and quietly, as if he had been expecting the question.

What is it then?
Fuck, this stuff is just . . . I don’t know. It’s not cheatin. Not really. You don’t understand.
Try me, murmured Mr White.

Red sighed. I need this shit man. I need the escape. I feel like I’m in a cage, like I’m some bird with its feathers clipped. If I didn’t get to play like this I’d go fuckin insane. I need a space my mind can exercise.
I understand, but I don’t think it’s right.
I never said it was. I’m not a “right” kinda person.
I don’t think you’re that bad.
Red scoffed.

I think you’re lonely, Mr White said timidly, after another stretch of silent thoughts.

How’d you work that? I’m in a goddamn relationship.
So am I. I think there’s different types of loneliness. I think you’re lonely for the world. For what’s outside the cage, as you put it.
Okay, so I’m lonely then. Great, thanks.
Mr White said nothing.

Only the dog who trots about has a bone to bury.

I think you’ve been burying enough bones in enough people.
You’re wrong there. This is who I am man. My mind is . . . my mind is fuckin crazy. I mean really. It’s like a bull on a leash. It just wants everthin, all the time, good with the bad. You don’t know. Despite the bluntness of Red’s words his voice was soft and a little cracked, and his eyes were watering slightly.

I don’t think you know what’s in mine either.
Could be.
So we’re just two lonely guys playing about.
I’m not going to fuck you.
Good night Red.
Night.
He picked up the largest knife from his tray, and the edge gleamed in the cold light. I’m afraid our time has come to an end, he murmured, fascinated more by the knife than anything, how the point seemed almost to cut through the world, teasing that there was some kind of hope.

Why. Her voice was tiny and fractured and he barely caught it, but they all asked the same things anyway.

Why? Why must you now die? Or why in general, why all of this?
Why. The voice was like a ghost, as though it was the wind where there was no wind, an imaginary draft, and the only real thing in this room was him.

He leant in to her, laying and then pressing the knife at her throat, blood spots popping up like a ruby necklace. He whispered into her ear, and to her he seemed some spirit beckoning her into a new world.

The answer to all things lies with Death.
THE RED DREAM
There were curtains of fire. They swayed and billowed with a deathly breeze that smelled like burnt blood. The ground was a compost heap. Every few feet were muddy squelches, little pools of sewage. There were two heavy boots that went up. And down. Up. And squelch.

The boots led up to thin legs in jeans, and then they led further up to him.

He stamped forward through the fire. It opened to let him pass. The ground got softer, sludgier. All mud and bog. The breeze lost the smell of blood and thrust up the stink of excrement. He choked but held back vomit.

He approached a wooden house held with stilts out of the mud. He peered through the ground floor window. There were pigs there dressed up like humans, in suits and dresses. They were sat at a table eating a meal. One of them swivelled its head and it moved at a right angle in a split of a second as though it were on some shocked mechanism. The pig was in a top hat and stared at him with shining black eyes.

He stumbled off and squelched along, the sewage running nearly over and into his boots. He saw figures squirming out in the muck, on their hands and knees crawling out from under the bottom of the stilted houses. They were naked humans but they appeared more like pigs or cattle. Their body parts were engorged. The women were obese in all the best parts, their udders hanging like great sacks, areolae like flattened apples, dripping into the mud thick white stodges from their fatly ripe nipples, more like unskimmed cumcream than milk. The men were stretched out and muscles all tangled, long wiry bodies like trees with heavy roots stiff or drooping down like pink snakes with the inflamed heads buried in shit.

The figures stared at him with the mildest of interest through dull and unflickering eyes. The women on their fours tried to claw their way closer but their hands slipped down deep into the excremental ground. The ones that stayed put had those twisted root-like males bucking away at their backsides, fat branches stuck out from their groin soft and hard slopped into cavernous holes that convulsed and farted around them. Some of the women were driven into by two males, always from behind, one raised up coming down from above and the other’s face gnawing and gnashing into his back. The males took a hole each or one hole for both, and they were easily accommodated for, the entrances and exits swelling open happily.

He shook his head and moved on. He found the house he was looking for. It was white and raised high out of the mud and it glowed brightly like a gemstone. As he reached up to the ladder his boots sank down and shit slopped in and over his socks. He climbed up to the porch of the house and around him the curtains of flame seemed to back off and the smell of the place diffused into something clean and fresh with black pine and the sweetened juice of a lemon.

He knocked on the door which had windows like crystals and it swung open at his touch. He entered quietly and the hallway was carpeted and decorated with soft lamps and frames of polished old couples holding hands. He tried to stamp the dirt off his boots but it clung all over like it was part of him and if there was any foul smell left in the world it was stuck to him. He thought that all the muck and sewage outside had maybe not been coming against him but coming out of him, drooling and spurting like a shitting cock out of his very bootsteps.

He moved along the hall which stretched and bent like a living snake and the floor bucked as though the house was a pirate ship on the high seas. He finally reached the end of the hall although it seemed like forever and it was the same as how he had come in. He opened the front door and was greeted by a whiteness, nothing but whiteness as though the whole world had been painted over or erased. In the centre of the white was a girl with red hair and he stepped towards her. They embraced and they were the only things in the world. His spine felt like it was a rod of protection and he would use this sanctified artefact to love and hold her and keep her safe from all things although the only thing here was himself. His heart beat like an indian drum and it seemed to break up inside him as though it couldn’t hold all that blood.

She pulled away from him and asked him what the smell was. He said he didn’t know.

She stepped back. He looked down and his boots were leaking out filth. It oozed out of the sole, out of his very soul, and there was a pervasive sense of unfairness, and the whiteness of the world shrunk and creased like paper and seemed to acknowledge the unfairness and he nodded back sadly.

The girl cried in front of him and kept moving backwards as the muck spread out from him and ran like plasma towards her. It twitched and bubbled and out of the mud poked what seemed like fingers and then hands, snatching, all splayed out and webbed.

The fantasy is everthin, he murmured quietly. I’m sorry. The fantasy is everthin. Always was. Always is.
The girl sobbed harder and he fell back into the sewage, his eyes closed and his face calm and almost expressionless, as though all the peace in the world was just something to cover yourself with like an old coat that was never yours. The mud closed up around him as though a sheltering mother beckoning him back to the fold and the curtains of flame blazed up once more into the whiteness.

HOTEL

The next day Red seemed quiet and sullen. As if through sleep he had had something stolen from him. He lay on his mattress and said little to nothing. Mr White went to the bathroom in the hall and showered and came back and Red was still lying there. 

Are you okay?

Yeah.
Are you sure?

No.

Mr White sat down on his bed and smiled sympathetically at Red. What’s wrong amigo.

Red shook his head. It’s not just now. It’s all time. Runnin back and forth from the beginnin to the end. I don’t know if I can explain it. 
Try. For me.

Red twisted his lip and took a deep breath and exhaled. I feel caged man, real fuckin caged all the time. It’s like, like I’m a bird of prey in the tiniest of damn cages, like it can’t even move not one feather but it’s got this strength y’know and the muscles never weaken not one bit, ‘stead they just get stronger the less it moves. And its eyes are black man, real fuckin black like some kinda jet stone I dunno. Red gestured vaguely like a magician as he talked. 

That’s how I feel see, and I don’t think that cage should break, no I don’t, part of me wants it to but I don’t think nobody else gonna want it to. This is my outlet, right here, shit like what I been doin since you met me. Way before you met me. This is keepin me safe, y’know, this is keepin everbody safe. Sure it’s not cool, I know that, but it’s the best opportunity. And maybe I don’t tell my girlfriend but maybe she don’t wanna know, or maybe she does, yeah she would, but fuck, a man’s gotta have somethin to keep for himself don’t he? It’s that bit of sanity left in a wounded man, and what’s better – that she don’t know or that I wreck her to fuckin pieces? 

Red stood slowly and reached for his cigarettes and lit one. He sat on the bed next to Mr White. A grey angel burst into being, shivering out of his mouth as he spoke. 
Not talkin about sex here, I mean this shit would break her but there’d be no end to it. Should a man or even a woman tell everone everthin? Fuck man. The closest person I ever got to was her and she don’t know half. Should she? If I say it all then it’s like it’s all flushed outta me, you know? Like I siphon it off to her and she cracks up and can’t handle it and I got nothin left. A man gotta have secrets cause, well, what else is there to keep in the cage with me? Fuckin magazines? Ain’t no room to read, ain’t no room but to brood and keep to myself and shiver in the heat. Yeah that cage gets real fuckin fierce inside. Don’t nobody else touch those bars.
Red leaned back a little and crossed his boots. His cigarette blistered away in his hand but he had barely stopped to smoke. 
I dunno man, my mind just gets so hot it burns, it fuckin hurts man. Like, it’s like somebody struck up a fire inside and is stokin it about with every thought, like these thoughts ain’t passed through but engineered in this huge foundry with steam hammers and hissin metal and everwhere’s goddamn smoke, y’know, and you can’t see and you choke and you can’t breathe and it steams up your goddamn eyeballs and you can feel them turn to fuckin jelly. Well, yeah. I think and I can’t stop it and it comes in like swingin pokers. My brain man, it goes white hot and glowin like, like I dunno, and my brain starts bubblin like some fella not me placed it in a vat, and if I let it I feel like it’s turnin to glue, this white magma or fuckin whole fat cum at some alien temperature. You see man, my mind gets like this all the time and I feel like I can’t see anymore, like I’m blind with lust y’know?
Mr White didn’t say anything but nodded vaguely and Red took a heavy drag on his cigarette and coughed. I mean don’t get me wrong, I’m not a fuckin rapist or nothin cause that ain’t how I roll, but that don’t mean to say the deviance in me couldn’t get stirred up so fierce that bad fuckin shit could go down. I mean shit does go down, but I fair don’t think I seen the worst of it. No man, there’s fuckin danger signs stamped up around my brain like a broken fairground or some goddamn industrial accident waitin to happen. I mean, I dunno, maybe Johnny has the right idea. In a way. Killin someone, the ultimate expression of affection. Lettin out the demons. Extreme violence as, like, a desperate display of love, you know what I mean?
Mr White frowned. If it’s so bad all this, could you not change, somehow? Is it possible?
Yeah I could change, well no, ah shit I dunno, but I’d have to want to and I don’t. I just don’t want to. See I hate it, I really hate it man, but I love it too, I love it cause it’s me. It’s like a drug and turnin my mind up to a thousand and droppin out is my fix. I need it. I would be someone else without it. I’d be you man.

You wouldn’t be me. You’d be someone else. You wouldn’t be me.

Whoever. I fuckin hate it but it’s me and I wouldn’t change that for nothin and she couldn’t change that and she wouldn’t even if it fuckin killed her, even if her heart split into a thousand bloody bits and she killed herself she wouldn’t tell me to not be me. That’s why I fuckin love her, and that’s why sometimes a man gotta keep some things to himself.

I think we all do, maybe. I don’t know.

Yeah, I know man. I don’t know either. Red let out a long sigh that was half yawn and half exhaustion from life and Mr White had to fight the urge to yawn himself.


A drink? Mr White offered.


Red grinned at last, and twirled his feet something ridiculous, whisking them around like the blades of a chopper or like some terrible breakdance until he fell off the bed and rolled to his feet where he stood up laughing a little. You buyin? he asked, his eyes shining. Yeah you are. I’m gonna find me some real hot ass tonight. Needs fuckin must.

Mr White wondered how he could go straight back into it after his troubled rant, but he guessed the rant itself answered that one. 
Frustrations? said Mr White, smiling a little sadly.

Always, buddy. Always.
BAR

They went to the bar, Red telling dirty jokes and laughing along the way, while Mr White smiled, happy that Red was in a better mood. When they arrived he ordered Red a drink as prompted, and Red ordered two more for himself.
The feeling of relief in another’s lifted spirits soon changed.

Red got drunk quickly, very quickly. He did not stay in Mr White’s company but moved about trying to pick up girls. Within a couple of hours sat watching him Mr White couldn’t bear the sight. Red seemed desperate, a strange, lost dog, shot down by girl after girl in his frustration. All charm seemed a caricature, his grin almost pained, his laughter hysterical, his tomfoolery causing others to shake their heads out of embarrassment on his behalf, or pity, or contempt or disgust. To say Red was trying too hard was an understatement. Mr White could not say whether the observation was more cringing or depressing.
After two hours Mr White left Red to it and returned to the hotel, feeling defeated on Red’s behalf, as if somehow tied to his soul, if there was indeed a part of Red that was acknowledging his own failings that night.
HOTEL
I think I’m a bad person White, Red said, his head lowered and his hands rubbing over the sides of his face, contorting his cheeks about like a waxwork and his eyes all bleary and downcast. He had returned two hours later from the bar, looking drunk and tired but not altogether insensible. Mr White correctly judged he must have stopped drinking, perhaps run out of money. He came in and sat down with abject weariness on the floor, his back against the wall and his legs splayed, looking sorry for himself.
Mr White looked over at him. Why do you think that?
Cause I am. Red sighed. Sometimes I think I’m even worse than Johnny.
Don’t be crazy.
I mean it. I mean, Johnny is cold and rational or thinks he is and does things according to some bullshit purpose. I’m a man of passion. I should be doin good. Johnny does all this extreme stuff right, stuff you kinda can’t comprehend, kinda don’t even fit on the scale of good and evil, it’s just somethin way out there right? Like some bushwhacker way out there on the plains on his own in some storm. I’d say Johnny’s got no morality at all, that he just like observes it from afar as though it’s somethin fuckin foreign and amusin, but he does. You ever see him hold a door open for a girl? Or all these little other things he does. He’s got manners and such forth. I reckon he’s got this, this appetiser of good morals he carries around with him on a big silver platter, and the big fuck-off main course of killin is somethin different, and he hides it with this appetiser on a platter. Or like some necktie and clean shirt to try and disguise the fact he’s covered in blood. It’s like he thinks he can stave off judgement. If he prances about doing all these little bits of goodness it’ll distract everone from the death and keep him on the fuckin right.
Mr White tried to imagine Johnny Black prancing, and shook his head. How does this make him better than you?
I dunno, Red sighed. I mean, it’s like he’s a nice guy somewhere. I mean he’s a psychopath of course, but a nice one. Ah fuck, what am I sayin. He’s psychotic. But he’s off the scale. He ain’t even human. That’s what makes me worse. I’m as human as they come and what have I done with it? I done bad things, that’s what.
You never struck me as having done anything really bad.
Maybe, maybe not. It’s little things become big things. I bet Johnny never lies. I bet Johnny stays true on all the little things, but it’s the little things that’ll fuckin get you. Red glanced at Mr White and his face looked sad and red and beaten. Did you see that chick come outta my room in District Twelve? You know the one.
Yeah.
She was cryin a lot.
Yeah.
That’s what I mean man. She was kinda drunk, well so was I, and I persuaded her to cheat on her long-term boyfriend. I persuaded her and I persuaded her and it weren’t hard and I fucked her. When we were all done she wouldn’t stop cryin, I mean really sobbin her little heart out. You know what I did? Fuckin nothin. What could I do? I were the son of a bitch who’d got her into this in the first place. I just sat there sayin nothin doin nothin starin at the wall. All about me she is gatherin her clothes and puttin them on and cryin black makeup down her face and I’m just sittin watchin the wall. 
Red crawled to the mattress and lay on it and smeared his face with his hands. He pulled the blanket over him. Then he turned to his side, away from Mr White, and he looked at the wall just as he’d said he’d done.

Did you want to do something? asked Mr White softly.

More than anythin, said Red, and his words were muffled and cracked. He curled up in the blanket like he was much younger than his years. You know how I told you that my brain just asks me if I give a fuck, and I never do. Well that’s a fuckin lie. I give ten tons of fucks, at least I do when I’m not fuckin turned on. I wish I didn’t. I wish to hell I didn’t, but I do man. I wanted to hug that bitch so goddamn hard, but what could I do? What could I fuckin do. I was the son of a bitch. And I been it all my life. And I didn’t feel nothin for her, nothin but guilt and pity. Pity that she let a bastard like me into her life.
You could change, said Mr White quietly. He felt sad, but more than that he felt confused and distant. As though he relied on Red to guide him through this world. To tell him that the real things were fake and the fake things real. That nothing was true except what was believed to be.
Yeah? Red said bitterly. If I wanted to, right? But there’s too much of me don’t want to. I can’t change man. I got this illness in me and I’m all torn up inside. Y’know, I push everthin into bein as sexual as it can be, and it’s like I wanna live in a world where everone fucks everone. Where everone cheats on everone. Where everone is a stinkin bastard and bitch and nobody cares and everbody fucks like pigs and nobody fuckin cares. And if I weren’t feelin such a sorry cunt right now I’d be fuckin turned on just by that. Fuck.
Red sniffed and moved a hand up to his face, seemed to scratch it or something and then moved it back down to his side. He shifted his weight about as though it was a dead weight and his body was something to lug sullenly around and connected to his mind only by a thin chain. 

I’ve led a good life, he said at last. But I done a lot of bad things. Can you be a good man and do bad things?
Sure you can, said Mr White soothingly. It’s the intent that makes the man, not the actions. He wasn’t sure if he believed this or not, but he said it anyway.

I been lyin mostly. That’s the real sin ain’t it. The world breaks down from it. What kinda world is it where a guy can lie? One of betrayal. There’s no trust in anythin and it’s cause of people like me. No wonder Johnny hates me.
Johnny likes you. In fact I bet he’d warm to you a fair bit more if he heard all this.
Red sniffed again. Yeah, he’s got a funny way of showin it.
He’s got no way of showing it. It’s just his way.
Yeah. Well. I don’t get him at all. I don’t get why he does all that shit. How he can kill someone, just, just for its own sake, y’know? Just for the fuckin fun of it.

I don’t think that’s why he does it.


What then.
Mr White paused, feeling the wretched sadness in Red’s voice. He looked down at him. I think he knows that the best anybody can be is when they’re dying.

Red didn’t say anything for a while. Then, How’d you mean?

Mr White shrugged. Just that. I don’t think he’s got any hope in humanity but for that. Seeing the best in someone. When they finally come true. Nothing else matters then, I guess. 

Mr White climbed under his sheets and stripped. Come on, off to sleep with you. You’ll feel better tomorrow.
Alright. Red took off his blanket and sat up and pulled his boots off, and fell back down. He sat up again and then stood up, looking at the window. His hands were clenching and unclenching. Mr White looked at him and his face was pained and confused. As though held by some secret agony. He stood that way for a minute and just when Mr White was about to say something his face dropped to nothing and he laid himself like an old man back down on the mattress and turned himself away once more.
He let out a deep, long sigh, as if the world had betrayed him. I don’t know how to live White. I don’t know to live a good life. I mean what’s a man without lies? How can you go through life and not lie? Ain’t a single person anywhere that could do that. He coughed to himself and then added, like the afterthought of a child, Life is hard.
Mr White looked at the back of Red and felt really sorry for him. He knew that maybe he shouldn’t but he did. He looked like an animal that had lost its mother. He wanted to hug Red but he didn’t. He didn’t know why he felt so sorry, he couldn’t put real words to it, but it was as if Red was not a man but some broken idea, some sense of freedom lost and betrayed and tethered in the name of goodness, in the name of some fucking thing. There was once a man called freedom, and the man had been forced to live.

Minutes dragged by in silence and they both settled further into bed. At one point Mr White thought he heard a muffled sob, but when he opened his eyes and listened intently he heard nothing more. He fell to sleep.
Mr White woke up some indeterminable time later, as if roused by some sound, like the shutting of a door. He looked around blurrily, muddled. Red was gone. No thoughts passed through his still dream-addled mind, and in his tiredness his eyes dropped shut again and in the morning he would have no memory of this waking.
STREET

Red moved slowly through the district. He did not make eye contact with others. He saw but he did not observe, did not understand. His feet moved without his control. Things appeared to him only in their image, without depth or value, useless in any respect but visionary. It seemed to him that he moved through water, but he did not feel perceived as such by others, in fact he did not feel perceived at all. They were only images, not really real, and they blurred and melded with his own dreamings and all mental ideas and prompts that burst like bubbles from the muck.
He saw hookers and trees. He saw girls and shadows. Mud and lights. Tits and dogs. Lust. Pink light and erection. Girls and lights. Grey and red. Buildings and erection. Anal and mud. Cop. Stone ground. Tree like a skeleton and a beggar. Laughter and crying. Someone stabbed. Red and grey. Rats around overflowing bins and hookers. Smashed glass and drugs. Men in coats and pink light. Blue light. Lust. Anger. Lust. Water. 
Bench. Cat.

He sat down and petted the cat. It was thin and black and it purred at him, seeing no danger in his dull, unfocused eyes, in his sunken, zombie movements. He was another animal, an animal lost in the night. It looked up at him with shining white eyes.
You don’t have to be sick, Kidd Red, it spoke, without moving its mouth. It was low and rumbling and comforting, as if the earth itself was conversing.
Mmm. He smiled strangely. His hands stroked the cat’s head with submerged grace. He tickled it behind the ear.
You don’t have to be sick, and foul, the cat continued. It spoke slowly, wisely. You don’t have to be full of perversion. You don’t have to have a red soul. A red line coming down. You don’t have to corrupt and be corrupted. You don’t have to act more than you are, be filthier than you are, impress upon others a sickness and disgust not so strong as you play it to be.
Red shook his head, smiling sadly. It’s all I have, he mumbled. It’s everthin I have.
The cat purred.

There’s this . . . this hole.

I know.

You gotta fill holes up. Holes are for puttin things in.

The hole is not you.

It’s all of me.

Red smelled the scent of sex on the breeze and he looked up but there was nothing to see and he looked down and back at the cat. He dropped his hands from its body and opened his mouth.
There’s somethin just not right about this life. His voice was low and sombre. It’s so goddamn stale. It’s so fuckin banal and painful. There’s nothin to it. It’s just this whole string of nothin. Wasted potentials and empty livin. It all rings so hollow. I never been able to get over it.
The cat seemed to nod at him, and he continued, his voice cracking. Nothin means anythin, nothin means anythin to anyone. I want everthin from life and I get nothin in return. I have to take more. I have to take more and more and I still get fuckin nothin. But what choice do I have? If I give up . . . Well. Then I wing my way to oblivion and a graveside with nobody standing over it. Why do you think I push myself, push everone around me? I’m trying to extract some fuckin sensations out of life. Drawin it out like . . . like some blood from a broken fuckin vein. I’m trying to be goddamn alive. I’d like to experience life before I die, wouldn’t you? He stared at the cat through blurry eyes and it stared back at him.
Wouldn’t you? he said again, his voice mumbling lower and lower, turning near indistinguishable from the very rumble of the world. Wouldn’t you. Wouldn’t you.

BAR

Red slept until the late afternoon. Mr White watched Red sleep and then he wandered the street outside the hotel, blinking in the light. He felt a creature of the night that no longer belonged under the judgement of the sun. There was nothing for him out there and he came back and turned the TV on and once more it was pornos and torture horrors. He switched unenthusiastically between the two. Back and forth. When Red was finally up and dressed they went to the bar. This was Mr White’s suggestion. Red nodded and smiled but his mind did not seem to be in place.
When they had entered the bar and met Johnny, waiting for them as always, and had their first drinks, Red seemed to pick up, becoming animated once again. He looked at the women around him cavorting so close in their outfits proper and improper, women of all shapes and sizes and ages, all faces and all races, the augs and the implanted and the all-natural, those who gave him the eye and those who didn’t, those who wiggled and drank and those who talked seriously with each other, deeply engaged in more intelligent conversations than Red could follow, and he laughed and laughed. A joke known to nobody. Perhaps not even him.
His eyes lingered on the voluptuous rear end of a woman in a short brown jacket. She moved confidently and she turned as though feeling his gaze on her and she smirked at him and turned away. Red’s eyes blinked indolently and he smiled like a cat and swivelled back in his seat.
Sure she ain’t too old for you? Johnny Black’s eyes bore into Red’s.
Ah, for fuck’s sake man.
You never did explain to me why pedophilia is wrong, let alone murder. Johnny’s eyes glinted. Relishing the argument.
For fuck’s sake. Not this again. It just is, alright?
Ah. It’s one of those arguments.
Look. It’s takin advantage of people, alright?
And why is that wrong?
Because . . . It harms them. I know you don’t give a shit about that.
Tell me why it’s wrong.
It’s not right is it? So it’s wrong.
Fantastic argument. Must everything in this universe be one or the other? Why attach a moral value to it at all? If I pick up a coin from the floor and put it down again, was that right? Was it wrong?
You think killin someone is . . . morally valueless?
Now we’re getting somewhere. Should it be?
A fuckin sane person would say yes.
Don’t get me started on what constitutes sanity. Tell me again why what I do is wrong.
Don’t do unto others as they would . . . as you would not have them do unto you. Um.
How poetic. We’ve been through this before.

If we have I weren’t listening.

Of course. So . . . don’t do unto others . . . Why not?
It’s hypocritical.
Except they are not me. I am as separate from others as I could be. Whatever goes for them, it in no way follows that it goes for myself. I can justify killing others without supposing that I should then accept them killing me. We are different creatures.
Some things just fuckin are. There’s no talkin to you.
There’s that argument again. Some things just are. Are you talking about some definitive morality?
I guess.
If a majority of others think what I do is wrong, fine. But the majority ain’t never definitive, and claiming the majority is always right sets some very poor precedent. Johnny inhaled and exhaled a black puff of smoke. Now, if we go by internal morality, and of course, all moral judgements anywhere are self-interested, directly or indirectly . . . well any random choice of moral values could come about. Anybody could pick and choose anything. Taking socks out in the dark and throwing them into different piles. Let’s see now . . . Torture is good. Rape is bad. Am I doing it right? No? Torture is bad, but good if they’re hiding secrets. Rape is bad, but good if the victim’s a bad person themselves. Bad if they’re a woman, good if they’re a man. Thievery is good if you’re stealing from the rich to the poor. Murder is good if you’re killing a thief or a trespasser. Capital punishment is just fine. We must kill if we are to teach others not to kill. This is how it’s done, is it?
Yeah, just like that, Red said sarcastically. I can’t put it plainer then some things just are. I know you don’t see it that way. Maybe I don’t say it’s all for sure, but that’s how I see the world and that’s how most people see and that’s how I continue to. Tellin people there ain’t no fuckin definitive morality, that really ain’t gonna do no good.
Perhaps God judges us. Do you think he offers us that definitive morality, that he’s the final arbiter who knows what’s wrong and right?
If that’s what you believe.
Johnny Black took off his hat, raised up his arms and looked up as if to the heavens. God! he yelled out. It’s me God! Johnny Black! If you think anything I’ve done in my life is bad or wrong, smite me down as a wicked sinner else I’m going to keep on doing it, over and over! I will keep killing, God! I will keep torturing and raping!
Keep your fuckin voice down! Red hissed.

Johnny Black grinned and put his hat back on. If there is a God, and he is some moral arbiter, you got to factor in two things. First, there is no way of us knowing what this unknowable cosmic force thinks about what is right. He could be thinking murder is just fine and applauding whenever we get on with it. It is, after all, natural within us to rape and kill. He certainly ain’t been consistent with any punishments we could conceivably attribute to his divine interference. Hell, there’s enough infanticide and other divinely sanctioned wickedness in the old books to put even me to shame for my “misdeeds”.
But I won’t go on, all that problem of evil shit has been done to death. There’s the second factor though. Why should I care? God ain’t me. Well, he could be. Johnny Black smiled and winked. But I am my own person. My morality is my own to hold. I do not care if some big moral judge sits up there in the sky. I’m down here, doing things my way. Alone. Nobody holds rule over me. I don’t surrender that to anybody.
Brilliant. I don’t know why we have these conversations.
You don’t enjoy them?
I don’t know. I’d rather be fuckin.
A doer not a thinker.
Whatever. Red got up and moved through the bar to approach the woman in the brown jacket. Johnny and Mr White watched him through the ever-changing gaps in the crowd. They watched him appraise her and saw her look at him cockily, smiling with a curled lip. Soon they were in quite animated conversation, the woman laughing and Red laughing also, but with considerably less self-assurance. He kept shifting his weight and looked a little put out.
Mr White was the first to break the silence between them. Do you really think Red is a paedophile?
No, said Johnny. I know he ain’t. He’s just an easy target.
Mr White raised his eyebrows. How do you know he isn’t? After all that you’ve said to him.
Johnny put down his whiskey. If we took his conquests of teenagers as all the evidence there was, then he might be an ephebophile, potentially a hebephile at worst, not a pedophile. But Red is none of those. He does not value a child’s body and he does not value innocence.
Red said to me once that there is no such thing as an innocent girl.
There ain’t no innocence in any human. Any suggestion of innocence or right to such is taken as soon as we are possessed into existence. But that’s another matter. No, Red ain’t no pedophile, as some of society may be quick to vilify and lynch him as. Ignorant as most are in such matters, and yet perhaps with good hearts. Sometimes. But Red has no predilection for such things, no set type. There is nothing innate and incurable about his fetishes, merely the wandering lusts of the slavering dog. He just gives a lot less of a fuck about age than most people.
Does that mean that he’s . . . not that bad?
You’ve heard what I got to say about good and bad.
Red confessed to me that he thought he was a bad person. Mr White put a hand up to his mouth, as though he felt such a thing should be secret and he had in some way committed a small betrayal. His hand moved at the last second to scratch his head, hoping the cover-up of such a silly reaction was fluid to the eye.

But not from this, said Johnny, not looking at Mr White.

Not from this. Mr White repeated the words as if he had to ask himself.

Johnny nodded. Red is going his own way, as we all are, for better or worse. In sickness and in health he goes. But there is something ill about his manner. He does not believe in what he is doing. He believes he is living a crude and ugly life, full of sin and devoid of meaning. He thinks there is no help for him, that it is how it is and must be.
He smoked and closed his eyes and smoked again. There is only one person that can change Red and that is Kidd Red himself. The question is, is there anyone who could ever give him a good reason to?
I think I feel sorry for him.
Johnny peered at Mr White curiously, and then looked back to his drink. I advise against that.
Mr White said nothing for a while and thought to himself, glancing at Johnny every so often but there was nothing to see. He sipped his water and put the glass back down, observing the way the lights of the bar refracted through the liquid, taking on some new otherworldly quality that seemed to fit it better than before.

If he is not . . . predisposed to such things, started Mr White again, hesitantly, Then why are most of his partners underage? 

Johnny paused for a second. Three reasons come to mind, he said matter-of-factly. Firstly, Red, like many men, and a lot of women too, is attracted to youth and vitality. He is also attracted to the enthusiasm of the young, the unjaded mind, the absence of sexual cynicism and the weariness of moral complacency that decorate one as they drag out their time on the earth. Perhaps also too he is attracted to a lower IQ. A simpler, less demanding . . . lover. Johnny said the last word as though he considered it ill-fitting of a man such as Red.

I’ve never heard you defend him like this, interjected Mr White, genuinely surprised.

Johnny smiled briefly. Don’t expect a repeat performance. He took a drag on his cigarette and continued. Secondly, there is the whole issue of the law, particularly here in Rule. That’s why most of us are here, to use this ridiculous place as a playground. The place I come from is a little . . . lawless. Actions go unpunished.
Mr White thought he saw the trace of a snarl on his countenance and a flash in his eyes, but then it was gone and Johnny continued. 
The laws here are here to break. Even I respect the artificial freedom that it gives you, the sense of power over that which rules over you, that which you got no say in. There is some sense of personal victory in it. Even if all it boils down to is point-scoring against a pointless authority, in a larger world such as ours that pride of one-upmanship is needed to keep us on the level, to prevent the sheer scope of impotence from cracking our brains like eggshells. And Red too, Johnny added, can be quickly pleasured by the mere thrill of doing something somebody somewhere has said to be wrong, even if a few hundred metres away the same thing is now right.

Johnny took a deep breath and exhaled and then took another long drag. Lastly. Lastly . . . He breathed out a flume of smoke. Red has been acting at being bad for so long that he’s convinced even himself. If I thought he was intelligent enough I’d say he was even acting at having convinced himself. He’s overacting. He thinks this is all he can be and so he pushes, starving for attention on one side of the fence if not the other. Most men must see themselves as either good or bad. The former seems out of reach to him. A man needs something to be reckoned as. Red wants people to think he is worse than he is.
Johnny shook his head in silent condemnation, as if this need of justification through others was Red’s true vice. It’s pretend bad, he said. Pretend good and pretend bad in everyone, all make-believe moralities.
And you? Mr White knew the answer before it was spoken.

I ain’t acting, said Johnny in his smokehouse voice, stubbing out his cigarette in such a manner that it seemed to signal to Mr White some ultimate finality in things to come.
Mr White shook himself and looked up to see Red sit back down amongst them. He looked over Red’s shoulder and saw the woman looking over at them coolly before turning away.
What happened with that woman? Why didn’t you, um, get with her?
She were a bit too real for me, Red murmured, his brow narrowed. He reached for his drink, frowning slightly. I’d rather go for simpler pickins.
What did she say?
Red played with his hair and bit his lip. She said . . . she said she likes to see the devil in another’s eyes.
Mr White whistled through his teeth. She sounds like Johnny.
No. She’s somethin else.
She’s one of us, said Johnny. 

Red nodded. I think so. 

Mr White looked from one to the other but nothing more was said. He tried to see the woman again but she had gone.
An hour later and Mr White was feeling in a rather exuberant mood. Perhaps something to do with the succession of drinks. He raised his glass into the air and the other two looked at it lazily as if cynics expecting magic. He cleared his throat. 

A toast!
Red picked up his own glass with supreme nonchalance and gave it a waggle. Johnny gave a long blink and then touched his own lightly with the tips of his fingers.

What is it?
Mr White hesitated. To, um, friends!
Johnny rolled his eyes.

Yeah, fuck off man, said Red. To sex!
Defying predictability are we? said Johnny drolly.

To anal?
You’re on a roll.
To us! Mr White exclaimed with affected enthusiasm.

Again, fuck off. Mr White looked at Red who stuck his tongue out in response.
To freedom?
You romantic, snorted Johnny. How about . . . to individuation.
What? said Red.

To ourselves.
Alright.
I like it too, said Mr White.

Uh-huh.
Mr White raised his glass again which had fallen considerably lower in the air in the preceding half-minute. To ourselves!
Red clanked his glass, sending the liquid slipping about inside. Johnny’s glass touched the others silently.

To ourselves, the others said in their own particular way.

Mr White smiled and Red grinned at him. Johnny looked at them wryly. 
STREET
Another hour and Mr White’s exuberance had transformed itself into that familiar sickness and an all-encompassing need to masturbate. There was no reason to it. There was nothing to masturbate to. Just to existence. To go on existing. What more reason was needed?
He had excused himself, explaining that he felt ill and was going to go back to the hotel. Red had protested but Johnny had told him to let him go and Red had backed down. Mr White had walked speedily back, almost breaking into a run at one point, even though there was not far to go. Below his gut he felt the pulse, the pang. A stomach ache grew on him and he knew of only one way to release it.
BAR
Do you know the difference between us? said Johnny Black.

There ain’t nothin but differences, muttered Red sourly.

The difference is that you aspire to be less than human. I aspire to be more than human.
Whaddya mean, less than human? Red narrowed his eyes.

You seek animality, a more debased state of being. I, on the other hand, seek to transcend humanity. You retreat, I overcome. You regress. I am posthuman.
Red made as if he was going to spit, and then decided against it. Animality ain’t a lesser state than humans. Humans are fuckin pretentious and all their lofty-ass intellectuals don’t count for nothin. No addition to life.
Perhaps. But you will agree then that you value the primal, the instinctual.
Yeah.
The primitive.
You’re puttin a negative spin on it again.
Yes. You are a hedonist.
I’ll go with that. I’m just lookin for the spice of life.
And I am seeking its meaning. Neither of us will find it, of course. At least, not lying about on the roadside waiting for us to turn our shadow upon it. But you will get your spice and I will get my meaning even if we got to inject it ourselves. I will inject meaning into the world and then I will extract it back out and inject it into myself. I will force it. Just like you force your pleasure.
Uh-huh. I go for sensation first. That’s all that counts. That’s the only meanin I see.
I know there ain’t nothing that presents itself otherwise. Nothing that presents itself with such insulting overtness. I ain’t got time for something so obvious, for something so regressive.
It’s the only truth you’re gonna find.
Is it? Tell me, Red, what’s your experiences with drugs?
Red laughed and rolled his eyes. You’re fuckin with me?
Johnny raised his eyebrows innocently.

Red yawned theatrically and crossed his cowboy boots. If you’re gonna suggest that I find truth through em then you’re a fuckin fool. I’ve dabbled in lots. The best I got is temporary fun. Nothin that sticks. Usually found em boring, or nauseatin, or depressin. And that ain’t even mentionin the fuckin comedown. I used to figure the best thing for a guy as sick of reality as me was hallucinogenics. What a fuckin letdown. You lose who you are when you do em. You can’t appreciate all that surreal shit when you’ve lost sight of your own identity.  And even if you do keep control of it all, it’s so goddamn vacuous man. You know it’s all bullshit, it’s all fake. Even if you buy into it and keep yourself right, soon as it’s worn off you see it for the sham it was. Then all those eye-openin experiences, all that new meanin and inspiration just falls the fuck apart. It’s like . . . like when someone tells you some hilarious thing that happened to em and then says after you stopped laughin that they’d made it up and it ain’t never happened. You feel fuckin robbed. It actually takes more away from you than it gave. The harder you laughed before, the more is stolen back. Ah, fuck it. No. 
Red flicked the air then added, as an afterthought, I still do things from time to time though.
Johnny nodded. Of course. I would agree, to an extent. Although things like that are mere escapism, and posit no less merit as such than movies and, he stopped for a second, And other forms of entertainment and self-distraction.
Delusions like that keep us sane man.
Yes, because you and me and White, we’re all paragons of sanity.
Red snorted. This . . . removal from pleasure you got goin for you . . .
I can feel pleasure, Johnny interrupted. But I rarely deign to seek it.
But surely that’s a big part of what you do. All that fucked up shit you’re pullin. You’re gettin off on it.
Johnny shook his head and blinked lazily with a slightly curled lip. No. That ain’t what’s happening. If I feel pleasure it is incidental. It is not the focus or the aim. Nor is the pleasure of the other person, although that too can come about. Perhaps. Though it is a different kind of pleasure, unless perhaps the person is an algolagniac – that’s a person who feels sexual pleasure from pain, because of the way their brain is wired. Otherwise the pleasure these people feel wouldn’t really be described as such if they could put word to it.
Pain, perhaps, Red said dryly.

I’m talking about a different level. It’s something trembling and intense, something that transcends the physical-psychological barriers. The rush of feeling before death. Seeing God when the noose tightens. And then the slipping away of all that sorry mixed up life, all that jumbling wreck of worry and confusion, the stress of it all wafting away into the breeze. The morning breeze that is their dying breath. I’ve explained what I do before. I make people live. I make people live before they die. I am a doctor of the spirit.
You’re a goddamn predator.
I do not expect you to understand it my way. Few, if any, could. I am unwavering in faith and pride towards my chosen discipline. Though they say that pride comes before the fall, and so I do not let that overcome me or turn me foolish, but I carry it with me like a medicine bag. But no, Red, I ain’t no pleasure-seeker. I am a force among humanity, a challenge both to myself and to others. If another cannot turn their eye upon themselves, then I must do it for them, forcibly if needs be. I must show them how triumphant the intensity, how it can encompass all, how it can change their life.
Yeah, change their life into death. Red finished his drink and looked at it for a few seconds, before jerking his head up. Wait a second. Wait a fuckin second. You’re not against sensation at all. You just ain’t after it for yourself. You’re a sensation giver.
Johnny grinned. Yes and no. What you call sensations are markedly different to what I deliver. Besides, as I understand it you are a giver too, and that would make us the same, which is I’m sure something neither of us want.
Red grumbled under his breath as Johnny continued in his broken preacher tones, rough and ghost-ridden and yet imbued with southern strength and authority. 
I give people the apex of all experience. You fuck them in the ass and give them transient physicality, some altogether temporary impression on them. Without point or meaning.
In sayin that, you clearly don’t have no kinda clue just how good I fuckin am. I wouldn’t expect more from someone so detached from pleasure as you. You don’t know the mindfuckin pleasure of it all man.

You wish to debate intensities? With that of a brush with or indeed the onset of death? Please. Black waved his hand as if sweeping off gathering flies. My targets will cry until their tear ducts run dry, they will wail and scream themselves hoarse. They will lose themselves and find themselves and they will go through this in a never-ending circle of froth and drool, agony of weakness and power in emotion, spinning faster and faster until they cannot at all separate the loss from the find, the pain from the power, the tension from the release.
What do you think my girls do? Red raised his eyebrows, a cocky upturn to his lips. You’re describin a good fuck to me.
 Black sighed. It is incomparable. My targets lie there, writhing and twisting like demons. Their faces and bodies wet and stained with the monumental outpour of their own liquid souls. Their bones will ache with the feeling. Their nerves will want to tear out from their body. Their juices rush out desperately as though a mountain stream – anything to get out into the world, to see and be seen and be touched and raped by it all, and to be laid bare and judged by the only arbiter – myself. And yes, looking at your expression I can see you’re thinking with that shit-eating grin that this is all also true of you and your bucking partners and brainless toys, so I give up, and I leave you to your own fanciful delusions lest my own true breath be wasted further.
Red chuckled. You’re a funny one.
Black looked at him in something akin to amazement. 
HOTEL

He had never understood why life was so difficult, all the time. Dreams were shot down before they had even taken flight. Nothing ever worked out. Nothing ever came true. Nothing seemed possible. The world was an unjust one. Bad guys made their fortunes riding the spines of people like him, while good guys failed their dreams and killed themselves in small amounts.

There was no enemy greater to him than himself. No man woman or devil could get in his way, for he was already there. He blocked the tunnel and shadowed the light, arms outspread, hands weary and weak with apathy. A face ugly with cynicism. He was always there.

Fucking pathetic.

Mr White stared at the wall, creaking slightly in the chair in the corner of the room. The hour was late, all enthusiasm drained out of him with his semen. He blinked rarely. His breathing did not make a sound.
The anger had risen in him over thirty-four years, thirty-four years of staring at the wall, of staring at the ceiling, sometimes reading, sometimes watching, listening, always thinking, a mind that never had an off switch. Waiting for everything, waiting for nothing. Thirty-four years of nothing. An actionless man. A man ridden with desire and ambition, as if it was a plague, and yet one that could not translate those clamouring needs into anything in the physical world. Thirty-four years suffering from apathy, from detachment, listlessness, hopelessness, laziness, pessimism. But mostly it was anger. He was angry at the world he found himself in. He was angry at others for his place amongst them. And he was angry at himself for all the qualities of character he knew would leave him, year after year, without a single success or moment of significance to his name.

Apathy is the cloak that hides the fury, and thirty-four years of it had taken him to breaking point. 

He remembered watching a movie at the time, feeling something swell like a tide inside his breast. He could not put words to the feeling, but his pulse quickened and his face felt hot. When a couple onscreen had just looked into each other’s eyes with soul-searching wonder, he had lashed out, hitting the screen in a sweeping movement that sent it clattering into the wall. He had snatched and slashed at everything in the room without mercy, without thought. Any valuables or keepsakes were sacrificed. He screamed and roared while doing this like some kind of animal, over and over, choking on his own voice and feeling bile and spit come up from his stomach and bubble past his lips. Drool patterned his chin, and he still kept going, his voice turning hoarse and guttural and yet still ferocious and loud, making him sound like some kind of demon.

The neighbour had banged on the wall and he had thrown a glass against it, and then hammered at the wall until his knuckles covered it in bloody imprints.

Eventually he had collapsed, heaving and sobbing, the room smashed apart and everything that had ever given him the most transient pleasure destroyed. He curled on the floor and his face pressed into shards of glass.

The neighbour didn’t come round. They had never even spoken to each other. Nobody was informed of Mr White’s breakdown, and he believed nobody would have really cared. He could have given them no reasons for it to engage their sympathy, nothing could be said that couldn’t be turned into a fault on his life, a fault of character.

One week after the breakdown, one week of numbness and solitude, Mr White had roused himself enough to order something. Just something to do, to pass the time until he died.

He’d heard it was quite the experience to lose himself in, and by fuck he wanted to be lost forever.

HOTEL
Johnny held out the tip of his boot and used it to quietly creak the door open. He saw the bare back of Red, thrusting away. A teenage girl with was on all fours before him, her back arched and her ass raised up like a stretching cat to receive Red. Her obscenely enhanced breasts and elongated nipples dampening the sheets with imprints of sweat. Her left leg tattooed with spiderwebs and a portcullis coming down over a heart. Earrings as white as snow jangling like bells. They had met her in the bar and Red had taken her back to the hotel. Johnny had waited and then followed them at a distance. Following the laughter and the giggles. The smell of perfume and the smell of lust. 
Red was breathing hard and slapping her ass which shivered to his touch. He clawed at her and the red scratch of nails decorated her like ribbons. His cock buried itself in her ass and returned to the air every second like a veteran soldier with a thousand yard stare. 
Johnny wrinkled his nose. The room smelt sordid and full of perversion. The girl had her mouth open and her tongue lolled like a dog and she breathed in the sickly air, a wetly roasting ozone of saunas and steam baths and shit. The carnal atmosphere of the earth’s bowels. 
He saw Red lick the air, tasting it, his eyes almost rolling back in his head, pushing himself even further in though there was no further to go. He seemed desperate to sink his whole being within the confines of her anus, as though it called to him as some sanctuary, a return to the womb. The place all men belong. 
Red pushed his finger in alongside his slurping cock and withdrew it and hunched forward like some primordial ape man. The finger combed her lips and was thrust in her mouth, and she sucked it greedily. Mindless in the moment. Caring only about new depths. Anything to ignore the clamours of reality.
Red didn’t hear the rasp of the door but he looked up when Johnny’s dark presence came into his vision.

He stared at him for a few seconds, and then looked back at the girl. Hey man, fancy double-teamin this chick’s ass?

Johnny Black said nothing, but took his hat off and moved closer.

I’ll go under, Red said, and pulled out of the girl. Her hole winked at Johnny, used and openly corrupt. She said nothing, no comment on this newcomer’s arrival, only made small animal noises. A mind would return in time, perhaps a mind rich with all creation, with an almost cruelty of intelligence, but for now its searing echelons were cordoned off, locked and shrouded in darkness, and in this moment, this moment of eternity, she was not human.
No, said Johnny.

No?

Stay where you are.

Red looked at the girl and then back at Johnny quickly. He grinned mischievously. Spitroast? Alright. He re-entered the girl from behind and she grunted and he sighed happily.
Johnny unbuckled his belt and unzipped and took himself out and moved on to the bed.
The force of the push bent Red nearly double, hurting his spine. 
What the fuck?!!

Red yelled out shrill and torn as Johnny entered him with a single vicious thrust. With all the power of a piston. He felt speared, savaged in one, and a lightning bolt of pain electrocuted his bowels. GOD AND FUCK.
He tried to move away but the backwards thrusting girl blocked him forwards and to move backwards pushed him back into Johnny. He squirmed in a shifting ocean of agony but Johnny threw one strong arm around his neck and tightened it and it was all Red could do to breathe, which he did ragged and desperate.
Johnny raped him in and out and to breathe seemed the only saviour, for with each hoarse inhalation the pain lessened. It bobbed on a current of feeling, taking two steps backward and one step forward. Red grunted and tears sprang to his eyes. He willed his cock to wilt entirely but as each tide of pain retreated his cock continued to be assaulted by the girl’s clutching, eager asshole, and he found himself returning to full mast. Stretch by stretch, the pleasure from in front combined with pleasure from behind. As he knew it would. In time all things of strong feeling come to pleasure. Given infinite time, and given infinite openness.
Red choked and felt assailed on all fronts. Not just front and back, but up and down, nose and mouth, eyes and stomach and lungs and heart. His feet twitched with sexual horror. His joints seized and then melted like jelly, and then seized again. He took shuddering breaths and they were not enough for the enormity of his existence.
He came as a supervolcano might erupt, blotting out the skies and flooding the world. His whole body in wanton destruction. Black shapes lunged at him and he felt the buzzing of flies on his skin and heard the insects tap-dancing in the walls and he sailed away on black ships on an endless black sea.
When he woke up Johnny and the girl were gone.
Red looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. He was fully clothed but his tight-fitting pants were down by his knees and his cock was free and flaccid. He had showered for an hour last night, long after any hot water left. A thin stream of blood had run down the plughole and he had gone to bed warm and aching and blank.
He looked at his cock as if a zoologist analysing some new species of bird.

Hmm, he said.

He touched it, prodded its softness and felt a vein as it ran down. He touched the base, and then the head. He cupped his balls and then let them go again. 

Hmm, he said again, and then, S’alright.
He looked at his reflection touching himself and he cocked an eyebrow at himself. What you think you’re doin?
His reflection grinned like a cat back at him.

He glanced back down and felt a certain sense of pride. It even looked good flaccid. Not always, but this time it did. Things were good. Things were alright. 

He pulled his pants back up and put his cock away. He left his belt unbuckled and hanging loose down his waist. He leant inwards to the mirror and stared hard into his eyes.

Fucked up, he muttered, and it made him grin involuntarily. Fucked. Up. This time he didn’t grin so wide. The smile was wry and tired, and for a second fluctuated into a grimace.

He lost the smile entirely and stared at himself for a full minute, his expression blank. His eyes unfocused and then focused again. He sniffed and sighed, and he blinked a few times. He fumbled about in his pockets for his cigarettes, drew one out and lit it after a few attempts. He stuck it in the corner of his mouth and puffed away, his gaze not leaving his reflection. Smoke blew into the mirror and billowed out around his face. He puffed away for another minute, his eyes narrowed, his good-natured face analytical and judging, but the expressions overdone, appearing put-on and pantomime.

Finally, his reflection shook his head and smiled lopsidedly at him. What are we gonna do with you. He chuckled, and did up his belt tight. 

He finished the smoke and stubbed it out in the sink, feeling a warm flush run through his body, but he couldn’t tell what it was from, if not a curious sense of pride. Alright, he said, standing tall. Let’s face the fuckin music.
BAR

As it turned out, there was no music to be faced.

Johnny Black and Mr White watched Kidd Red as he sauntered around the bar’s ladyfolk in full swing. He charmed, flirted rudely, engaged in attractive tomfoolery and touched the more receptive girls as much as he could get away with, and then some.

Do you think he’s overcompensating? murmured Mr White.

Johnny smiled but didn’t say anything. He knew Mr White had watched them, heard them, but he wasn’t about to clue Mr White in on him knowing. There was to be no White and Black bandying together, no fun at Red’s expense, no behind-the-back talks or making conversations deliberately awkward. He was keeping quiet and cool on the whole deal. Things had occurred, and all the important people knew, and that was what mattered. To shout out one’s satisfaction would spoil it.

JUST OUTSIDE OF NOWHERE
Johnny Black walked up the stairs crooked and bent and creaked open the door shivering rust and he entered the workshop in the top level of the disused warehouse.

The air was hot and bitter to the point it made the eyes water. Any person but him would have rushed out immediately, as though the place were home to some contagious disease or pestilence not yet named. The windows were blacked out with smoke and filth and the smoke billowed out to escape through only the smallest pockets of ventilation. The sound of the workshop was hissing steam, and as though they were things distantly echoing, or only in his head, also the sounds of turning clockwork and the rhythmic grind of gears. The room and its benches, its tables and mechanisms seemed to clank and clatter as he walked through. In the room or in his mind he heard the whirring threat of buzzsaws and he heard fire and he heard screaming.
Across the workshop lay pipes and tubing that ran about from vats and machinery and along the walls, each on their own path so determined and half of them could not be followed and so their future unknown and cruel in such mystery. The walls crackled with grime, seeming as if something living was inside them making them breathe and pulsate. There was a small back room which he did not go near and it smelt of blood. Flies had got in and flew around the vats like lone scouts but most were in clouds coming in and out of the back room, whining and thick like they were shepherding death.
There is a place, somewhere, a place so low not even the rats can find, he murmured to himself. He took a cigarette and his old black lighter out of his pocket and the end of the cigarette incandesced into a point of heat and light and plumed smoke. He took a deep drag and then he unbuttoned and took off his shirt one-handed, swapping his smoke to his left to unclothe his right. 
His shirt fell to the grimy floor and covered a bow-legged spider lurching its way along. Johnny’s body was hard and mean, strong but without vanity muscles and without paunch. It was lean but powerful like a wolf and rough, without any smoothness. Small scars and marks decorated parts of his body like pock-marks or animal bites or burns. The hair on his chest had not gone grey but his body was not that of a young man. Perhaps such a body aged faster than its years, picking up the hardship and weariness of life around it and finding strength in the darkest of corners.
The cigarette trailed its thin beacon of smoke and was not put to his mouth. He had switched back to his right and held it between his two forefingers pointed like a gun.

There is a place, somewhere, where old gods have died, he said, pointing the smoking gun at himself and tracing its end on the sides of his stomach. He breathed in sharply and let it out again. The cigarette withdrew and then came back, prodding in sharp spots of pain. Something immediate and recognisable. Sharp and clear, a flashlight in the fog, a call from the darkness.
There is a place where all gods have died, he whispered, closing his eyes and opening them black and rolling like an animal. He hissed through his teeth.
Death and sickness, he said. Filth in the cellar. So far down. So far down.
The cigarette was withdrawn and he took another drag, taking it right to the end and throwing it to the floor before his fingers burnt and crushing it with his bootheel. He walked past vats, two steaming and bubbling one cold and coagulated, with a layer of congealed skin as on boiled milk left out. The fires were left on. Some things took a long time to change. He stood looking at the blacked out windows and walked back to the vats and looked in. They spat and popped at him and stung his face. If the whole place burned down while he was gone so much the better. He moved to the cold vat and looked in and stirred with a ladle and then he opened a valve on the vat and siphoned it off. It ran through pipes that led around and twisted back on themselves to the other vats and then away and through the floor. To the great below.
Johnny watched the vat empty, watched the thick torrid liquid drain out, leaving bits hard and pasty stuck to the sides like lumps of sick. In the lack of light it looked black and maybe it was. More bits would be found at the bottom, things more resilient to the process. They would need to be cleaned and disposed of later, but not now. He sniffed the sharp and intoxicating fumes that he had become accustomed to, almost to the point of appreciation, where others would have gagged and thrown up. The strength of the acridity made his head swim and he moved away with a hacking cough, to a mattress and a cluster of clothes not his that he used for blankets. The mattress was pushed in a corner against a wall and the wall was peeling and stained yellow and brown and black. There were pictures on the wall by the makeshift bed and they were scrawled with notes and amendments as though by a madman. Spiderglyphs. Pictures of serial killers. 
He sat down and put his head in his hands. It felt like it was full of white noise.
Johnny knew why he did what he did, but there was something to it that couldn’t seem to be put into words. Maybe he hadn’t really tried. It felt disconnected from language. Perhaps there was some tongue somewhere that could put form to the idea. It was self-interest, certainly. Oh, he said he wanted to give others the maximum of all experience, and that was true, but the root of all this intention was born of self-interest. But wasn’t everything? 

Johnny was, quite simply, fascinated with it all. He had a fascination with the transcendence of limits. He had a fascination with causation and prime movers. He wanted to know what could be done, how it could be done, and the why just seemed self-evident. 

He desired above all to see someone moved to their limit, and he was empowered by being the one who enforced it. It was about dominance beyond dominance: control not just over someone’s body (which was easy), and not just over their mind in the temporary sense (which was also easy), but their whole being, their soul, the core of who they were or thought they were. To control someone’s present? Child’s play. But to take over their future . . . to change their past . . . that was power to dream of, for hallucinating madmen to lay awake at night in feverish sweats over. The dominion you could hold . . . to hold the rulebook over the creation of a human being . . . the new creation . . . to hold all the cards . . . the slate to rub blank – make them this mewling inhuman mess, this sack of meat and shit, unable to remember even their own name – and then rewrite . . . automatic writing . . . to draw obscenity in the classroom . . . to draw skulls and blood and orgies . . . 

In this impotent life, this life of nothing and nothing and nothing, where your reach extended not even as far as yourself, to feel all this was intoxicating. The power over another . . . To reach out across the great divide and to stab your fingers in another person’s soul. It was so interesting. The power over another . . . making his mark . . . branding his name . . . a cattle prod stamped on their soul like an ugly and beautiful birthmark. It made him feel deified. It was the work of gods. 
It felt like living.

THE BLACK DREAM


Smoke and darkness. Little lights like glowing insects popped into existence and he saw that they were beetles, their carapaces embedded in the walls and their antennae feeling out to brush against him like the hairs of a carpet. They were alive. The feelers tickled his skin as if judging his merit.


It was a tunnel and he moved down it, moving like a phantom, something not really there, perhaps a hallucination or a memory. There was dark at the end of the tunnel and it was this that he was shifting towards. It was this where the smoke was coming from. It billowed like a plume, caught up in the dull beetle light and shining in patches, coming reflective in wisps – and then just a thick, lifeless fog. He could feel the hissing from the end of the tunnel and yet he could not hear it. The tunnel seemed without air and he was not breathing and the smoke as it rolled and writhed seemed at moments as though some creature winding out the netherworlds, and then other moments was a mirror to him, a mirror almost fully gaps and broken shards and the spider-thin fingers of smoke reflected his eyes and nothing more and at one instance a thousand eyes stared at him and then it was just smoke.

He reached the end. The vacuum trembled with the hissing and still all was silent and now he was in darkness.

There was a stretch of time alien and unknowable as he shifted and hovered and drifted as though smoke himself. He felt pulled back and forth as though on currents not his own. His legs remained useless and dangling and his body was pained by the pressures of larger forces upon it. He wanted to speak, to say that he was under his control and his alone, but that which controlled him would not permit this and his mouth stayed shut and sewn.

After the alien time and alien movement there was a flicker of light and he fell to the floor. His legs buckled and jarred and he had to recall the methods of their use. The flicker was growing and the first sound came, that of sizzling meat. 

His eyes blinked and there was fire all around him and he was choking. But not from the smoke, which infested him as though part of his being. He choked at the sight of the lumps of meat in the fire, sizzling away, and then great sobs found their way through him and his body racked and heaved and he vomited and drooled and trembled impotently as the flesh bubbled and he traced the contours of the body parts with his fingers as if sketching in the air. The noises of the cooking and blistering meat were now accompanied by screams, even though there was nothing alive to make them and the screams were more like a chorus of echoes.

The stitching around his mouth was gone and he whimpered like a pup and was on all fours as he put his hands over his ears but the screams of the burning woman were still there, now louder and fierce as though the desperation to be saved had reached its point of crescendo and yet any hope of salvation was a lifetime ago and all that resounded within his head was a spirit, accusatory in his not being there and shrill in her anguish.

I couldn’t stop them, he said, all cracked and pathetic like a broken thing. The fires burned brighter and the smoke clogged and almost mercifully began to blind him from the detail.

She wailed as though a banshee and his tears fell so strong that they seemed that they could hold back the fires, and if they did it was only for him, or perhaps the fire just refused itself to touch him, but no amount of tears or buckets or oceans of water could quell its hold on her body.

He fell to the ground and curled up, twisted and unformed, more corpse than babe, some thing almost all dead inside, and even his raging hatred of mankind for its evil deed was at the moment stoppered and empty, ready to fill back up to overflowing whenever some idea of life returned to his body and mind, whatever its guise and whatever black road such an idea might lead him down.
HOTEL

Mr White sat in the room, his eyes half closed, his body lazy – not borne of warmth but a sad, thin and bored laziness without passion or energy. The early afternoon sun shone outside like a circle of immense ferocity and calling, as though it was a signal to death or a white hole sucking all towards it. His chair was at the window, pointed outside to the stark desert day. He stared dispassionately at the sun through his half-closed lids without turning or looking away, as if daring himself to be blinded. His eyes bled its tears and his vision flickered and blurred every so often, but he kept on staring into that authority that wouldn’t back down. At least not until several hours later where it would slink away like a suspicious father figure, a police state headlight, crouching down gorilla-like behind the edge of the world as the lights turned out.

It didn’t feel quite the same. Mr White used to challenge the sun like this back home, and he used to revel in the deterioration of his eyes, the conscious wounding of oneself in the face of an omnipresent authority. The sun was an eye that breathed its fury and control into him like a rippling wave. He would not succumb. Death was preferable. Death was always preferable. 
It was not, however, chosen. Because.
There was, perhaps, an emptiness awaiting him at the end of the long spindle-narrow tunnel, and from most accounts it appeared to be even emptier than things now. On the one hand that was unsettling and uncertain, and the uncertain is feared. No matter the enormity of dissatisfaction personal consciousness is not to be erased, and no true desire anywhere can be found for that end of days. An apocalypse must be observed in order to be enjoyed. 
On the other hand the end could be a much needed release. From all false promises and expectations. Mr White hoped that no further demands would be placed upon him once he had reached the end. He did not desire a new beginning if it followed in any way from the present. All rules would have to be eradicated or completely rewritten. The universe would have to reboot. Try it again. Make it easier. Make things happen. Give people a chance. All the chances. More.
 Mr White finally let his eyes close, letting the drops of weakness in the face of authority slide from him and descend like rainfall down his face. The sun grinned like a predator. Mr White put his hands up to touch his face, and for a second his fingers curled into tight little fists, but then they lost the energy for this too and dropped like dead weeds to his lap. 
Mr White thought about what he wanted, but it was too hard. Trying to grab hold of it was like flailing at individual fronds as you tumbled through a succession of nets that changed their shape and pattern faster than the wingbeat of a fly. It was all so scattered, so elusive. It was everything in the world that couldn’t be had. If one thing was attained, what was desired was the other. 
It was easier to think of what was unwanted. But there was so much, this vast feculent valley of disease and boneyard machinery that strained the eye to see the edges. What was important was reduction and descent, journeying through the cracks in the grey earth and down the mines and winding, hissing cave systems into the bowels of the valley, to find the roots of it all, the roots of malignancy. The beginning of bad thought. And if you travelled deep enough you could find the drooling beasts gnawing and slurping away in the barrel of the earth. 
Mr White saw them when he closed his eyes, if he could descend far enough without feeling sick. They were creatures of poison. They were the spirits of life. This life is poisonous, Mr White knew. It is a creeping vine to choke you, a putrid slime to drown you, a racking cough to lose your last air away. It turns the sky skeletal. All regulation on living turns it anorexic and ugly like bones.
Mr White whispered inside his own head, the words fraying about like cobwebs in the darkness. I feel like I am in death’s twilight, he croaked, and the clustered daemons inside him nodded and clacked understandingly, and beckoned with arms like diseased bark for him to continue while others grunted and dribbled. 
I live in the thinnest of all possible worlds, he said to them. I feel starved of life, real life, exhilaration and sense of enthusiasm . . . all enthusiasm shot, all hope ground up like coffee beans to inject in our veins, pumping us up for the next debilitation, the next slow burn. Life is easy in hurdles – the daemons chittered, yes, yes it was – we can live in challenges and in crisis we thrive, but the slow burn of each passing day . . . the constant non-event . . . the lack of drive that festers in us like excrement . . . swollen pus sacks that beat and balloon in us all, juiced up with false optimisms and then drained and shrivelled like prunes from the sucking greed of each day and night ever demanding, taking your attention and dreams and joy, drinking the energy from you with broken whistling vampire teeth, making you weak with nausea, weak from weakness . . . all anticipation gone, a barrel run dry, disappointment over and over with what there is to offer ourselves . . . grey skies all round . . . the sun winking out like a mirage, beckoning you to ever more cloud. 

All strength gone, sopped down the plughole, trickled down to a vast underground basin that twirls and glints with the moonlight that shafts into the darkness through positioned mirrors . . . a fake light, reflected too many times and now choke-thin and wastrel, photosynthesising the ocean of stolen strength. All that reservoir of desire is robbed by the calculations of the world, its debilitating mathematics, and now it churns and shines oddly like something freakish and unwanted here in this underground barrel. It is full to the brim, and yet the festering waters cannot rise higher. Instead the basin deepens, rocks cave way, impenetrable rubble fizzled and steamed to nothing . . . the cavern broadens and goes further, ever deeper, a whole layer of earth that is a devotion to what cannot be the domain of humanity, lest they become too powerful for it, or lest they challenge those the reservoir does not take from: the gifted and the strong, the ever-motivated, the purposeful, the directed, the optimistic, the realists and the positively deluded, the beautiful and the secure and the happily stupid and everybody who thinks everything will be alright because it will.
Mr White groaned in exhaustion, energy spent merely on his own thoughts. Somehow the physical requirement to leave the chair seemed less than the psychological toll that might be enacted from his own continuing debasement of life. He rose to his feet and shook his head.
There is no better way, he said out loud. And that’s why we continue.
STREET

The three of them walked in the day in the late afternoon. Eyeing passers-by down like hunting dogs. Separating the sheep from the goats. The wolves from the cattle.

You’re going to Hell, you know, said a huge black man sitting on a bench, fixing them with a cold stare.

I wonder if they could show me anything I’ve not already seen, muttered Johnny darkly. He looked like a black spot in the sun, his own shadow. A deity like him did not belong under the malevolent glare of the sun and everybody could see it. Around him the light rippled and fell away.
I didn’t hear that, said the man.

Ay cabron, said Red. Go fuck yourself.

The man stared them down darkly but they ignored him and moved on.

Mr White looked to the side and saw bald rats scurrying through the trash. Their pink skin was blotched with sores and bulging with tumours, caused by feasting on refuse contaminated by toxic spills and genetically fucked foodstuffs. 
Red stopped outside a sex shop, wanting to go in, despite having passed so many in his time in Rule. Johnny pushed him on. On an adjoining street Johnny entered a gun shop and left empty handed, all three evicted when Red started playing around with the guns. Red then wandered into a tattoo parlour and eyed the artwork with interest.

What are you after? said Mr White.

 Big tits devil girl in flames, I was thinkin.

Maybe you should wait till you get back home, said Johnny quietly. When it’ll be worth it.

I guess. Red seemed a little glum.

They left and saw a couple of men get mugged, by a trio of girls with shivs and switchblades.

Should we help? said Mr White.

Not if you value your life.

The day dragged on and they walked without purpose and they saw a throng of cops beating and kicking an old man on the road.
I thought it was District Five! he was crying. I’m sorry! I thought it was Five!

A cop gave him a ringing blow with its black stick. You fivers are disgusting, it droned. You’re all the same. Don’t you have any morals? Don’t you know the truth?

You hear that Johnny, said Red.

Johnny curled his lip. There’s no truth here.

RULE
Johnny had separated from Mr White and Red without explanation. Merely telling them to be ready at the appointed time. Hours later when darkness had fallen rich and velvet they saw him once more.
They stood looking at each other in the lobby of the hotel. Each of them was looking their best, as though they had fit themselves for some occasion. Johnny Black was like the night, with a black shirt and a leather jacket, and jeans like coal. His head was for once hatless, and his hair was that of a raven. His eyes were clear and bright and his boots were tightly laced and polished black. A long, fresh scar ran down the side of his face and nobody knew where it came from.
Kidd Red wore a tattered and sleeveless dark grey work shirt, with half the buttons undone to expose his chest, on which hung several medallions and pendants, the chains, beads and cords all jostling up against each other at different lengths. His arms were decorated in further accessories, bracelets and a tied bandana around his wrist, and his hands sported rings on every finger. His cowboy boots looked cleaner than they had ever before and his jeans were thin and tight and a rich blue. He wore silver earrings with black and red feathers hanging down from them and his face was fresh and clean except for deep black eyeliner and his beach blond hair was perfect. He grinned at them like a pirate and went to run his hands through his hair and then stopped, not wanting to mess up all the time he had spent on it.
Mr White was in his best suit, his hair combed and his shoes polished and his face shaved baby smooth.

They looked at each other looking their best and none of them understood why he or the others had dressed up. It seemed a coincidence, but Johnny narrowed his eyes and for a second Mr White felt anxious. This passed as soon as Red yelped out.

Fuckin hell look at the rain! It’s fuckin slashin it down! Red stared out of the lobby into a downpour. They could hear the thunder of the rain on the stone ground from inside.

Come on, said Johnny, moving towards the outside.

My hair, man!
It ain’t going to lighten up anytime soon. Come on.
Red grumbled but left with them. Within seconds they were soaked, their hair dripping down their faces. They continued on.
There was something in that night that they all observed. Their best clothes, all of which was arranged unspoken and without prior consideration, even to themselves. The pounding of the rain on the ground and the rumble of thunder above them. Flashes of lightning could occasionally be seen through the clouds. Mr White shivered and even Red looked unnaturally serious, his eyes furrowed and his smoke drifting like ghosts. Black strode on ahead, hard, crunching the wet ground under his bootheels.
The atmosphere was portentous, and they could all feel it. They felt each of them their own omen, and they felt it in each other, and together they shared a connection the like of which they didn’t understand and had never felt before.

For a while nobody smoked. And then Red started to complain, about the rain and his hair and the walk and his clothes getting ruined. The complaints turned random and abstract, about anything he could think of and then nothing, incoherent and senseless.

Eventually Johnny span on his heel and they came to a dead stop in the storm.

Shut. The. Fuck. Up. Johnny spoke harsh and cold and yet without emotion.

Fuck you, retorted Red, and spat on the ground, which was instantly washed clean. Everybody’s hair was plastered to their faces and rain dripped off their noses and ears and chins. The air was heavy and they all felt heavy, as if gravity was pulling them down to Hell. The sky hung over them, tightening.
Johnny looked hard at Red and shook his head slowly. You couldn’t have always been like this.
Been like what.

Like this.


I’m the same boy as I was. The same fuckin boy man. You hear me? I ain’t never changed! I ain’t never changed.

That’s a lie, said Johnny.


It ain’t. It ain’t.

Red puffed on his cigarette and kicked a stone away from him. I ain’t never been somethin new. Ain’t never been somethin other than what I was.
A user and a pervert and a complete and utter fuckup.

Go fuck yourself. 

Don’t try me Kidd, said Johnny calmly. Tomorrow I could be wearing your skin for a coat.
Giiiive me a fuckin breaaak, Red drawled, sing-song. But his eyes were narrowing and Johnny noticed. 
I can do it Kidd. Don’t think I won’t. I’ve torn up guys before and you’re no different. You never did find out what it feels to be hurt, to die. I think everybody needs to feel it, to understand it. Perhaps it might teach you a little respect. 
Fuck off Johnny! Red snarled. I’ll respect your mother. 
Johnny closed his eyes and turned around slightly, as if Red was not worthy of his attention. You’re pathetic, Kidd. A man-boy living life by the trip of his boot.
I'm sick of this! Red blurted out. Pathetic? As if you’re not?! You ever listen to yourself? Red turned to Mr White, his hand cocked like a gun and pointing at Johnny. It's all bullshit, every fuckin thing he says!
Johnny Black lazily turned his head and laid a cool eye on Kidd Red as the rain beat down hard on their faces and the thunder rolled and cracked like the shot of a gun.
You think you're some big shot intellectual, some fuckin god of a philosopher, but you're not! Red shouted angrily, his arms waving wildly. Have you ever fuckin listened to yourself? None of what you say makes a goddamn piece of sense, just random sentences you've tossed into a junk pot to see what sounds good! You got no philosophy or great wisdom, you're just a guy, just some deluded fuck who is fucked in the head and pretentious about it as shit! You think with some husk of a voice and a black cowboy hat and a don't-fuck-with-me gaze you're impenetrable, but you ain’t! Back home I bet you're nothin, bet you're some two-bit hillbilly fuck with a heart as soft as shit. You spend every day lyin about on a stained couch drinkin light fuckin beer and stuffin your fat face with potato chips, surrounded by piles of fuckin books you pretend to understand, scratchin your fuckin balls through your hick pants and pattin some pampered pussy. I got you fuckin figured, Mr big man actin the fuckin psychopath.
There was some explosion in the world, and Mr White clamped his hands to his ears. Everything about seemed unsettled and confused, even the air seemed different – distorted and smelling of hot smoke and hot blood – and everyone but Johnny Black struggled to make sense of it.
Kidd Red looked down and found himself with a hole in his chest. He dipped his finger in tentatively, and it came out stringy and wet. Red looked up, his face contorted more to puzzlement than horror, and his eyes met the single sight of a gun held like a shadow in Johnny Black's hand.
You . . . fuck. Red managed his last words before he fell face down into a puddle of mud, his face smirched in what looked like shit.
Mr White made a noise that was some kind of half point between the whine of a pup and the strangled cry of an infant. It came out from his throat in stuttering stop-starts, and timed itself in measure as if it were to some invisible beat.
Calm yourself now, Johnny Black said, holstering the gun nobody thought he had behind the folds of his jacket. It ain’t that bad.
You – you killed him!
That looks about the measure of things, yes.
Why!
We need to get out of here. People will have heard. Johnny reached out to Mr White, who flinched and shuddered as his arm was gripped and dragged along.
Mr White stumbled often and kept looking back and kept making strange, inarticulate noises. We can't just leave him there! he cried.
If we come back later the body will be gone.
Then we need to bury him now!
Johnny Black made a sound that was a bit like a laugh. You're kidding?
Mr White stared at him, his eyes aghast and scared.
Johnny sighed as he continued to rush them both along, dragging Mr White behind him like a child in tow. You're too far down the goddamn rabbit hole. You need to dig yourself out.
You killed him!
We've established that. It ain’t as big a problem as you are making out.
What!
Johnny Black sighed again. Get a grip White.
Mr White was calming, or at least gaining some control over himself. He could find his voice better now, and stop repeating himself. Why did you kill him?
I saw no reason not to. Johnny steered them down another alleyway and slowed down, loosening his grip on Mr White's arm, but carefully, as if this was a test.
You hated him, didn't you?
Hate is an unreasonable emotion. It shows a lack of control over an unstable temperament.
Stop it! You hated him!
If I had hated him, why would I have stayed around him for so long? I don't make company lightly.
So you killed him just because he insulted you?
That would be a rather poor display of self-control, do you not think? I killed him because there was no reason he needed to be alive. It was a nothing, a non-event.
Bullshit! Mr White shouted, and was taken aback momentarily by himself. Every event needs a cause! I know you killed others, I thought I could forget it or ignore it or something, but I never thought you'd kill one of your friends!
Johnny smiled widely, and the smile even reached his eyes. Is that what we are, friends? he said, and then added, like it was an afterthought, How quaint.
Oh, stop it, please! Mr White ran his hands through his hair, his face creased up with all manner of emotion, not least exasperation. Johnny had let go completely of his arm, and yet he followed anyway, as though some kind of animal dumb in obedience, or as though he was bound to this murderer in spirit and body. The image of Kidd Red's death kept replaying itself over in his mind: the sense of a profound disturbance and disarray in the world, the hole in Red's chest, the abject confusion, the sudden, whispering clarity, the red fingers, the smoking gun. The calm. Johnny Black's expression. Nothing. Calm.
Closer and closer he leant to Johnny's side, as if this man of untouchable power offered protection and safety from this evil world, as though the man beckoned him in to a warm, comforting embrace that would never come. He walked along with a murderer, and for a long while neither of them spoke.
They were nearly at the border to the next district when Mr White stopped suddenly and held up his hands. He sat down in the middle of the street.
I’m not going any further.

Yes you are, said Johnny.

No. I’m going back.

Johnny dug his fingers in to his eyes. Mr White, he said. Mr White. What’s your first name? What’s your first name Mr White?
I’m going back! I’m going to get Red’s body. We just left him there, for fuck’s sake!

Johnny shook his head. The body will be gone.
Why will it be gone? We can get to it before them . . .

No! Johnny grabbed Mr White by his neck. It’ll be gone! Disappeared! There’ll be nothing!

What?!

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck, said Johnny, letting go and turning around and walking a few steps away. This is crazy. It’s fucking, just, argh. What’s happened to you? You ain’t who you say you are. Nobody is!
What’s happening?
Listen friend! Remember! Remember the Game! Johnny said urgently, and the sky roared overhead, a thunderous clanging and wailing siren. Red flashes of Hell in the clouds. The nearest people stared at them; further away on the street, others kept on with their business, their attentions unaltered.

The what?

Shut up, you know this. Think. For fuck’s sake think. What are we doing here?
We’re here to -
No. Where did you come from? Do you remember that?
From . . . somewhere else. Mr White put his hands to his temple and tried to think. He felt like he was down a well, closed in and unable to see nought but a prick of light at the top. The distance seemed abstract, something impossible to grasp, like an infinite staircase.

It’s a game! Rule! You’re playing it! Johnny Black shouted, and this time the sky wailed purple, and the siren and clashing felt all about them, as if they were held in a concave of noise and calamity. 

Two of the people close to them moved forward purposefully, their faces hard and brows furrowed.

Get the fuck away from us before I rip your entrails out.
They hesitated.

You can still feel pain, don’t forget that, Black growled, standing up to face them. And that won’t be the end of it. I’ll hunt you down. The real you. Does that mean anything to you cunts? You’ll be breathing through a tube when I’m done with you, and half the bed will be empty and red because your legs will be sawn off. Look at me, do you think I won’t? Really? Come closer. I’ll find you. I’ll find you and I’ll tear you into strips of meat for my cat.
Within a minute even the shadows couldn’t find their forms.

Johnny knelt down and leant into Mr White. You know what will happen if I say it again.
What will happen? Say what again?
Johnny scrunched up his eyes and gritted his teeth. So be it. You’re playing a game. He shook his head. You fucking cretin.
Johnny’s body shivered, and then his whole form quivered like it was static on some untuned television. And then it winked out from the world, and there wasn’t a trace left, not even the smell.

Mr White’s eyes boggled and he yelled out into the silence.
The next several hours were spent scared and confused, full of anxiety and madness. He grabbed cops by their shoulders and was thrown off and hit. He wept. He asked everyone for help, sounding like a drunken loon. Everyone turned away from him or punched him apart from their person.

The next day bruises had sprung up all over his skin. He spent the day groaning and trying to understand what was going on.

At night, he curled up in the corner of his room with his head in his hands. Eventually, he looked up and stared at the wall. He watched the plaster peel itself away from a locust family buried in the cracks. A fat mother insect wriggled out and a jumble of maggots dropped to the carpet. Even the plagues were plagued.
Fuck it, he said at last. He got up and got out and wandered the streets like a vagabond with nothing to lose.

And after that, just like that, the Game was over.  

WASTELAND

Johnny Black sighed and put his feet up on the couch. It’s up to him now, he said to himself. Damn idiot. But he spoke this softly and with an almost air of sadness.
Johnny picked up the manual off the table and read through it for the umpteenth time. He knows what words to say. Least he should do. Two simple goddamn words. Will anyone help him? He exhaled slowly through pursed lips. No, no they won’t. Bastard better not be Stuck.
Everyone playing the Game of Rule, or any of the countless others, hooked themselves up before they started, connected themselves to a drip and a bag and the like to keep their body running through all that time spent in virtual reality. It was all packaged together if you bought (or stole) a good enough system. He’d got his on the black market. Your body really didn’t need much at all once its mind was occupied somewhere else. Just enough real nutrients and liquid to keep you alive, and your mind would be tricked into satisfaction from virtual food. 
But eventually, whatever you had set yourself up with would run out. Mr White would get the warning signs. His virtual body would be as active as ever, but his mind would feel weak and sluggish. His speech would slur. He would become increasingly incapable at simple tasks. Eventually he would just drop, and the connections would cut out.  The Game would cut you off before you died and your vitals flatlined, but only just. If you were technical minded you could fiddle with the settings to keep you in as long as possible. Some Players liked to play it perilously close. If you didn’t have someone around to look after you or an ability to get immediate medical attention then you were fucked once you finally dropped out. Mr White just had to recognise the signs for what they were, that’s all. He couldn’t stay confused. He had to know before it was too late.
It’s up to him. I’m banned. It’s his call. Red will be out for a week, if he even wants to come back. And he knows fuck all. Couldn’t even use the same body. White might not recognise him, would confuse him further if he did.
He rolled his eyes and then yawned. He wriggled his face into the crook of the couch. Somewhere in the room a cat miaowed.

Not my problem, Johnny murmured quietly.
The City was full of game junkies. The thing was you didn’t even have to leave one game in order to play another. There was no need to return to reality and re-hook up. There were games within games. And each game was connected to a multitude more. You played, you looked, you found a node to another game and you jumped ship. You could always jump back again. It was a network, where each game could connect you from within to a hundred or a thousand different games via hook up nodes. If you could set your body up enough for long stretches inside – and the hardcore noders could have pretty expensive systems keeping their body fed while they were away – if you could get a good enough setup then you could fix yourself for weeks, even months. You might see a guy you thought had died, a guy who had just vanished from the scene and suddenly returned out the shadows like some crack of a ghost, atrophied and shivering with zombie eyes. You hadn’t seen or heard from him in six months and then he was back and then he was gone again.
It needed a certain kind of money to play it like a drug and not die. There were problems among the poor. Thefts and pushing to fund the habit. Fatalities when the setup didn’t see them all the way. Addictions always better suit the rich. More than half of the Elite in every City were hardcore noders and they lived like they didn’t need to live. That was one of the names for it. Someone who played a lot was called a noder or a jumper or, recently, a nü-hooker. The activity was nodeing, jumping, hooking, playing away, fighting the rabbit, chasing tails, chasing the nodes. 
There were all sorts of games out there. Driving games, shooting games, sports games, live your dream games, open world games, relaxation games, drug games without the drugs, sex games without the sex, go to work games, crime games, prison games; there was recently even a death row game. They were virtual simulations really; for many the term game was stretched thin, just to keep them under the entertainment bracket. It wasn’t clear how a death row simulation could be called a game but it was. 
Johnny Black leafed through the manual idly. He stopped at the page titled ‘Rules of Immersion’, and flicked his eyes down through the bullet points carelessly, having already read it numerous times before. The first point was written in large bold letters and was common to many games, particular the open-worlds:

“On no account is any User to make reference to playing a game or being in a virtual reality. Our Users pay for ABSOLUTE IMMERSION and therefore anything that counters such goes against the rules of the Game. Words, phrases, and actions drawing attention to the unreality of the experience are considered an Offence. Each Offence will be made clear to all Users that heard it via a warning alarm. NPCs (non-player characters) are programmed to be intolerant of such Offences, to provide further encouragement against repeat offences. 3 Offences by the same User and that User will be ejected from Rule and returned to reality on a temporary ban. Continuous Offences on multiple occasions will result in a permanent ban from returning to Rule.

NOTE: Some Users, upon notice of the Offence and the alarm, may also react with intolerance or hostility to the offending User. The reactions of fellow Users cannot be moderated.”

Johnny put the manual down and lay back on the couch. A shadow came over him. Some rumbling beast blocked his sight.
Who’s my big fat fluffball? cooed Johnny as the Colonel sat on his face. Who’s my beautiful hairy pussy?
The Colonel miaowed a little and got up and padded around three hundred and sixty degrees and sat down on his face again.

Mmph mmph mmph, said Johnny. He shook his face a little.

The Colonel got up and fixed him with a short glare, and then curled up on his belly, facing the other direction.

Silly old pusspot, smiled Johnny. You big furry fatty. He stroked the cat’s back, and she started to purr. How did you get so tubby then? Is that where all the food in my house has gone? Is that why I go hungry, so you can be a tank of a cat?
Purr purr.

What if I don’t give you any more food and keep it all to myself?
Purr.

I need to get up you know. I need to piss.
Purr purr.

Right, well. I guess it’ll have to wait. I’ll just have to wait until my bladder bursts and I piss all over you. Then you’ll be a wet pussy, won’t you? Won’t you? he said again, tickling the cats ear. He lay there for about ten more minutes and then gave up.

Move Big C, he said, shifting himself up. The Colonel jumped off his lap and gave him a distinct Face.

You can come back afterwards Miss Grump.
No purr.

Suit yourself.
Johnny went outside and pissed against his usual rock wall. The urine trailed down the rocks and pooled into a crack which fell down into a gully.

Probably lands on some old fella’s head each time, he murmured to himself for about the tenth time.

He looked at the rock face before him as his stream splashed out and down like Wasteland gold. There was a drawing there, the best any normal guy could do with some tar and a surface of rough stone. It looked like a child had drawn it but that was the best he could do.

It watched him back and man and drawing gazed upon each other as the stream trickled down. He moved his eyes along its contours, up to its head, down her dark hair. His face betrayed no expression. They shared each other’s company as they had countless times before. It made these pointless bodily functions more meaningful somehow.

The Colonel miaowed at him pitifully as she pawed at her empty bowl. Johnny tasselled her hair and wandered to the fridge. It operated, as with the few other electrical items in the house, on its own personal battery and generator. Everything in the Wasteland used personal power supplies; hooking up to a grid was not a possibility. Nowhere in the Wasteland was connected, not by cable or wireless. All the signal towers were in the cities, as were the veins of cables that squirmed underground like a plague of snakes. 
The Wasteland was blacklisted from all utilities. An accepted state of affairs. The various denizens got what they needed from the stores or from the black markets. If they were of a certain disposition then they robbed from others.
A three-time scan of the fridge, poking about into all its corners, revealed a complete lack of milk or other liquids, bar one last bottle of water. The food stocks had run down to some jerky, ham, a few sauces and cheese going white with mould around the edges.
It’s that time again Big C, Johnny smiled, and stroked the cat a few more times, who lightly purred at him.

Johnny strapped his huge rucksack onto his back and took off out the house, swinging the porch door behind him. There was no need to lock it; if anybody discovered the place, no amount of locks could stop them. It was more of a shack than a house, but it was his home.
It was a long journey to the Store, and Johnny had to make it around at least once a week to pick up the necessary items. Most of his bag would get filled with large bottles of water which would disappear fast. The heat of the Wasteland beat down hard, and the generator for air conditioning only had enough power to be used at intervals. Beer and meat would also be consumed in reasonable quantities over the course of the week. Large amounts of liquid were imperative as there was no well in the area, and certainly no running water. Plumbing again was a convenience that only existed in the cities. 
The walk to the Store, when not weighed down by goods, he could take briskly and at a good pace. It took him through the rocky hills and the scree-slopes. The desert lowland and the bone plain. To City-dwellers it was all same, but he knew it like the back of his hand. The first dozen times he had crossed the area he had slipped or tumbled or grazed himself in some way, and twice he had twisted his ankle. But that was long ago, and now he could stride and bound with an air of overconfidence.
A chaos of stone lay between him and the Store, surrounding his house on all sides and enclosing it from the rest of the Wasteland. Jagged, winding rock walls hid the house from anybody until they were right on top of it, and the anarchic terrain could not be ridden over by any dunebike or buggy. Nobody would have considered that there were pickings to be had in this unforgiving landscape, and less than nobody would have thought those pickings to be worth the trouble. And so, the bandits and raiders never strayed much closer than the Store, and they never found the home of Johnny Black.
But they had found his last. Back when he had a family.
The Store was protected, as much as anywhere in the Wasteland could be. Compared to any other hideout or shanty town in this rough and scavenged country it was a veritable fortress. There was a metal grid over the outside, like a mesh fence but harder and electrified, and the owner would look at you through the security cameras and lift the gate up if he liked the look of you. If you were perceived as a threat, especially if you were travelling in a group, turret guns encased deep in concrete would fire upon you without warning. You would never be admitted into the Store if you were a party of three or more.
Once you were through the gate, there were two further bulk doors to get through. To get through the first you had to use the intercom, and signal your full intentions and what you wished to buy or sell. You had to look into the camera and let it take a facial and retinal scan of you, which the owner would then check against a database shared both by the City and by other stores. To get through the second door you had to talk to the owner through a bulletproof glass window. You deposited anything at all on your person that could conceivably be used as a weapon into a metal hatch in the wall by the window, which auto-locked from your side and could be opened only by the owner from his side. He kept your belongings as collateral. When you had finished shopping and the inner security door had slammed shut behind you, then the hatch would open on your side again. 
All this was necessary, because if there were any targets in the Wasteland that screamed opportunity to the bandits, they were the stores.
The journey to the Store from his house was about thirteen miles. Anything within about a seven mile radius of the Store, a Wasteland hot spot, would be scavenged clean by raiders, and so you would never find a Store in a shanty town or even in sight of other buildings. Everyone with any sense travelled a hard distance to the Store. Those who settled close to it did not stay settled long. Sometimes you came across the charred remains of bodies, their smoky flesh blowing ash across the sand. They were people who had meandered, dallied, sat and waited, perhaps even ate their food there. They were people who had been tracked to the Store and hunted away from it.
The most vulnerable you were was on any travel from the Store. When you were walking away from it the bandits knew you would be returning home, and they were very keen to know where that would be. You had to know how to hide, how to cover your steps, how to change your route back each time, making it unpredictable and wandering, even if you thought nobody was watching. You had to know how to run. And, if it came to it, you had to be prepared to defend yourself. The last outcome was a desperate finality, for your chances were slim to none against a roving band of raiders riding dunebikes and buggies and carrying machetes and shotguns.
Johnny always took the longest, hardest routes to his house. He would travel back on himself, he would lose himself amongst high rocks and down narrow gulleys. He had been followed before, but they had never got too far. It had never come to that last outcome.

Travelling to and from a store was known as “making the death wish”.
His last house had been stuck out on a plain, just tucked behind a nestle of twisted and leafless trees, back before they had been burned to the ground. Too visible. Too obvious. About eight miles from the nearest store, and three miles from a shanty town. The towns were too small to really fit the name, more just a cluster of shacks and wooden houses, perhaps gathered around a well. Their necessarily simplistic construction and simple furnishings were not much of an attraction to the raiders, but when it came to the Wasteland Johnny often thought of them as weakness in numbers. They were targeted so regularly and stripped so easily that all the inhabitants’ lives were completely subservient to the whims of the raiders. Some of them could expect to be raped several times in their life. A year passed without being robbed or otherwise attacked was considered exceptional. Shacks would be burned down and rebuilt later on. There was a very high mortality rate. Few but the most dispassionate and reticent of folk worn old lived above their thirties. Nobody with an irritable temperament, or any sense of pride or loyalty, to family or friend (there were no friends in the Wasteland) could expect to live past their early twenties. If your daughter was pulled out screaming by the hair, you had to keep your eyes level, with nary a flicker. You had to listen to it all, and keep those eyes and hands steady. After it was over, if you were both still alive, you could not comfort her too much. It would only soften her to future times.
Johnny Black was too independent and too tough-minded, and so his house had been solitary and apart. He had been lucky for too long, but the fires that blazed in his past had put an end to that.
He remembered his trains of thought like he was still back in those cruel ensuing days and crueller nights, when the grief had bled over into fury and then further into detachment and alien feelings. He ran through those scattered and chaotic black wonderings every night in his mind before he could go to sleep. And they foamed up, phlegm-like, into the burn of the day. He ran through them now. His hat low-down against the glare of the sun. His jaw set and his mind flashing.
There is no reason, no reason at all not to kill everyone . . . we aren’t here for a reason, life is purposeless, without any meaning, without  any definition to morality, nothing to say why it cannot be good or morally vacant to murder . . . I wish it was all so precise and rational for me but I am imperfect . . . I hate them, I hate them all . . . There is no such thing as an innocent human . . . they have been tainted beyond reproach, they are parasites, full of cruelty in their selfishness . . . they are bodies . . . meat . . . their insides are maggoted . . . pitifully pumped up with self-importance only to be scattered to the winds like bags of dust . . . they are a terminal cancer not only to the world but to themselves, to me . . . I wish I could truly lose all remaining hope for the species, all vestiges of connection and empathy . . . I wish I could accept that these others are unknowable . . . alien and mechanical . . . illusions . . . just wallpaper . . . strip them down . . . kill them all . . . kill the absence of innocence, commit omnicide and let us be free, let me be free of all this plague, these irritating sores sprung over my body . . . getting inside me, infecting my mind . . . acting as if they cannot succumb . . . I will make them weep and beg to die . . . Such emotion to be extracted . . . I find it fascinating . . . therein lies the connection . . . therein lies the opposite end of salvation . . . not in an impossible execution of the race but in torture, in bringing out a presence of extreme feeling that is hidden so well . . . these people are real . . . real . . . or at least push these automatons, these dreams and technological gambits, these software programs to their limit . . . let me test the boundaries . . . let me hope to break through . . . to rip through like a dog into the world beyond . . . some world better than this . . . there has to be a world better than this . . . 

And, as always, that great block at the end of the track . . . How could they do what they did? How is it possible?

She hadn’t asked to be born into this.

Johnny Black sat on a rock and looked out over the plain, looked at the fat sun low and orange-red in the sky. The world was lifeless.

He imagined antelopes, a herd of antelopes galloping across the plain, the sun streaking its blood orange rays across their backs like bleeding casts. The beasts jumped and danced and the herd seemed two-abreast as they pranced with their shadows, those black antelopes jagged and frisky on the ground, two-dimensional yet closer than brethren.

The rocks throbbed and the air hummed and yet the world was lifeless.

He lit a cigarette and smoked, and the grey-white trail billowed around the brim of his hat and clouded out around him and whisked away like wisps of cotton, a dissipation to nothingness. Johnny Black and his cigarette and the rise and escape of the smoke were the only motions in the whole land to be seen.

He looked into the sunset and wondered if there were ever some moment when men were not full of blood, full of lust for it in others, a love to prove the colour. If there was some time when humanity was something cherishable, something innocent and full of wonder, and that these prides of character and these alone drove their invention. A time, perhaps in early history, something unrecorded and lost, when humanity was not something malignant and diseased, a grotesquery, their place in this world a carnival of horrors.

Johnny wondered if he, living his other life as Death’s hangman, was not free of this pestilence, or if he was party to it, lived it and breathed it, and if this were so then in his purity he must be God of it. He imagined men kneeled and kissing the bones around his feet, and he felt disgusted. Let other men be worshipped. Let them worship each other. All he needed was for them to die. A need kept buried and trembling under a small universe of rubble and dirt. All men and women lived and died in the world and none of them were affected by his existence.
A soulless world, full of promise to the newborn, full of promise and full of punctures and let down to nothing.

The sun glazed the land from horizon to horizon. Johnny sweated and paused to glug water from his backpack. His knees were beginning to ache and he knew soon he would be old. If he was not old from birth. 

He looked up and saw a blot shimmering in the far distance. He had seen that miniature shape on the empty landscape time after time, and yet he squinted at it until he was absolutely sure that it was static, that it could not be anything to do with bandits. Once again he told himself to get some binoculars on the black market, and he knew that once again he would forget, or remember and find nothing.
He finished the bottle and packed it away. There could be no litter. Not to preserve this waste of a landscape. There were no animals to harm.  Nor could there be such thing as manners in the eyes of nought but the gods. Their cruelty was left unfazed by mere pollution.
No, the plastic would lie there and roll with the wind and last forever, a constant mark, a pointer that some living being had passed this way, and the bottle would roll into the foot of a bandit and he or she would look at it and grin and go back into the vehicle decorated with heads and hands on spikes and engines would growl. 
The hardest test a man could ever face was to stay on the path of right. Even knowing what was right and good proved a challenge in itself. In these times of unbridled chaos everything seemed cold, brutal, evil. Even the advertisements in the cities, the faces of the people you passed, the talk of the Elite, it all seemed no more honourable than the actions of the Wasteland bandits. There was nothing that gave him hope, no sign of beauty inside anyone. You couldn’t dig it out of them with a pitchfork. 

It was impossible to go through life and emerge on your deathbed clean, without stinking to Hell and back. What they expected a man to do to get by . . . You had to smear yourself in it just to go on living.

The path of right shifted about in his brain over the years like a snake tract in a sandstorm. Old paths washed away by the winds of change and new furrows from the storm. Creation out of destruction. In this miasma of darkness as the sun fell away what was right could be something pure and strong in its clarity. Shocks to the system, a gunbolt to the soul. 

There was evil in his breast, he knew. It was in everyone. The key was not to water or feed it. Fat chance of that. It had grown like a nettle, stinging parts of him as it networked its way through. The fires that lurched and lunged in his memory had stoked up the heat. His demons were ogres with crushed faces and the only expressions to be seen were on their chests and arms and legs and they were the expressions of all the people he had ever known or spoken to or seen pass. 

The bandits in the Wasteland and the violent rats in the City and the Elite, the corrupt rulers and their servile insects – half the fucking world seemed to have already given in to the evil. They were weak and they had succumbed from birth. They had fallen to self-preservation, which had bled into malice. But they were nothing. They were raped children. Abused and abusive infants swinging toys. They didn’t know what was in him, and if they did they would run until their legs splintered and collapsed.

The world needed safety from him. His tether was hard and tight but fragile in its tightness, like a piece of glass. He lived alone for others’ protection as well as for his. A necessary isolation and detachment was required to keep going, to shackle up the last keep of sanity and to lock down the floorboards where all the darkness prowled underneath like panthers. 

So too was needed a healthy degree of apathy, to disguise otherwise brutal misanthropy in smoke and mirrors and shadows. Otherwise what? The final course of action, if all that was good – the good he once thought he understood – was gone inside him? He knew the path. The one that blazed in the sandstorm like the wake of a brimstone anaconda, giant in its width and reach and power. The journey through that canyon-deep of furrows led to the heaven of omnicide, the end of all humanity fully concluded, and then beyond the end stepping out of the furrow was a waterfall that glittered and hares and pups jumping around in the long grass, and just him left, watching and waiting, and then suicide, and peace.
Johnny looked into the security cameras and moved through the lifted gate, used the intercom and told the owner, tall and black and hiding gauntness with beard, what he wanted to buy and that he had nothing to sell, and he looked into the camera and it scanned him like it had so many times before, just in case somebody else was wearing his face, and he walked through the bulk door and up to the bulletproof window and the metal hatch and deposited in the hatch his backpack and anything sharp or hard on his person though there was nothing but his life, and the second door opened and Johnny entered the Store.
He wandered the aisles with a plastic basket and took what he needed. Water, primarily. Milk, too. Beer. Various meats and cheese. None of it real, of course. Factory foodstuffs, but that was all there was. 
He was looking at the potato chips and thinking about how many he wanted when he heard a commotion. Fierce shouting. He made his way closer when the owner appeared from around a corner and moved past him, holding a shotgun and knives strapped to his waist. To see the owner out of his impenetrable booth when there were customers was a rare sight, but then again Johnny was a regular and had been for a long time. Trust was always guarded closely in the Wasteland, but there could be sprinkles of the stuff to be found, after long enough times and paranoid familiarity. Not enough for the man not to stay well-armed. Easily capable of taking on Johnny, even were it a fair fight, and they both knew it.
What’s going on Rez.

The man shook his beard. What you think John. Buncha fuckin idiots. Why the fuck they do it, that’s what I wanna know.

Some people just have a hole in their lives.

Rez snorted. Everbody got a hole. That’s what life is. Steppin around the holes.

Sometimes the holes are too big to step around.

Well. That’s why the world’s the way it is.

Johnny put his hand on his belt and looked at the shotgun. You going to sort them out?

Like hell I am. I ain’t puttin my neck out and I ain’t listenin to all their hollerin and cussin. Just left em there.

Where you going then?
 Gonna help myself to a beer and wait till they give up and leave. He brushed past Johnny and disappeared into the back of the Store.
Johnny approached the metal booth, locked as he expected, and found he could see through the window on his side, through the booth and out the window on the other side. He saw the bandits and they noticed him.
There were two of them, a man and a woman, and they had removed anything that would obviously reveal them as raiders. There were no bandoliers or necklaces of teeth, no gnarled knives strapped to the chest. Tattoos covered up in cloth and leather.
Johnny stared at them. They must have parked their buggy or bike away from the Store, or possibly in a black spot of the cameras. More intelligent than most. And they couldn’t have picked up a record if the scans had picked up nothing. Then again most bandits had never been caught and identified. 

Still, now they were fucked. The ever-suspicious Rez had questioned them further, demanding they empty themselves of everything. He saw them disgruntled and impatient and noted unusual items on their person. Demanded they turn all the way around, patting themselves slowly. The bandits had looked at each other and shown their hand, drawing guns taped to their back. Rez had laughed and laughed as they screamed and swore at him and bullets bounced uselessly off the window.
Who the fuck are you?! yelled the man at Johnny.
Johnny cupped his hand to his ear.
Come the fuck here! Let us in and we’ll share our loot with you. You hear me?
What, Johnny mouthed. He shrugged.

Let us the fuck in or we’ll rip you to the fuckin bone you fuckin old useless cunt!

I cain’t hear you.

What?

Johnny raised his voice. I cain’t hear you. I’m a deaf you see. I cain’t hear nothin.
The fuck? yelled the bandit. He middle-fingered. Fuck you bitch, come here! He beckoned Johnny aggressively to come, waving the gun at him. The woman skulked and snarled and paced like a vulture.
Johnny rolled his eyes up and kept them there staring at his brow like some kind of zombie so most of what they saw was the whites. I cain’t see you, I’m all blind see, he said. After a pause he realised something and added, I can smell y’all though. That’s how I know where you at. But you won’t be able to get no kinda help from a blind deaf boy. 
Johnny raised his hand. I’m sure y’all real good boys thoughs so I’m real sorry. And with that he shuffled off to another part of the Store and hid behind the aisles and said no more.

He nodded to Rez drinking his beers at the back of the Store and exited when the unfortunate raiders were far off and just a dust-kicking blob in the distance. He held up his hand and formed them into a pistol shape and cocked it.

Pow, Johnny said, and jerked his hand. Then he sheathed it into an invisible holster on his leg.

He began the walk back home.

On the journey back he took to remembering his activities in Rule, and they made him grimace. Part of him shuddered inside. It’s fucked up, he thought. I’m fucked up. He narrowed his brown and set his jaw. But I’m not wrong. Not wrong. How could I be? A fantasy can’t be wrong. It can’t be right neither. A fantasy is nothing more than what it is. A fiction. Things that don’t exist can’t be servants to morality. What’s inside a head stays there. Morality don’t come into it unless reality gets itself involved. 
But he grimaced again, reflexively, as he remembered the tortured screams and the crying, and he grit his teeth. It’s an exorcism, he said. It’s keeping me right. 
He returned home like a long lost explorer, like he thought he would never see it again, just like every time. He looked about for tracks not his own around his house, and when he was as satisfied as he could be he pushed open the door with weary shoulders and weary everything and heard a miaow from inside, and with a sad smile he knew he was as welcome as he could ever be.
CITY

The man who called himself Kidd Red stroked his girlfriend’s hair as she lay next to him in bed. It was delicate and wispy, and felt like water or cobwebs flowing around and catching on his fingers.

He laid the softest of kisses on her nose, and she nuzzled it into his neck, smiling happily like an angel or a child. She moved up and her lips found his, and when they kissed there was some electricity that passed between the two, a charged sensation deep with affection so strong that the current in some way pained them both to feel it. It was a true love, a painful love, a suicide love. The thought of losing each other was too much to bear.

Kidd Red thought about it often. If she left him. If she died. It made his chest hurt and his brain felt like bits of it withered and melted away every time he imagined it. It was torturous, and yet he tortured himself. He thought about everything; any possible situation, good or bad, out there that could be applied to him in any way was fantasised. He indulged himself, sometimes to the point of tears or sickness.

His girlfriend didn’t think about it. She was too busy being in love.

Red’s love was trapped in his own body and battled on all sides against the forces within him that sought its ruin or corruption. Unlike his girlfriend’s his was a restless, pacing love, a ceaseless love walking in circles, of overthinking, of unease and changing shifts, keeping watch over the battlements. It never settled. It never slept. And yet he loved her even more than she loved him. There was no end to it, no respite, and he struggled with it as though it were his own shadow.

He kissed her again, and poured himself into her, trying to choke her with the violent strength of his passion, make her feel the sheer aggression of the feelings he had towards her. He couldn’t keep them all to himself, not when he felt like drowning under their weight, and so he tried to offer them across. She whimpered underneath the force of his kiss, but Red knew she couldn’t take in all of him. She never could. 

She never knew what there was left to give. What was held back.

She half opened her eyes and he sank a measure of his soul deep into the aether behind those two emerald portals. I love you, she whispered.

I love you too, he murmured, and kissed her nose again. She burst into another squirming smile and his heart melted some more. It rebuilt itself just to melt over and over. Perpetual destruction. He never got stronger. He never resisted.

His love was the truth. He knew it more than anyone. It was just that there were other factors at play. You couldn’t ignore the rest of the world.

Red reached out and pulled her tight to him, squeezing her ass as he did so. It felt like some kind of beauty. But it was all too . . . he didn’t know how to put it to himself. Too perfect? Not quite. Too innocent? Well, yes. But that never used to be an issue. It was too . . . platonic. Yes, that was it. Her flesh wanted nothing. It had no desire, not the raw animal desire Red sought. It didn’t beckon him. There was no succubus tainting him and breathing in his ear. It was almost distant . . . her ass was something to touch, but it never gave in to it.

Nothing there to work with. None of those sick sparks of lust, neither in her nor in him. She may as well be a child. He would be taking advantage.

They had their own longing, their own passion, their own intensity. It was good, very good. The pleasure could be phenomenal at times. Physical pleasure. Romantic passion. 

It was different, that was sure. Unlike anybody he had been with previous, although after the years he had been with his girlfriend the memory of those previous girls had become blurred. The blurs had shifted and grown, and they had grown to torment him. The realities of them had become lost to him, replaced instead by lurid imagery and hyperbolic representations. They weren’t lovely. They weren’t loved. They were sexual and foul. They were beasts, succubi, pigs with heaving breasts and sweating asses begging to be rutted in the muck. Their faces were indistinct, with matted hair tossed about it in their throes, but at times the lips could become visible: full and pink and wet with lipstick gloss. He fucked them over and over in his head, and the sensations were far and above anything that the real girls the images were inspired by could have given him. 
He did everything with these phantasms, he sodomised them and degraded them and they degraded themselves and they begged and wept for more. They pissed themselves as he fucked them, they orgasmed as they cried, they sucked the filth off his cock and then re-applied that pink or red lipstick. The eyeliner left ran down their faces like stained whores.

I love you, he mumbled again, and this time he kissed her on the forehead, because he did not want to meet her eyes.
She smiled at him. Did you miss me while I was away?

You know I did.

What did you get up to?

Just nodein. Gamin.
The whole time?

Not the whole time.

Which one was it this time?

It’s called Rule.

What do you do in it?

Red shrugged. I dunno. Just wander about.

Sounds thrilling, she said dryly. You’re not gonna keep playing away are you, now I’m back?

No, said Red. I ain’t goin back.
She wriggled into him and he squeezed her ass again. Um, he started. He paused. How about we try anal sex again? The words rushed out of his mouth before he gave his brain time to think through them. He cringed horribly.
She looked up at him and her eyes seemed a little sad. You know I hate that.
I know. Sorry, doesn’t matter.
She twisted her lip. We could if you really wanted?
He shook his head hurriedly. No, no. Forget I asked.
I didn’t think you’d ask again after last time.
I didn’t neither. I’m sorry. Just bein an idiot.
I’m sorry I don’t like it.
No! Red cried, and kissed her several times. Sssh. Don’t say that. I told you, I don’t need it.
Then why did you ask?
I dunno. Stupidity. It were just a random thought. Didn’t think it through. Do you ‘member what I told you before about it?
Not really.
It don’t attract me physically. Well, not really. It don’t feel as good, I guess. It’s just a psychological thing. And I only want it if the other person wants it. You see? I don’t want to do anythin with someone who don’t want to. My pleasure is in other people’s pleasure. The pleasure of – uh – anal, he stumbled over the word, Is in gettin someone else to get off on it. I guess it’s a kind of mutual degradation thing, y’know? I know you’re not a fan of degradation and stuff like that though.
Mm, she assented quietly.

But if you don’t want nothin like that, then I don’t. Really. We don’t need it anyhow. The sex we have is great without any of that stuff. 
Then, before he could clamp his mouth shut and stop the words tumbling out, he said it. Normal vanilla sex is fine.
His girlfriend’s face looked like she might cry. Normal! Vanilla! Fine! I don’t want to be just “fine”!
I’m sorry baby! I didn’t mean it like that! We got so much together. You’re amazin. You know I’m not with you for the sex. 
And there it was. Red looked horrified at himself, that he had actually gone and said that. What a fucking idiot.
You’re not with me for the sex, she said quietly. Ah. I see.
You know what I meant! he said desperately. I mean we are so much more than just that!
I know what you meant. He tried to kiss her but she turned away from him and faced the other wall.

Red’s hands thought about moving back to her buttocks but his brain finally picked up and stopped them. He lay back and looked at the ceiling, sighing to himself and feeling hurt at the hurt he had caused to her.
The fantasy was everything. Always was, always will be. You could not do better than the fantasy. You could not surpass it, you could not even match it. You could not escape it. You could only replace one idea with another – the fantasy was eternal in its shifting forms. There was nothing in reality that could live up to its power. The fantasy was an orgasm of the mind. It burnt slowly and for forever, a release of pleasure that built and built and never found its release. To make the fantasy real was to invite failure. It could never, ever be the same. It could not be even close. The fantasy to reality was like a dream to waking life. The contrast was crushing, what could have been incredible was mundane in the shadow of that which rushed wild and sick through the mind.

There was no running from the fantasy, only hiding, for as long as you could bear it. You needed to wrest control, you needed willpower and strength. For otherwise the fantasy would devour you.

Kidd Red was being eaten from the inside.  

Somewhere out there was a world. A world of everything, and it glinted and danced at him like diamonds on the horizon. He felt frustrated and angry at himself, as he felt every day. His brain tortured him. The bucking, nubile vixens with their fat tits and open asses and sucking lips swayed in front of him. Time after time his mind felt overran, snowed under with shit and muck and semen and blood and spit and piss and froth and juices. He wished he could put a stop to it, to halt his crazed hormones. He wasn’t a teenager anymore, but his mind only got more rabid with each passing year. The more he knew, the more he had experienced, the more he found out from pornography and games like Rule, and mainly from just his own wandering imagination, the more he wanted. And that want was overpowering. 

He would stay with her until the end.

Sometimes he was almost proud of his faithfulness, as though he was gallantly fighting the expected, defying the odds. He knew that was a fucked up idea. The rest of the time he knew he was only walking the thinnest of lines, or that he was outright deluding himself. A body could stay faithful, with a strength of will that corresponded to your chances and opportunities in the world. How your cards were dealt. Red’s were not dealt in his favour, at least not if contentment and commitment were the games being played.

The body was easy enough to manage though. But the mind? How could a mind stay true? A mind like his? Red saw it as impossible. So completely and utterly impossible that, while he suffered from a constant nagging, tugging guilt, he couldn’t let it pull him down completely. You can moderate your base nature but you can’t fight it inside you or you’ll tear yourself apart. The best you can do is stop it escaping from you and into the outside world. 

He knew if he started apologising it would never end. He couldn’t apologise for just being himself. He was full up with all these wants, all this fucked up desire and desperation and frustration and eager, excited need. He had a need for filth. He also knew that acting on any of these things would never be as cruelly pleasurable as the fantasies could be. The mind was always hotter. But in reality, the pain would always be greater.

He was still young, but that wouldn’t last long.

WASTELAND
The Store, like all the stores, got its supplies from the City. Sometimes the owner would shut up for a while and go himself. This was a much higher risk, and so usually the owner hired runners. Temporary to semi-professional traders that would buy from the City and sell to the stores. Someone unknown might come to the Store and ask to sell. You deposited goods in the hatch, you received money or goods in return. You used your own transport. 

If you’d proved yourself at least moderately reliable, through repeated use of the store, whether buying or selling, the owner, if he or she didn’t think you were scum, might let you freely rent a dunebike from their store’s garage. Through this dunebike those without vehicles of their own could become runners for their “local” store. Even the cheap models were expensive to the average Wastelander, and upon renting such a vehicle you would immediately entered an unwritten contract. If, after a few days (each owner would set different limits), you were not to return the vehicle, a bounty would be put out on your head, and advertised both outside and inside the store. These bounties were an uncommon occurrence in the Wasteland, as all store owners were suspicious, cautious and cynical types, and they prided themselves on being excellent judges of character right off the bat. They had to be. Those that weren’t did not last long, nor their stores.
Johnny made his money through black market runs for the Store. He went about once a month and got the goods that good citizens weren’t supposed to have. Illegal goods, goods in scarcity (a shortage either real or artificially created), goods that had ceased production. Narcotics and alcohol and cigarettes and guns too, of course. No questions asked. Of course, it was all run behind the scenes by the Elite. Anyone with their heads screwed on right could tell you that.
About two weeks had passed with a barrenness of incidence since the attempted robbery of the Store. Johnny skidded and dived amongst the hills and rocks and flat wastes on his way to the City. Sand and dirt kicked up in small coalescing clouds. The engine of the dunebike humming away. Loud revs were for the bandits and their prey.
He was an honest man, consistently reliable in his every dealing with the Store and the black market. This was not to achieve any greater end than to go on living just within his means. Rez almost trusted him, a fault of character of the bastard if applied to anyone else. He had started with the smallest exchanges, costing next to nothing, and slowly built up until he was Rez’s biggest runner and a respected market trader. He knew if he ever betrayed any of them, whether Rez or his suppliers, he’d be hunted and killed and there was nothing he could do to stop it. This was reasonable. He had no instinct for betrayal. If ever there was a moral bone left in his body it would be turned against such things first and foremost. Trust was thin enough on the ground as it was. So thin as to be near non-existent. It was a miracle humanity had not already collapsed. Or perhaps it had and all that was left to be seen was its corpse.
There were very few ways to make money in the Wasteland, short of becoming a bandit. Running for the stores, robbery or murder contracts from clients in the City or elsewhere in the Wasteland, self-employed and small-time thieving in the City, or – the option the majority of Wastelanders took – City hand-outs. To call such hand-outs welfare would be to misunderstand both the pitiful, poverty-line of money received, and the intentions with which it was given. It was not offered on any basis of human rights, nor of charity. The money came, sparingly, in order to keep the Wasteland separate from the City. Nobody wanted the rough-edged and hungering Wastelanders to move to the City; it was packed tight enough as it was.
Bribing the Wastelanders to stay away, to enjoy their tormented freedom while it still lasted, was used in conjunction with the aforementioned robbery and murder contracts. Sometimes known as ‘raze and desist.’ Even the bandits would sometimes be hired, surreptitiously of course, to sweep and burn an area. Keep the people on their toes. Keep them in need, a distant need held at arm’s length.
Wastelanders were often kidnapped too, to sell to the highest City bidder. Sold into prostitution and sex slavery. Sold for the sick pleasures and power games of the Elite. If you ever watched a snuff film you were likely watching a stolen Wastelander in the last moments of his or her life.

Johnny could remember when he was younger, when his father sat poor and haggard in his chair and told him of the calls of wild dogs and the screeches of birds that would echo through the valleys and hills, bouncing off rocks as though they were thrown by spirits. He had listened as if hearing tales of unicorns and other imaginary creatures and he had struggled to believe that such things had ever existed. That his father was not part and parcel of the lies of the world. 
The animal population was now a complete zero. Even scuttling lizards and spiders and most of the insects lay dead from radiation or mass slaughter. Caught in huge quantities in nets, brewed in vats in the cities for soup or shredded for meat pastes. Genocides of animal species were often just sport, just a new distraction in an emptying world. How many dogs can you kill. How many lizards can you gas. How many flies. Poisoning water holes with nuclear toxins was a favoured tactic to exterminate populations quickly, as was setting gas mines near warrens or areas sporting brackish plant veterans that had somehow survived this far. 
Except when bandits tore up the landscape, hollering and revving, the Wasteland was as silent and menacing as the dead.
For sixty years the Second Civil War had raged, blistering the land and its people. At first it had been rebels against the government. Then there was no government, and it was rebels against rebels, states against states, and finally cities against cities. Small genocides were enacted, as if on nought but whim, as if it were a natural human drive. All weapons were brought to bear against each other: biological, chemical, nuclear. Whole cities disappeared, smouldered from the face of the earth. Communities vanished and oft there were not even bones to mark their once existence. 
Sixty years of chaos and blood ravaging the land. Allegiances split and then split again, fraying and tattering. Old biases, convictions and bigotry resurfaced with a vengeance. There were times you could no more trust those at your side than those you were fighting. 
It was called the Years of Blood, the Great Death, and, by some, the Apocalypse. The Sixty Years War was the name used by most now, a generation raised in its aftermath, and yet there was no real count on when the war had ended. Some say it never had. There had been no peace treaties. No official ceasefires – for there was no-one official to make them, and no-one left who would trust them. 
Instead, exhaustion crept over the land like a reaper of hearts. There was an uneasy stillness, where the smoke and ashes drifted and the radiation settled like a plague risen up from the bowels of the earth. Numbers were too few, resources too scarce. There had been too much blood. Too much by far. The capacity to wage war had shrank until all sides on all fronts were so weary that they would look into each other’s eyes and could be forgiven for thinking each other dead themselves.
In the place of war, rising out of the dust of the Wasteland, were the cities. Offence had turned to defence, to security above all else. They were the new castles, the fortresses of the new age. Missiles were shot down, the few armoured vehicles and aircraft left were blown in seconds from afar, human attackers were gunned down in hordes like sacks of meat, left to bubble and stink at the cities’ doorsteps.
Some semblance of peace reigned, cold and implacable. The final impasse.
Only about a dozen cities remained from the Old World, and they gave little indication of their former selves, cruelly shrunk and brutally shaped. There were a few new ones, formed from advance war bases, and these were even leaner and tighter in their design. The cities were walled in, a claustrophobic system of the most exhaustive defence. There were no weak spots. They could not be afforded. The walls could not be moved, could not be extended, for reasons as much as fear of opening a weak spot as for lack of funds and material. Enough of each city’s finance was spent on the upkeep of its defence as it was. And thus all growth of the cities was restricted to one direction only: vertically. 
Tower blocks and great houses and offices and industries rose ever skywards, as if climbing to reach the moon. They punctured the air like needles. They daggered upwards into the thin, steel air, moving towards the clouds. On some days they shifted in fog and mist. The highest were the abodes of the families, the Elite. 
Structures grew under the earth, too, their foundations long and deep. Buildings stuck like spikes in the soil. Two thirds of most of the cities were now underground, networked through tunnels and shafts, subway tracks and elevators, under-earth roads and streets. All crowded and confined, the weight of all that lay above them dark and heavy on the mind, an unceasing pressure making its influence behind all that was said and done. This was the life of the workers, the underclass, the Hive.
There was no gradual move from Wasteland to City. There were no outlying communities, no villages, no suburbia. It was the great divide. One moment you were surfing the sand in a dunebike. The next you were at the City. And the first thing you came to was the Wall. The Wall was about three houses high and surrounded the City, a perimeter that on the other side was nestled and hugged by every crammed-in shit of a building there could be. 
A heavy cloud of smog hung over the City; you could see it for miles. You could barely breathe right in there. The underclass were stricken with ailments and breathing problems. The Elite, if they had to venture out of their ventilated complexes, would wear gas masks or other breathing apparatus. The gas masks were favoured not for practicality but for the menace and sense of foreboding, enforcing in others a shivering eagerness to comply.

The Wall was bristling with security. Every ten metres up top were two armoured and bulletproof cameras pointing at slightly alternate angles side to side of a gun emplacement. Bullets, RPGs, gas, flame, electric. At intervals along the Wall were heavier emplacements, holding missiles and mortars, things with armour piercing capability the like could blow the last Fallout tank, the Mark XVII, the kind that looked like a rolling bunker – well it could blow that in three shots. These guns and cameras stretched around the entire City. It cost a fortune to keep them running. It was a fortress. 
It was also complete overkill. Raiders pursuing any aggressive action, even they wouldn’t be thick enough to attack the City. Even if they bandied up, something that would never happen, all the dunebikes and armour-plated buggies for fifty miles couldn’t take a single ten metre stretch. 
All the security was kept, however, because nobody was about to suggest disarmament. That would be close to treason. What about foreign invasion? The reason we defended ourselves in the first place?

Yeah, what about it, Johnny thought to himself. Have we seen or heard about any foreign powers lately? There’s just the Wasteland and the Cities. And no City would ever attack another. The underclass all the way up to the lower echelons of the Elite might be led to believe it could happen, could happen any day, but truth is there’s just too much money to be lost. Better keep each City a castle. Keep trading. Keep the Elite in power. Keep the people safe and scared. Safe and scared. Safe from us bad Wasteland folk. Safe from all the demons and ghosts out there. Safe from everyone but their own rulers.
CITY - BLACK
The City leaked its effluence. Every mind within was saturated by that inscrutable miasma of chaos and control. The chaos was self-evident, with any but the underclass considered a force of unpredictability, acting on whim, fucking, stealing, burning, corrupting, perverting, kidnapping, killing, raping. You could have your home taken out from under you and you could not ask for help. You had to make your own help. You could be assaulted in a street and unless you were connected to the Elite you had to take matters into your own hands or try and forget and move on. Laws were whatever were in the curt, immediate interests of the Elite. If you could not serve them in some way you did not matter to them. Everybody were means to each other’s ends. Everybody looked out for themselves, finding strength, caution and reclusiveness as the tools of survival. There was no cohesion to any of the chaos, no individuals banded together for common causes. The lid was firmly on the bubbling pot. The status quo remained unthreatened. The production lines continued to run. People continued to live their games.
Crime was not everywhere, only in the corners and the cracks (of which there were many), but you would be forgiven for thinking it was omnipresent. It did not help that most of the City was shadowed, the streets on all but the highest levels in the loom of buildings. Nobody looked up, and in a darkness lit only by artificial lamps they did not know if there was a patch of sky way, way above them or if they were indoors.
Of course, it wasn’t crime if it was by the Elite. In fact, the word “crime” itself had lost nearly all meaning since the Sixty Years War. With an absence of defined laws, with the free tyranny of the families and the subjugation and commodification of an entire class of people, calling certain acts crimes no longer seemed to make sense. There were things that affected you, and things that didn’t. There was no justice. Even that which you made yourself was not really justice; there was no moral consideration of balancing the world, no real idea that what was done to you was wrong and unforgiveable. They were things that happened, and they all had their common place in the world. There was no justice, only revenge and no regrets.
Few really cared. Not while there were games to play. Better lives to lead.

The City was polished and it was grotesque. It gleamed and it scabbed. Rust flaked and walls moulded while up above the families sat with feet on naked slaves and each looked out a window of a wall at the world of sky.
Johnny hurried through this vile place of putridity and pomp, not wishing to remain there any longer than necessary. He picked up supplies in the black market and walked quickly away, along narrow streets and walkways and up elevator shafts to ground level. He was about to cross a main road when he stopped.
He looked across the street and stared. There was a man there walking along, holding hands with an attractive red-haired girl. She was on the other side and he couldn’t see her face. He could see the guy’s though. He watched as the man tousled fingers through messy blond hair. His eyes were bright and good-natured, yet the set of his face and the lean of his back suggested that things were not all that rosy inside.

The man looked a hell of a lot like Kidd Red.

Is it him . . . murmured Johnny to himself. It’d be a fair miracle of a coincidence. That I come to the City now and see him, there, stood out from all the other inhabitants in this huge black hive. But . . . hell they could be twin brothers. The character is usually modelled on the player. Especially a vain bastard like Red.
Johnny lit up a cigarette and kept watching. The couple were halfway along the street now. 

You don’t go up to another player who you only knew in-game. It’s for creeps, stalkers and the mad. Those with a vendetta, those who took the game too seriously. You especially don’t go up to one you killed. What would be said? Hey. Hey. You shot me. Yeah, yeah I did. 
You just don’t go up to a man you shot and say howdy. You just don’t. Johnny took another deep drag and as he breathed the fumes in he turned away and walked off, lowering his hat down on his brow and puffing smoke that covered him like trailing clouds.

Kidd Red felt something, some shadow moving in the darkness. He let go of his girlfriend’s hand and looked up with startled eyes, searching. He saw the back of a man in a cluster of men and they all walked the same way and one by one disappeared.
CITY - RED
Kidd Red was in the Hive. He walked the underground streets, drunk, feeling the weight of the drink and all that was overhead lying on him. He felt like some insect in the bowels of the earth, or some mechanical thing not really real, moving between dirt and dust.

Lights flickered around him. The only telling between day and night down there was whether the lights were yellow or blue. Many places, especially those at the lower levels, were perpetually dark. The underclass etched out their lives in shroud. Controlled, harassed and abused by the Elite for as long as anyone could remember, they did their jobs as would a race of subhumans. They did not protest. If they fought back it was a rare, spur of the moment instinct, and others did not come to their aid. They were regularly extracted to be bred, to be raped, to be experimented on, to be tortured and killed, all at the discretion of those richer than them. They were just numbers on paper, soulless to the families and their subordinates who gave out the directives, or who enabled those looking for entertainment and stress-relief to exercise their power. They ran the economy of the City, made the food and fixed the machines and repaired the defence systems and served their masters, and yet they were nothing and knew themselves as nothing more.

Some, born in birthing centres under the City as mere output of breeding programs, lived their whole lives under the earth. These were the industrial Hivers, those who worked in the factories and plants. Others might work above ground, perhaps fixing and serving the needs of others. They all lived in the Hive. Assistants of any real value were not taken from the underclass, and were far better off for it, living lives in the shadows of their superiors but in relative luxury, luxury in this case being anything above ground. They made money, not much perhaps, but money nonetheless. The underclass did not have wages. The Elite said that they did not need wages. And if they were given money, they did not know what to do with it. They did not understand its use to them. They had no education. No desire beyond the most basic. No comprehension of anything other than basic needs and obedience to the needs of others.
Countless people lived in the depths, never seeing the sun. Their lives were those of the eternally artificial, hollow eyes lit from the glare of artificial lights, eating artificial food so processed and low-grade as to be mere gunge, deliberately designed for the consumption of the underclass as it did not cost them. It was pumped out in thick tubular brown or green pastes and they collected it in bowls or cups or buckets. 

Lifetime after lifetime of living down here, the weight of the world on their hunched shoulders, born and bred without natural light or real food, with smoke in their lungs and diseases in their gut. The breeding programs did not take much account for inbreeding – maximum output was the prime directive. Only those with birth defects debilitating enough to hamper their later productivity would be aborted. Those who developed defects later on were left to struggle out the rest of their existence until they died. They were often the sport of the Elite, who were known to take cruel pleasure in tormenting them. 

The life expectancy of the underclass was a very short one. The deeper down you went, the more mutations you saw. The more subhuman they looked, the more subhuman they were treated. 

Red stopped by a railing outside a huge grey structure where a man was sitting on the ground. He looked part alien, with a hunchback and a gnarled face half hidden in beard. His age was indeterminable. His clothes were the same dark blue work uniform of most of the factory workers, a badge on the uniform naming him as a tobacco processing operative. 

Hey man. Red moved up to him and the man turned and stared at him. You got any smokes?

No, sir.

Red flinched. Don’t call me sir. I’m no sir.

I’m sorry, sir.

Red sighed. Forget it. He trudged off, along the factory streets and past where the great hammers pounded their industry so loud you couldn’t hear yourself think. He walked through clouds of smoke and steam and at times his form was only half-seen, or lost entirely. He walked past the chemical plants where they manufactured all the artificial foodstuffs that everybody ate in the City, in all the cities. Pizzas half as good as real pizza. Bread half as good as real bread. All the best quality going to the Elite, of course.


Red made his way to an elevator shaft and rode it up through the underground, and then took a short walkway to another and rode it to just below the surface, away from the Hive. He took a shuttle train with other dead-eyed passengers of the night, all clanking bars and rattling lights. He arrived at the minus second floor of the building where he lived and scanned himself in, nodding to the security guards as they stared at him through narrowed eyes, as though he had no right to be there. And he still had further up to go. He had more money than them, much as they might hate to know it. Especially if they knew he’d never even worked for any of it.


He took the elevator up to the seventh floor and moved down the richly carpeted corridors and soft lighting to his apartment. He could have afforded to live higher up but he couldn’t stand it. He didn’t want to be a part of them.
He unlocked the door and opened it and moved to the bedroom where his girlfriend lay in bed. She turned on the small light by the bedside and it lit her lovely face in glow.


Where were you?


Red took off his boots. I was out.


It’s late.


I know. It ain’t that late.


Have you been drinking?


A bit.


I thought you’d given up drinking yesterday.


I had given it up yesterday. This is today. 

He took off the rest of his clothes and got into bed.


Do your teeth.


He got out of bed and went to the en-suite while he brushed his teeth. He could see her in the bathroom mirror. She was sitting up a bit and continuing to talk.


I don’t see why you have to drink so much.


I don’t. He spat and washed his mouth out and looked at his reflection, tired and worn. 


Most people drink to escape from reality.


What’s to escape from.
The next day they ordered a takeaway and watched an old movie and said nothing because there was nothing to say. When it was over Red tried to talk but he didn’t know what to talk about, and so eventually he put on another movie and they sat and watched that.

Two hours later when the credits rolled Red leaned towards her and began to kiss her. He left soft, grazing kisses on her cheeks and then her lips, and slowly increased their strength and so level of emotion he could transmit from him to her through his mouth, receiving the same and more in return, but different. Her kisses were lost in the moment, while his were pointing towards the future.

He moved his hands over her, graceless and without fluidity but trying. A body and mind unsuited to such gentleness. His movements were overly light coupled with small involuntary surges of strength, as though he were some beast worried he could break her if he did not conduct himself with the utmost caution. He stroked the nape of her neck and he tapped his fingers down to her waist and her thigh. She sighed and nuzzled into him and he broke a little inside.

He gave all his attention to the performance, the pantomime. He seduced her slowly, with infinite care. He seduced her like he did every day, or every other day, or every several days. He kissed her for fifteen minutes and added new acts, old acts to the performance as she fell open to him. He gave himself to her in body but not in mind, not all of it. She was a twisting delicacy to his touch, a quietly writhing rose, and she breathed and moaned softly as he did what he understood to be right. She lay there, moving slightly and obediently to his prompts, pleasured just enough. 

He nibbled her ear. Her body was warm and he fed on this warmth like it was a conduit to something greater, some burning pit, a roadway to Hell. His mind fell down it and he made rituals with the foulest of succubi. Sluts and whores and demons. The depraved and the eternally wrong. Girls needing comfort and fucking, girls needing abuse and fucking. Girls needing humiliating and fucking. Girls wanting to abuse and humiliate and fuck. Girls needing everything. The dirt of life. The extremity of existence. To feel empowered through sickness and intimate brutality. An overpowering of sex, surfeiting. An injection of life to make them foam at the mouth. To give themselves over to him and he to them. Unions where all humanity and goodness melts away. Where love’s only existence serves the taboo.

Sluts and whores and demons.

I love you. The whisper crawled into his ear.

She was not a slut, she was his girlfriend, and he was making love to her. He softened and had to concentrate harder, see the body parts, see the curves and feel the warmth and – no, he must retreat, back into his mind, see things in front of his eyes but in new ways, as though he was living in two dimensions at once and connecting them together, overlaying them on top of one another so things could be other than what they were.

I love you too. He spoke quickly, rushed. He empowered the words with the strength of the fantasy, forcing the love to serve the taboo. An incestuous intimacy of glorious nausea, the pantomime of the bedroom. Playing over and over in his head and his head only.

Eventually she orgasmed and a bit later he did too, although to what or who not even he knew.

Was that okay? he asked, moving away from her post-coital clutches and off the bed, to stand up and wipe his penis and brow with tissue.

You always ask that.

Yeah. I know.
WASTELAND

Johnny felt something was wrong before he was even within three miles of his home. Even before he saw the tire tracks. And the three sets of footprints, hard and heavy where the tire tracks had swerved and turned back in the aftermath. Before he smelled death, heard the buzzing of flies, already thick and eager in this heat.
They swarmed over a lump that hung from the porch, dangling in front of the doorway as though some offering or tribal wind-chime. As he stepped closer, suddenly feeling icy inside, the thing before him appeared for an instant almost like a bees nest, even though the flies were not bees and no bees had been seen ever in his lifetime. The noise was like static in his head and yet as he stepped further still this seemed to fade out, as though the flies had some sense of propriety and drew back to let him in and it was as though a great hush fell across the land even though this was not so. 
He felt his heart slow and the only sound was its beat throbbing cold blood inside him. He stumbled and fell to his knees in front of that which hung before him as some grisly spectre welcoming him home or shepherding him away.
He touched the hair of the cat with his fingers and touched the stiff body but it did not feel real. His head was bowed and he did not look up, but on his knees sprung patches darker than the material around them and they were not blood.
He took his hat off and held it in his hands and to any onlooker his face was something deformed, full of parts that were trying to tear themselves away from the world.
The door of his home was lying flat and the frame too was broken in even though the door could just have been pushed. On the rock wall nearby was an impression of a woman that had been drawn over and written over in ways both obscene and cruel. He did not see this for he was not seeing anything and nor did he need to.
Johnny pursued the tire tracks for two days without food or sleep, barely resting, and when doing so falling to his knees out of exhaustion and then just sitting and staring at nothing. He drank the water left on him from his last journey back from the Store, and when this ran out he drank from a well he passed and then he did not drink. He was dehydrated and blistering in the sun and his muscles and bones cried out and yet none of this registered to him. His mind blank, buzzing, blank. Flies and emptiness, and when unemptied searing white and red and black.
After two days at the height of the sun he found them in a gully changing tires. He came up on them quietly, his head swimming and his mind finally shaping something, forming a command to action, and he knew each new direction would follow the last and only then would it be known to him and not before.
He raised the rifle he had taken from under the floorboards of his ransacked and ruined home. The one not used. Not taken with him on journeys. The one with a mere handful of bullets. With the wood charred as if it had at one time been in a fire. Old and worn, a relic of something past and now a promise of something new.
He fired and the man furthest from him fell to the ground as the bullet took his leg. The shot echoed and deafened even in its echo as though God himself had clapped the heavens closed. The other man spun his head about almost comically, brandishing a machete whipped from his belt, and yet in the glare of the sun he could not see Johnny Black. He jumped into the buggy even though the tire was still off and he revved hard but it stalled and then the man’s hand was shot through. The man stared at the hole in his hand as though it some miracle that one such as him could turn holy and then he screamed. Johnny Black bounded down upon them like some mountain lion leaping to its prey and he smashed the man in the buggy in the face with the butt of his rifle and the man’s head jaggled bonelessly like a bobbing toy and the nose burst into scarlet blossom.
He moved around the other side of the vehicle to the man trying to squirm away like some worm given legs. His small path of movement was soaked with blood and Johnny saw that the man was crying, actually crying, and despite everything he had done in his life seemingly the only pain real and cruel was that done to him.
Listen, listen, said the man on the ground, and yet what there was to listen was not revealed.

You pestilent fuck. Johnny suddenly felt the strangest dislike at his own voice, for no words said could put forward the dizziness in his mind, the walls of blood and bits of brain and the cacophony of screams to come.
The man tried to writhe away again, moving backwards and sideways with his arms which were thin and weak. He had no weapon on him. Listen, he said again, uselessly.
You think I care? thundered Johnny, his voice so hoarse and acidic you’d have thought it was not a man but some demon. His voice tumbled out without thought, choking out of him like falling scree, rocks sliding on blood and hate. 
You think I’m satisfied with life? You think I don’t want to wreak my vengeance too, take the road of chaos and amorality? You think I’m okay with any of this? This inanity, this idiocy, this jumped up joke of a world? With people, people like you, worse people and better people, people of nothing and no consequence just like me? We’re a race of insects! Clambering over each other for the next meal. What more is there? What good are you? What fucking good are any of us? Why should you stay? You’re a piece of dirt to be ground under. You will die, and it is right that it is by me. If I can be anything in this world it is enough that I am the predator of men. Men like you. Sacks of meat! Blood and bone.
His voice was a terrifying roar as he raised a shaking finger at the man. I am your end! Snivelling wretch! I am the Alpha and I am the Omega, and I am the end of everything!
Johnny raised his rifle and pointed it at the man, who hid his face in his hands as if this would be protection enough. Time to die, brother, Johnny growled, and yet seconds passed and the bullet did not come.
The man moved the hands from his face to see Johnny with the rifle lowered. He sobbed and near-laughed, and then went quiet as he saw the grin on Johnny’s face.

It’s a little too soon to die, don’t you think? Johnny took a cigarette from a pack in his pocket and lit it with a match and smiled around the cigarette. He raised the rifle again except this time he aimed it at the man’s other leg and he shot it and the man screamed again and then he shot the man’s left arm and then his right.
Just to stop you getting away from me, you understand, said Johnny, and he looked down at the pitiful mewling figure and smoked calmly. Then he walked to the buggy loaded with his few possessions and took the unconscious man in it minus machete and dragged him out by the cuff of his shirt and dragged him all the way to lie on the ground near his friend. He took out the knife at his belt and quickly cut the man’s Achilles heels and then as the man jerked awake cut the tendons around his left shoulder and then as the man shrieked and struggled held a boot down on his chest and cut into his right shoulder.
He stepped back as the man flailed like a fish on the rocks. He was likely still concussed for the pain did not seem to take him as much as it did the other, or perhaps he was made of stronger stuff. Perhaps he had experienced brutality at the hand of others before. But he would not have experienced this nor anything that was to come.
Go to Hell, spat the bandit, as Johnny approached again.

I’m already there, growled Johnny with a curled lip. And now so are you.
Black tortured them each a bit at a time, switching back from one to the other as if trying to keep their agonies level and balanced, working with no emotion except care and attention as though spinning plates and not spinning the slow death of man. Their cries and ragged screams ripped the land around them and yet there were none to hear and if there was there were none who would save them.
The men on the ground grew feebler with each act visited upon them, and soon the struggles were non-existent even while the life within them still pumped blood through their veins and out onto the rocks. Johnny’s hands were soon slippery and dripping and if he stopped to wipe them it was on the bandits’ own shirts. Soon the shirts were too sodden for this and he smeared his hands on stone, wearing his skin almost to the point of bleeding himself.
Soon he could see the life draining from their eyes. Their limp bodies and their flapping jaws gave them the appearance of playthings or of things dragged up from the ocean on hooks. He stood up and stretched, lifting his hat to wipe his brow with his shirtsleeve and then lowering his hat once more.

I guess our time together has reached its end, he said, and he sighed, feeling tired through and through but knowing it was not yet over. He took a long drink from one of the water containers in the buggy and returned to the men. Their eyes could not focus on him and barely moved. And yet there was still a flicker.
Now let us see what people like you are made of. He kneeled down by the man with his arms and legs shot and slit open his belly. He laid the knife down by his side and with his bare hands and great effort wrenched the man open until he could see the man’s jellied insides, his digestive tracts. He gagged a little but controlled himself. He reached inside and, curling and gripping with his fingers, started pulling guts out like spaghetti.
Now. Now then, Johnny said, straightening. I wonder where the third man is? His hands were on his hips but the two he looked at couldn’t answer because they were dead.

He moved to a higher vantage point and shaded his eyes and looked out over the rocks. There was a figure way off in the distance, stumbling about like a man with fear and survival on the brain.

Ah. Johnny smiled, and it was the smile of a new being.

Johnny Black caught up with the last man on a terrain that had nowhere to hide. A store was just visible on the plain, far off. Too far off for this man, this last man of all vengeance visited.

The bandit had been taking a leak when he heard the screams of his brethren and had dashed off through the rocks and scrub, ducking and diving as if under heavy fire. He had always been the fastest, always been the one ahead, the scout, the hunter, the runner. Now he hobbled, his leg blown out from a long range rifle shot that came out from the low hills. A steady dribble of murky blood was staining the stones, casting some rambling, drunken path behind him.

Johnny took his time catching up. He made his progress slow, he allowed the bandit to look behind him time after time in frantic terror, to see that shadow bubbling in the haze of the sun come closer and closer, rising up like some dark beast to take over the land. He allowed the man to shoot wildly at range at this apparition, to use up every useless bullet and turn his weapon into a nothing, to make the man his own victim.

He enjoyed that slowest of chases across the plain more than he could have thought possible. It stretched out as though it were some epic quest in itself, as though these two figures moving across this cruel and yellow world were enacting some journey with no end, that perhaps they were in themselves symbols of predator and prey, or brothers in contest, or the strong and the weak, the just and the unjust, the sins of man and his punishment, the mortal followed closer and closer by the sickle and shadow of Death. They appeared universal, that the land existed for them and them only, and that every little movement and stillness and strain of emotion was watched by the world.

Johnny Black lapped up the terror like it was nectar. He drank it through the air in short little whistles, drawing the sugar past his pursed lips and clenched teeth.

Eventually the man stopped, and sat down on the ground, clutching his leg and moaning, watching Johnny take the last amount of measured strides onwards, and eventually stop, looking at the man with no signal of emotion or words.

The man panted for a while, and shivered despite the heat. Please . . . please.

Please what? Johnny's voice was flat.

Please . . .

Johnny had shouldered his rifle, and now he took out a big, cruel knife that he did not have before. 
Why did you do it?

It were just a cat . . . just a fuckin mog . . . for God's sake man . . . please!

What does just a cat mean? You are just a human. Is that the right kind of “just”? Are you better? You? What is there to you, do you think there is anything inside you that ain’t meat and blood and bone and a gut of piss and shit? You are nothing and were always nothing.

I'm sorry man, I'm sorry! I didn't know it were yours!

It wasn't. She was her own. She existed as something independent from all this, as a bastion against all this fucking wickedness about us. You took that from her. For what reason.

There weren't no reason man . . . it just happened. It weren't me . . . it were the others . . . they fuckin made me watch . . . I'm glad they're dead.

My faith in your word will remain at rock bottom. Even if the truth were told, it wouldn't matter. You would still die.

 No, no . . . Have some fuckin mercy brother. The man reached out with trembling hands that Johnny glanced at in thinly veiled disgust.

There will never be any mercy again. You gave up your right to that when you did what you did. I ain’t your brother. We ain’t even the same species. You are a foul shell, some corpuscular scab. You are the blight that will always be, until I, Death, come to end you.

Killin me won't bring your mog back. The man fingered his gun, knowing that it was out of bullets but keeping it as some lonely reminder of safety.

I never wished it to. May she be free from all this sickness forever. But, you see, this ain't even about the cat. It's about me. Me and you. And what's to be done.

The bandit shivered again and his leg leaked out another pool of sticky thick blood. Don't kill me sir, don't you be killin me now. I'm on a new path now, seen the light. I'm good, I am now. I understand it all, everthin you say. I see what's right. Please. Lemme go. You done proved yourself, you have. There'll be only good and just deeds done on this slate of mine from now on, you got my word.

I told you what I thought of your word. It is lower than your own shit. Now get up. Johnny Black beckoned with his knife.

Naw sir, please sir, you gonna let me go?

Any state of affairs can only come about from you being upright, can they not?

The bandit sat for a second more, and then strained himself to his feet, his leg gushing out more blood and he whimpering out.

Johnny had the knife at his throat. He leaned in so close the bandit could smell the murder of his comrades. Smoke and death, and hot blood. The noses were almost touching. Johnny started whispering, soft and rushing like some forest wind, trussed up and yet fervent as though words of gospel to the man.

Do you hear him there, do you hear him? He's coming.

H-hear who? the wounded man's voice was stretched thin and tickled hard by the serrated edge of the knife.

Do you see him, by God do you see him? He's there, he's coming.

Wh-what?

Do you not hear him you sinner, you hopeless soul? Listen now, listen to the world and its noises.

For a few seconds there was nothing but breathing, and Johnny was the first to start.

He is closer now, do you see him, do you hear him? Feel his coming, can you feel it? Can you see Death? Can you hear him come now, can you feel his presence?

A tear dropped down the man's face, and it withered itself into the cracks into his leathered skin. It was soon followed by more.

He calls for you! You! Can you not feel Death? Despite the heat of the day the warmth of Johnny's whispers burned into the man's own breath, and he took every word right into his own lungs, to rustle and clamp around restlessly.

Yes, he replied softly, and none of his own words or breath were taken in by Johnny, for they were weak and without power.

Can you hear him now? Can you hear him call to you, that dark angel, that beckoning, that ghost's whisper?

Yes.

Say I do, say I do now.

I do.

Louder, you speck of nothing! Johnny Black's voice rose up, hard and bristling and spitting.

I do! I see, I hear! The man's voice was pathetic, obedient and clutching at the last straw of hope.

Tell me what he looks like!

I – I don't know.

The knife pressed harder into the man's throat, and the tears that had fallen to his neck mixed with lines of blood. Tell me what he looks like by God! Johnny Black's voice was a storm in this desert of cruelty, and if it wasn't for the hold of the knife the man would have dropped to his knees and begged and wept and prayed to everything there could be or never be.

He is dark! the man cried.

Is his hair black like the night? Johnny raised his other hand up into the air as if to call down spirits from the sky.

Yes!

Are his boots black like a shadow?

Yes!

And is his hat black like a raven?

Yes!

And do you love him?

Yes!

Johnny Black laughed, wild and crazed and yet also jubilant, and the knife ripped through the voice box of the man like shredded wheat. It stabbed back, and in and through, and tangled itself in a gristled mess that it did its best to work out of, to the tune of chokes and strangles and wet, bubbling sounds and then nothing except the sound of the blade and the meat, whilst the whole world watched and offered no judgement.
CITY

Red sat down on the girl’s bed and looked around while drinking more of whatever cocktail it was she’d given him. It was an ever-changing hypnotic swirl of colours, and it tasted like sweet tropical suicide.
Her room swayed about him, jumping out at him occasionally from under a blurry curtain. Everything felt heavy and unstable. His body felt like it was on auto-pilot, and any thoughts of control his brain tried to formulate his body just laughed at.

There was an overabundance of pink . . . and garish posters. There were stuffed toys on the bed.
How old are you again? He turned his head from side to side and tried to make sense of things.

Does it matter? The girl was reapplying her hot pink lipstick in the mirror.

Kinda.
I’m old enough for you.
Are you . . . legal?
She laughed girlishly. What century are you living in?
Red took another drink and attempted to get up, but failed and came back to the bed with a thump. Your room is . . . nice, he managed. And I will be . . . goin now. Each word seemed like an effort.

Don’t be silly, you haven’t finished your drink.
He looked at the glass in his hand and was surprised to find a lot more than he had expected. Had she filled his drink back up? A whole party of people could burst in the room and run out again before Red would notice, and even then confusion and self-doubt would be the kings of his perspective.

I have a . . . girlfriend, he forced the words out through his half-numb lips.
You said. Several times.
I should go.
You haven’t finished your drink.
Red looked back into the spiralling depths and tried to take a sip, but failed. The liquid wet his lips and then flowed back down into the glass. A discomfort in his jeans made his hand slug its way over, and it was bemused to feel a hard lump that lay like a dead snake on his thigh. His hand felt it and squeezed it, as if discovering the cause under its own artificial volition.
I don’t think you really want to go at all. She was suddenly right in front of him and smiling. Her chest was thrust out in his face and she wasn’t wearing much, but then she never had been. The rest of her room faded into pink obscurity and the pink-orange-white of her flesh became the world, full of curves and full of youth and desire.
It took a minute for him to realise that she had replaced his hand with hers, and continued the movement, the rubbing.

Does that feel good? she breathed. She was bent over at a right angle, her ass stuck out behind her, her big hanging breasts almost falling out of her top.
Uh huh, he murmured, and his head fell back. With a tremendous effort he pushed it forward again. Her hand did feel good. The pleasure cut through the fog around him and acted as the focused centre point on a swaying world.

She fiddled with the belt on his trousers.
Uh . . . no, he said. He stood up, god knows how; it seemed that suddenly his body was obeying him, or at least humouring him to see what would happen. He downed the rest of his drink and dropped it to the floor, the final drips leaking out onto the carpet. He stared at the door in front of him and willed his legs to move.
There are beautiful things, he murmured, so very quiet. I just don’t know where they are.
The girl – what was her name? – stood in front of him and, strangely, turned her back to him.
Red made an indistinguishable noise.

She bent a little so the cheeks of her ass bulged out from the flap of her microskirt. With a glossy nailed finger she hooked her white thong to halfway down her thighs.
Red’s dull gaze took in the squeezed and shadowed rivulet running down the centre of her ass. He watched like a zombie as she parted her cheeks and bent down further.

The succubus hole. The tempter. The provider. The Great Satan.

Can you remember how I dragged you here in the first place? the girl said from some infinite distance behind the heavenly Hell Red was transfixed by.
Nuh.
You were so interested when I told you how much I loved to get fucked in the ass.
Uh. The words coming from his mouth were now just instinctual and primal, turning man to ape.

We talked so much about all the things we were both into. How we both liked degradation. And assfucking of course. Taking it . . . deep . . . in this tight, dirty ass . . . Her voice had grown husky in its femininity, and with each word she bent over more and spread her cheeks wider.

Red felt the surge within him as though he was conducting magmatic lightning. All that power, all that lust and frustration and anger. That desperation. That love. A need so intense he felt as though he could collapse right there, and float unconscious past the edges of the universe. 
Years had sailed by him without respite and now all the rage of his wild, doglike mind came gushing hot and fast to the surface. His primordial thoughts were simple and unformed, making neither words nor reason. They were grunts and thrusts, a wordless, simian language which inside him built a volcano.

His belt was already on the floor, somehow. His jeans and pants were next to follow and kicked off beautifully without falling over. Within seconds the girl’s breath was warm and humid on his hardness, a half moment later and he had jammed in her mouth, and it was so . . . fuck . . .
He crumbled and became lost. He retched loudly and the girl tried to pull back but he kept her there and grabbed her hair like a fistful of dirt. She choked and spit bubbled around her lips and he slapped her face again and again and a-fucking-gain so it was the same red as his volcano and her mascara had already began to run like black treacle.
I love you! his body spoke, and as his mind heard it, played back as if on some slow motion tape, a tear fell down and hit her lips, but the salty taste was left undistinguished.
He threw her off and by her hair slung her to the bed.
Yes! she cried, but her words could have been anything and they would have reached his ears the same.

He got behind her and spit on his cock, and then rubbed it in the rich wetness of her pussy.
Fuck my ass! the girl yelled, or something like it.

Shut the fuck up, he growled, hitting her ass so hard she shrieked.
He got his member in hand, and at that moment it had never felt harder, never felt bigger, never felt stronger or more capable of all the destruction in the world. He positioned it right, and as he sunk in he exhaled in a manner so fierce and anguished and relieved that it could not be determined whether it was a sigh, a cry or a roar.
He knew from the first moment that it hadn’t felt as good, that it wouldn’t be worth it, that it couldn’t ever match up to the caged pleasure of his fantasies. But he drove in anyway, shouting out names to her in attempts to push the experience further, calling her a bitch and a dumb slut and daddy’s fucktoy and a stupid cunt, and she lapped it up and cried as though he was glorifying her, validating her sexual existence, giving her the root of his energies and she was bathing in the blossom of it all, all the leaked excess and imperfect fucking life.
He fucked her like he might kill her, and in those moments he felt so alive that he could have sworn that he was not a human being at all, that he was just some wild animal and nothing more.
WASTELAND
Johnny Black stomped down the slope, dragging the corpse behind him. The sandblasted rocks skittered away from his boot as if they were terrified of his presence. He made his way to the small olive-skinned kid standing outside the shack, his shadow stuck out like a blackened ghost. Johnny laid up the blood-spattered body over a boulder and kneeled down to it, his eyes focused on the kid.
With diligent care, his steely gaze never leaving the child, Johnny held up a dead arm and serrated through it with his knife. The work took a few minutes for the blade dulled on the bone, but eventually tendons snapped and gristle came shorn away, and the knife came out into the clean air on the other side.
The child had barely blinked.
What’s your name kid? Johnny said, wiping the bloody metal on the corpse’s shirt.
Dunno.
Do you think I’m a bad person?
Dunno.
Do you know what morality is?
Yes.
Do you know what law is?
No.
I just cut off a man’s arm. Johnny lifted up the arm of the corpse to prove his point. The red weeds slopped out the cut and trailed like snakes. Johnny gave it a shake and the snakes slicked and shook.
I know. You want my mother?
Why would I want your mother? Johnny tickled the red fronds with the point of his knife, and then finally, sighing, laid the arm across the top of the body and tucked away his blade.
She’s in there.  The olive-skinned child pointed to the shack thirty feet away.
Do you want to see your mother raped? Johnny stood up and lifted his hat a notch, eyeing the shack like an eagle.
Already. Three times in last year.
Fuck. By who?
One by woman. One by man. She cut off cock. One by four men, friends of last man. Held me there.
Johnny exhaled. I take it all these cunts are alive and kicking still?
Yes.
Why did they do it?
Because they can.
Johnny shifted his weight about. The olive child kept affixing him with that dead stare.
I’ll go see your mother then, he said at last. The sun was cutting through the air like hot knives and leathering his skin like a prune.
You gonna rape her?
Johnny looked back down at the little olive boy with eyes like a rattlesnake, and knew he was going to grow up to kill.
Yeah, I am. I’ll be back in a bit.
You gonna take me?
Johnny ran his hand over his face and squinted into the sun until his eyes stung. He put his hand on the child’s shoulder without looking at him. You stay here.
He strode off as if it was purposeful, but he was unable to keep a grip on any thought. His mind seemed to be emptying itself with every step. Images of the kid forced to watch his mother get gangfucked dashed through his mind at a gallop, dumped on his brain then thrown off to the trash. Back it comes. Throw it away. Back it comes.
As he entered the shack his vision was hollow and blurred, and he had no thoughts of his own at all.
The shack was one room, just a bench and a bed in the corner for the mother and the child. She was sat on it, her knees hunched up to her chin. She had dirty black hair that straggled down to her waist and her face was bony but not ugly. She looked at him when he came in and then looked straight back at her knees. She started rocking slightly.
Johnny Black came in and sat beside her.
I’m going to rape you, he said softly. She said nothing.
He lent in close to her, so she could smell the stench of death on his breath, and he kissed her lightly on the forehead, and then further kisses down her cheek and onto her neck. He kissed her like he was martyring her, like he was saving her from the world.
His rough, cracked lips found hers and then they were entwined, and he was delivering his kisses on her every spot he could as he took off her rags of clothes. He stripped himself, lost in a sense of vacant passion, fiddling with belt and freeing his erect member, his hands fondling her entrance, running his fingers down the wetness. He buried his face between her legs and ate her until she was crying and pulling him back up. He moved himself into her and his huge shaft clove into her inch by inch, as painlessly as he could manage, tickling her clitoris all the while, keeping her from experiencing any feeling but warmth inside her.
He made love to her as slow as he could manage, slower than he’d ever fucked in his life, feeling it sink in and out, each inch swallowed up by her as if she was letting him in to the core of her soul, and then gradually letting each inch out, releasing it back to him. There was no blood, no screams, but there were tears; they came running down her face and ran down to her groin as he kissed her mouth and neck and breasts over and over, and the tears ran down over her clitoris and coated his shaft and came back inside her body, her emotions driven back into her being.
He told her she was beautiful as he came inside her, and she wept more and he said it more and she shuddered and bucked and climaxed at the same time at him, gripping his shoulders tight with her hands and then they settled in the longest of kisses.
He walked back out of the shack, hat pulled down and head hung low, only to see the kid in his path. He stopped and hooked his thumbs into his belt.
Did you rape her? the child asked him.
Yes. Do you think I’m a bad person?
Dunno.
Later on, after she’s rested, ask your mother. See if she says if I’ve not hurt her more than any man or woman ever did or will.
The kid was silent, and Johnny looked up into the blazing sun without squinting. 
Long live Mr White, he murmured to the sky. Long live Kidd Red. May you one day find peace, if it takes you a thousand lifetimes.
And as the kid’s eyes hunted him down Johnny Black walked off into the sandswept swirl of dust and devils.
EPILOGUE

FOR THOSE WHO GO DEEPER

GREAT LONDON STATE
The man felt a sense of falling, of losing things, losing everything. He tried to grab hold of them but they span away, and his mind felt like it was breaking up into tiny pieces.
He circled around the pit of unconsciousness for a while, before the pieces slowly stitched themselves back together, to form a new landscape of consciousness. The old mind scattered away, feeling like a half-remembered dream.
The man opened his eyes. Four walls of bare stone. One iron door. A cell.
Jonathan White? A cold, imperious voice to his side made him cry out like he had been wounded. He shuffled like a frightened animal to the far wall, pulling his rags up in an attempt to hide from the speaker.
Jonathan White? The man in the stark grey uniform looked at his clipboard, while the man in rags shivered and peeked at him with eyes terrified from confusion.
Yes, it is you. There is often some delay in return to normalcy after prolonged exposure.
Jonathan White found his own voice, and it sounded mousey and unlike anything he knew. Ex- exposure?
To the Game.  You’ve just been unplugged. You’ve been hooked up for . . . The uniformed man glanced again at his clipboard, and then to the two men standing just behind him, who wore cruel uniforms of black and navy blue, and had faces hard and rough. 
. . . Three years, four months and six days. It can cause quite a strain on the mind. Many are said to go mad. Is it madness, though? Perhaps it is an unlocking of the real self. I understand, though, that you had prior experience. You were a noder before your arrest. All, of course, ultimately counting against you. You are damaged goods, Mr White. Severely so.
Wh- what? What is this place? Why am I here? What game?
You’re on death row, Mr White. The cold-voiced man with the arched eyebrows and the hooked nose and bald, bony head breathed through his nostrils impatiently, as if he had run through similar explanations before. 

Inmates get hooked up to the Game during their stay. Primary purpose to keep them docile, with minimum security required. Secondary purpose to monitor them, to analyse their minds. Observing what’s down the rabbit hole, so to speak. The man feigned a bored yawn.
I have been personally following your progress. You were all over the place, Mr White. It appears there were . . . splits. Cracks. Of course, the strain, but . . . It was most interesting.
What?!
Your experiences must, of course, be monitored carefully. All the simulations must. Do you understand why?
For pleasure. You’re voyeurs, Jonathan said with sudden realisation.

The hook-nosed man curled his lip. Wrong. We are not like you, Mr White. We are good people.
Jonathan said nothing, but closed his eyes. He felt so tired, like he had led multiple lifetimes in succession, or at the same time, all without sleep.
If there is any pleasure in our observations, it is purely academic, the man continued. There is a science to it. They are psychological studies. They allow us to better know the mind of the pervert, and thus the better to catch him. Your – or any other inmate’s – virtual experiences also act as confirmation of your crimes, of your sick mindset and your clear danger to the Great London State. To its integrity and its ethical consciousness. Its very structure. And your mind was sick, Mr White, as foul and pestilent and disturbed as I’ve seen in some time. The on-going self-validating results of these studies effectively counter any chance of appeals, although those pathetic timewasters are never taken seriously. Of course, none were waged on your account.
Jonathan White was trying to grasp at what he remembered of the life before, and found a whole mess of chunks was coming back to him. The city of Rule.
There were others, he whispered.

Of course, said the man. It is a community experience, after all. 

Jonathan suddenly started, blurting out. Where’s Johnny and Kidd?
The bald man stood as stiff as a board, and was so tall he lurched over Jonathan like a statue or a monster. He looked behind him again to the two guards, who stepped forward to stand at his side.
He looked at his notes and smiled without an ounce of warmth. Predatory.  
Jonathan is . . . safe. The kid is safe.
Where are my friends

The man gazed upon him cruelly, the smile still there. You don’t have any friends, Jonathan.

Where are they

The man leafed through a few pages. Yes, you did keep rather . . . interesting . . . company, didn’t you? You really didn’t do yourself any favours, Jonathan. But you don’t need to worry about any of that now.

Where
The man glanced back at his notes and smirked. Oh, I’m sure they’re buried somewhere. Probably not deep enough though.

Jonathan felt like crying, but his body didn’t seem to know how to anymore. Why have you done this? he whimpered.

This is less than you deserve, Jonathan. But it’s okay. It will all be over soon. At least, it will here. You cannot expect God to be so merciful.
What will be over?

Why, life, Jonathan. Life.


All life? Jonathan looked up into that terrible face. 


Why not, Jonathan. Why not.

Is there no hope?


There never was, Jonathan. Hope is a fiction. You know that.


The fantasy is everything, he mumbled.

The warder laughed like a hound. Not for long, he said. I promise you that.  

Jonathan looked back at the ground and his body ached and shook. He felt so weak. 

What is my crime? he said at last.
Think, Jonathan.
Jonathan remembered, and felt a fierce well of pride and anger suddenly surge up in him. He threw down his rags. He struggled with himself but finally managed to push the sense of injustice back down. Then he looked at the floor. Is – is she okay?
She is in the Institute. Do you know what that is?
Jonathan did. He was remembering more and more of this life. It was called the Institutional Clinic for the Treatment, Re-Integration and Re-Education of Victims of Sexual Corruption, and it was based in London State City. Most people knew it just as the Institute. The girl he had sex with would likely be in it for life. Systematically stripped of all ounce of deviance, anything considered not moral and decent, anything felt unfitting for a good citizen’s support of the Great London State. If she was ever set free she would be a sexless doll, a monogamous blank, brainwashed and bovine and even re-virginised, an artificial hymen implanted and further chemical implants disabling a high level produce of hormones. She would be lucky if she ever managed to do more than chastely kiss another person again. She would marry a gentleman she felt nothing towards and be artificially impregnated by the Great London State.
The anger bubbled up again in him, and a little seeped out his mouth.  I did nothing! he cried. She was innocent!
Those two statements hardly go together, Jonathan. Was she not underage?
She was eighteen! She was old enough to know everything and she consented to it all!
And yet you had no written proof of this consent! The warder gave a feral grin. Apart from the completely suspect consent – I am familiar with your case and I do believe the judge ruled against it, given that no self-respecting maiden would have consented to your acts, and the girl came from a very good family – apart from this, already enough to land you in court, I needn’t remind you, Jonathan, that the age of consent in the Great London State is twenty-one. Far too young itself, if you ask me. I can assume that most of your senses and memory have returned to you by now, so neither do I need to remind you that sex out of wedlock is also illegal.
He looked once more at his clipboard and rifled through a couple of pages. Then, on top of those already severe crimes, you committed the bestial and filthy, the warder spat these two words out like they were poison, acts of the most depraved sodomy on this poor girl.
He raised his hand and pointed his finger, as if he was the judge himself and the trial had not been over years ago. You were charged with level fourteen corruption of a minor, level three statutory rape, sexual intercourse out of wedlock, level forty-two sodomy of a minor, six counts of obscenity against moral decency, and three more counts of crimes against the State. And you were found guilty on every count! Jonathan White! Did you think you wouldn’t be found out, that you could hide your perversions? You people make me sick! The warder hocked a spray of spit at him, and then backed up, slowly cooling off and returning to his cold, stony visage.
Alright! Jonathan yelled. I’m to blame, it’s all me! Call me a pervert and a sinner and a wicked, evil man. But leave her alone!
The warder’s eyes felt like shards of ice as they bored into him. She was corrupted, Jonathan. She has to be restored. We undo the damage perverts and paedophiles like you do to their victims.
She wasn’t a victim. I’m not a paedophile and she wasn’t a victim. Jonathan gave up and sank his head to the floor, his voice left mumbling things that couldn’t be heard.
The bald, hook-nosed warder looked at him without an ounce of pity or mercy. He looked at Jonathan like one might look at a sewer rat. Then he made a gesture and the two guards approached Jonathan with batons raised in their hands. They hit out at him and he yelped like a pup and curled into a ball. They rained down blows on him, bruising through his skin and eventually cracking bones.
May you never find peace. These were the last words he would ever hear, but whether they were those of the warder or the guards, his own inner voice, or even the voice of some overseeing deity with a stake in his eternal torment, he did not know.
May you never find peace.
Eventually the guards ceased their brutality, grabbing Jonathan White and pulling him by his battered, dangling arms. The warder opened the prison door and they dragged him out down a corridor. A dim light at the far end was steadily getting closer and closer. It hung above a chair set against the wall.
Jonathan White’s eyes were nearly bloodied shut and only saw the stone blocks of the floor, but he knew where he was going. As he drifted numbly on, as if carried by angels and flying on a blanket of ice and pain, he wondered to himself if there were worse things out there than him.
