

"You do this one last run, and you'll be out clean, Jim,"  Madison said ending each sentence in a hacking cough, "Well, no strings attached anyway .  You'll crawl back to us just like last time, that is...  if you can crawl at all.  Guys like you  don't leave cold turkey unless they‘re in a body bag."   A short and stout man, Madison had aged prematurely.  Other than his nose that hooked to the right- from bad business no doubt-  he was an unimposing  bookie, but he had sticky fingers and the one up on me.   He knew my tastes.


"So that's the deal, eh? " I replied.  "All  debts settled just like that?  Poof.. "  I smirked and lingered on the thought.  When something's too good to be true it never is, but I needed a fix.  "What's the game this time?  Knives again?"


Madison attempted what began as a laugh but ended in choking wheeze.  "Ah, the catch, the hook.."  Wandering eyes focused on my hand stroking the node on the back of my neck.  The skin was raw and dry, possibly infected like most implants on the black market.  Drawing my hand back a knowing smile, a crooked smile to match his tortuous nose, beamed across his face.  Shit.  I'd played my hand too quickly; that old junkie twitch was a dead giveaway. "It doesn't matter.  You'll do it anyway," he stated.


 "I'll think about it," I said after downing the last few ounces of the cheapest piss on tap.  The bar was unusually empty tonight, even at such an early hour; still, I could cause a commotion to gain back a bit of lost leverage.  It wouldn’t be unheard of, a junkie whacking out for a fix.  A wire junkie at that.


"Kid, you don't have any options here," Madison said. " If you're in, you're getting wired tonight.  You could get a fix in just a couple hours."  Now he played his hand , and he was holding a full house against my high card.  My mouth dried and my tongue felt like a limp dead thing desiccating in the desert.  Damn that crafty bastard.  


"Thing is," he continued, "there's no knives, fire, guns, no  nothing."  Now we were getting somewhere.  The game itself was simple:  after getting an implant in the cerebral cortex, two opponents would be wired together and attempt to control each other's motor functions, but after you got wired, at least in the underground, someone was going  come out a lot less pretty.  Knives were the most popular, because they were the most fun to watch.  You get more of a struggle.  You get blood.


"Then what's the MO?"  I asked.  "You can at least tell me that." 


Heaving his chest and leaning forward, Madison took on a more serious tone.  "They call this guy the Heart-Stopper.  He’s from Tibet and studied zen Buddhism or something."  He licked his lips and flashed another crooked grin.  “It’s essentially a death match, but with no weapons, on our friend‘s request.”  


My  eyes met his intense glare.  “Bullshit,” I said.   Madison didn’t grin this time, he only continued to stare as if to give further validation to his proposition.


“Yeah, well, here’s the rest of it: you win, and I’ll through an extra ten grand on top of the twenty you already owe me.”  He withdrew a cigarette and a lighter from his pants pocket  anticipating my response.


“Twenty-five, and you’ve got a deal.” I said, almost doubling the stakes.  The life of a junkie gambles cheaply, especially when you’re not staring death in the face.


About an hour and a few beers later, I found myself outside the bar and fully relieved.  The beer tasted like piss going in and sure as hell smelled like it on the way out, although you would hard pressed to distinguish the aroma in a such a sanitary environment.  I even felt cleaner before I washed my hands in the joint.  The alley outside the bar, although familiar, didn’t detract from the 4-star accommodations, most notably the overflowed dumpster swarming with feral cats and the gang graffiti adding a bit of local flavor.  The summer sun had set sometime during my extant at the bar; glancing at my watch, I noted the time 9:40.  An hour and twenty to showtime, and here I was, on my merry way to my next hit, and that got my saliva flowing.


Madison had arranged a contact I was to meet for the details and of course my refreshment.  Stimulants are my delight, and amphetamines of the type I delighted weren’t cheap.  I met the guy in an alley two blocks down which carried an almost identical atmosphere to the first with an added bonus of a drunk passed out in his own vomit.  I didn’t omit the chance to check his pockets for additional party favors after all, the night was young.  


The contact was one of Madison’s clients I recognized as a dealer from Madison’s part of town.  I didn’t ask his name and he didn’t give it.  I got the goods, the down low, and gratification, never stopping to think about the heart-stopping action awaiting me only now an hour away.  Now was the time for mental preparation of a different sort.  I’d tried the pills, the needles, but the gels were my ticket to a joyride I couldn’t resist.  I squeezed the neon yellow capsule, erupting its clear contents onto the tip of my index finger and rubbed the surrounding skin of the implanted node on the back of my neck where it protruded at the base of the skull.  I felt my heart nearly skip a beat.  My body burned with delight.  I was jacked up and ready to be jacked in.


Those who get wired for the first time don’t really know what to expect.  Some find it sensual, animalistic, but that’s not why I keep coming back.  It burns, the pinching of the nerves.  Almost like an incestuous explosion of tingling sensation as if a part of your very self is being thrust into the back of your skull and trickles down to your finger tips and your toes.  I even quiver at the thought.  It’s a dangerous sort of feeling, but that might be the psychological impact of the game itself.


I arrived at the abandoned warehouse off of the north end of division street with twenty minutes to spare.  I knocked on the steel framed door  on the north-facing side of the building and a gruff voice made it’s query.  “What’re you selling?“ a man asked from behind the door.


“What’re you buying?” I responded.  The door slowly swung open revealing the source of the voice, a pretentious bouncer wearing a shirt two-sizes to tight, sunglasses at night, and a hand on his piece visibly jutting out of the waist of his blue jeans.  He nodded in approval allowing me to pass by his steroid-inflated figure, and into a haze  enhanced by cigar smoke and low lighting.  I saw the familiars haunting the shadows and some I hadn’t seen before but recognized from the papers.   There sometimes where city officials, off duty and on duty cops that strayed from the straight path, and the desperate guys looking to make a quick buck on the winner.  Tonight was no different although the crowd seemed to spur with an anticipation that exceeded the pandering for blood or fortune; They wanted to see a body. Either way, I wouldn’t disappoint.


Madison walked passed without a greeting but gestured his head to the left and his eyebrows bobbed saying look who’s here.  I couldn’t resist the invitation and stared in the direction of my nemesis.  Someone had to die tonight, so why not this guy?  He didn’t look Tibetan; he didn’t even look Asian.  He stood tall, easily over 6 ft with a medium build and wore a black trench coat with matching black hair slicked back to his shoulders.  He was tan, unflushed, and cool: none of the things you’d expect of a junkie.  This guy’s got some balls if he’s getting wired without at least getting doped up.  I wouldn’t be intimidated by some masochistic grease ball with shady origins and a nickname ripped out of a B movie.  My heart ran a chemical marathon beating heavily in my chest.  Let’s see if you can stop me now.  


I glared across the room trying to pierce the greaser’s stone cold aura, but never even garnered a glance.  I took another neon pill from my newfound stash and placed it between my incisors oozing the thick contents onto my tongue.  Tilting my head back I left the gel ooze down my throat leaving a tingly slug trail in its wake.  The effect wasn’t immediate but it differed in sensation from the topical application.  It eased my stomach whenever the handlers jacked me in.  The first impulse is to involuntarily void any  stomach contents upon insertion, and I had been doing some “light” drinking.


A side event was in full through as two men sat across from each other in the center of the spacious room.  Two men had sat across from each other with a large  black rectangular table separating them.  A crowd had formed around the table and was softly murmuring.  Bills of every denomination were wagered; the pre-game tonight was a twisted version of Russian roulette.  Both men were handed an ornamental pistol.  The pistols were both checked and confirmed to be loaded.  Then came the handlers dressed in gaudy executioner’s robes, a common gimmick  when only one man walked away.  I’d even seen games where both men had it coming.   The handlers moved to opposite ends of the table and connected the two players.  There was obvious discomfort in their faces as the relay configured and translated the biofeedback.  The two were synced and the guns were raised, not at each other, but each leveled to his own temple.  The game was marvelously simple but it worked like the world: some win, some lose, some cheat.   Unless you had a death wish, you wouldn’t be throwing one of these kind of fights.  I may hate watching the wire fights, but morbid curiosity gives way.  You want to know the winner.  It was over almost as soon as it began.  Fingers and eyelids twitched on both sides.  Sweat beaded in frustration and anxiety.  Bang! The sound echoed, reverberating off the high ceiling.   My pick for the winner had the left side of his face fractured his eye luxated and dangled by a mess of cords.  I better not have to sit in that seat.  The winner writhed as the connection severed; he may have reaped of the profits, but he shared of the pain, however brief and glorious. The crowd stared bewitched and bemused, no doubt a few men lost a fortune on that one, but the air had already filled with that anticipatory static for more, no grief, no remorse, no shame.   My departed brother, you will be missed.


Escorted by black robes, I floundered to the winner’s side; although the mess had been cleared by the time I arrived to my seat.  I refused the offered dopamine-based topical the handlers administer before the insertion, subsequently Mr. Zen  did the same.  He wanted to go in cool, but the pain was apparent although short-lived.  His eyes seemed to spark  and acknowledged me with a wink that was anything but friendly.  I lowered my head and felt the fondling hands infuse my implanted node with an array of pain cascading throughout my body for a brief moment as the connecting pc preformed it’s system analysis.  The connection was complete; we were wired; two marionettes strung up together.  The pain subsided and left a phantom in it’s wake.  A stranger pulling the strings and sending synaptic responses.  I fought it and turned the table although I hadn’t thought things out.  How am I going to pull this one off?  Make him shit himself?  I’d played all the scenarios: knives, open flame, even guns, but this was different.  I settled on having him choke himself to death.  Maybe I could even garner the nickname Breath-taker, after this turn of events, but I wasn’t planning on coming back.  


My already racing heart beat faster as I resisted his influence and applied my own.  He sat across the table staring and not giving away an inch.  I persisted and his hands twitched.  My heart rate clamored on.  His fingers on the table twitched as I broke through his barrier.  We’re evenly matched, crossed my mind until the realization dawned; he was having an influence.  He hadn’t been slowing my heart with some zen trick, but had been making it work harder.  My senses began to flutter as  my blood pressure climbed.  Heart-stopper’s hands moved up and closed around his neck, but only because he gave way.  He dropped his defenses and focused on my heart.  His hands released as I lost my balance.  The dark room became darker and a drowning sensation replaced the high.  I wrenched forward and the crowd jeered.  Blood sputtered and trickled from my gaping mouth onto the black table.  The capilaries in my lungs had busted.  I convulsed in the chair, gasping for air.  My heart kept pumping.  It’s going to explo..

