Chaos Croc Has a Posse

The firey red dress the agency had given her was an expensive cotton-silk blend, stitched by hand, perfect in every detail.  It was Melissa Raccoon herself that was coming apart at the seams.  She was sitting on a bench in the faint, buzzing blue light of the bus shelter, hands unsteadied by nervous tension.  In the alley behind her the damned blinker was glowing softly. 
The blinker was what for apparent lack of a better word people had misnamed a ‘hoax device.’  They weren’t part of a hoax, although a few months ago the King had called out the freedom fighters when someone saw a nefarious Eggman plot in a cheap wall-mounted tic-tac-toe game advertising a new hot dog chain.  That was a ‘hoax device’: an out of the way, hard-to-parse advertisement.  

Just like me, she thought as a bubble of stomach acid singed the bottom of her esophagus.  Just like young Ms. Hoax Device.  
Every night the gray-furred procyonid would rise before sundown in her cramped, lonely apartment on the lower east side of Knothole City, rub the sleep out of her eyes and get herself ready for the night.  Waists that hugged her wide hips like a male’s arms; necklines that revealed just enough of the soft canyon between her breasts; yellow contacts lain delicately over her deep black irises to make her eyes “pop,” as the boss would say, from her black mask.  After a breakfast of powdered cheese and macaroni, and half-listening to the latest rumors of the Eggman Empire on the TV news, she would grab a handbag filled the morning before with twelve packs of Royal Blue cigarettes—no more, no less.  The bus would take her to the swank restaurant district, the bartender would put a drink in front of her, and she would wait.    

She would choose a different hip bar every night.  She would be tempting and sharp, cool.  She was good at catching eyes, so good that she could feel them crawling over her fur all the time now, everywhere she went, even here at the #13 bus stop on an almost empty dusk street.   

“You think too much,” her boss the rat would say, licking a clawed finger and counting out her cash pay.

The idea was that men would come to her, smiling their fangs, tying their lines.   Some of them would be smokers.  A portion of the smokers would need a fresh one during their attempt and a fraction of those would, to their horror, find themselves, king of douchebag swingers, out of cigarettes.  And then, smiling beatifically like some gentle Venus, she would reach into her bag and produce a pack of Royal Blues with the logo very visible.  From that day forward, every time the asshole was in some drugstore, he would look at the different brands and somewhere, deep in his mind, remember this hot coon chick.  

Melissa was an advertisement.  Living, walking, and entirely surreptitious.  
Melissa’s claws picked at the paint peeling off the bench.  It paid well enough to keep her alive; King Acorn’s ban on ads in the capital had pushed money toward the ‘creative’ end of the business.  It wasn’t backbreaking or dangerous, and there wasn’t a lot else she could land with no friends in the city, her family dead and her resume filled with over a decade of

Great Forest.  Refugee.
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* Hid
But she was thinking of getting out of the racket anyway.  It made her nervous—yeah, that’s right, you sleazy fucking rat; she thought too much!  Kept her alive through the wars, didn’t it?  

Her every interaction with anyone, all day, was part of a hidden scheme to addict people to cancer sticks.  Wouldn’t that drive a sane fur paranoid?  Shouldn’t it?  Her false yellow eyes turned idly to her purse, and she felt a brief twinge of hunger.  They’d told her she wouldn’t have to smoke herself, but this was enough to drive her to it.  Or had that been the plan, that—see?  See how you started to think?  Everything.  That nice fox who gave her his seat on the bus yesterday:  what was his angle?  And goddamn it that thing in the fucking alley—

The ‘hoax device’ was composed of black plastic and metal-hydride cells webbed with duct tape.  A small LED field about the size of a laptop screen would light up every night a little after dusk, run its paces until morning, and wink out.  A little graffiti doodad, maybe from another branch of her agency, designed to snare your attention (oh it did that), to nag (nag NAG) at you with its mystery until you broke and went in there to find out:  oh, a little cheapjack ad for Royal Blue, or whatever it was.  From there the campaign went by word of mouth.
Cute, allegedly.  It poked at Melissa, tickled her, muscled in on her mental space.  That was why the Acorns banned this shit, so you could walk around free to think about whatever you wanted, not just to learn which paper towel is the bigger-picker-upper.  That thing in the alley was a rock in her mind’s shoe, pollen in her mind’s nose—

She tore open a pack.  They wanted her to do this.  She took the filter under her lip and took out the lighter.  But she was too smart for them.  Her heels clicked on the pavement as she stomped into the alley, giving a little hacking cough.   Oh, she’d figure out what they were selling.  She’d make a point to tell her bar victims precisely how and why their product gave you mange, whatever it was.  Before she was done the marketing execs were going to be plunging off the bridges.   
The #13 motored past the shelter as Melissa stepped carefully around a pair of trash bags to face the device.  A flowing pattern of little LEDs, red and green.  The logo . . . . there almost wasn’t a logo.  Sometimes a sort of triangular design of green with sharp red blades—maybe that was it; what was that?—but then the blades would bow out and twist.  She watched carefully, observing the different stages and patterns, but never recognized anything she could buy.  Part of her was frustrated, but it was a small part.  She had patience; she’d figure it out.  
It was hard to see; watching it put a cinch in her neck.  Why was it so low on the wall? She lowered first one silk-wrapped knee to the muck of the alley, then the other, then lifted her face back to the lights.  Closer to her eyes, now, new shapes emerged in the flow, subsequences disintegrating under the main pattern in gentle, overlapping waves.  Melissa carefully took it in.  She would learn the truth of this thing.  It was right in front of her.  She just had to concentrate, miss nothing.  Then it wouldn’t bother her any more and she could finally relax a bit.  It would be so good, worn out and tired as she was, to relax.  She was sick and tired of . . . things, so tired.  She should just relax, watch, focus—
Strange.  She blinked, her snout wrinkling slowly in confusion.  A ruined dress was at the cleaners . . . . Had she tried this before, sometime?  Had she—

A particularly meaningful eddy swirled through the lights the lights and her gaze chased it with automatic devotion.  She let her lids slide halfway down over her eyes.  That way they could stay open longer, all the time, so she would miss nothing.  Just watch, watch and relax, already relaxing, already feeling better.  She smiled sleepily, then let it fade.  Watched.  Good, calm, relaxed.  
*snap*
Brown furred hands pressed her gray left arm against the padded black rest and tightened the leather strap around it.  Huh?  Where—her eyes tilted rudderlessly out of the lightfield.  Some dark room, ribbed metal walls.  A mongoose in a furtight green uniform with red epaulettes, a blank, docile face—

Fingers locked onto her skull and guided her face back into the sea of light, her chin onto a soft cushion.  “Now, now.”  

“Where am I?” Melissa asked, feeling strangely weightless, her heart sluggishly trying to pound into a panic.  “How did I get here?”

“You don’t know?” the metal-cold voice asked.  

“No.  Who are—”

“Good girl.”  The voice hit her like whiskey, fire-white, then warm.  “Good forgetting,” the voice chased, scaly fingers massaging her scalp.

“Good girl,” she echoed.  “What—”  

“Shush.  Watch the lights.  It’s interesting.  Aren’t you interested?”

“Interssss . . . . ” Melissa’s voice slipped off her tongue as her eyes surfed a long, gentle wave in the green and red.
“Very good girl,” the metal-cold voice muttered with a smirking tone, strapping her head into place.  “Very susceptible, by now.  I think my little advertisement is ready.  Aren’t you my little raccoon?  Just watch like a good girl.”  

“Whuh?” she muttered.  It was hard to talk, she thought lazily.  
“Don’t think, watch.  Like you’ve been trained.”  
“Watch,” the raccoon breathed, letting her eyes relax on the TV.
“Yes.  You don’t need to pay attention; just watch,” the metal claws massaged her scalp.  “Your mind has been property for years.  Advertising is important, isn’t it?”

“Im . . . portant?”  she chirped slowly.  Furred fingers were pulling something tight around her right arm.  

“Without advertising, how would you know what food is tasty?  How would you know what cleaner smells nice?”  

“Because . . . uh . . .”  Melissa somehow grabbed something in the whirlpool of light, a feeling.  “No. . . I can . . . .”

The raccoon drew a sudden breath as the cold steel claws scratched at the always-itchy fur over her ears.  “How would you know what’s cool without advertising?  You want to be cool, don’t you?”

Melissa puzzled, squinting at the lights, thinking about the lights, about . . . . “Cool?” she wondered.

“Cool,” the cold, metalscaled fingers agreed.  

The colorfield spread to the sides of her vision.  “Cool,” she repeated again.  Soft fleshy fingers tapped against the inside of her upturned right forearm.   
“Cool.  Calm, cool, and collected.”  

“Calm, cool,” Melissa muttered with difficulty against the chinrest.  “. . . cuh.  Calm, cool . . .”

“Calm and cool.  Totally relaxed.  Cool people are relaxed, aren’t they?”

“Cool . . . .”

“Focus on the cool.  Cool and calm and happy.  Don’t think.  Just obey.”  

“Obey—?” she squinted as a needle slid into her bulging vein.  Cold rush, vertigo, disintegration, shifting words, pulsing colors
Advertising was important.  And it could be pleasant, if you gave it control, let the messages enter you without resistance to be replayed in your clothes, your fur, your words, your thoughts.  If you gave your focus to their surface and let the substance into you, inspiring brand loyalty, conditioning brand obedience, binding you into brand slavery.  Slavery was cool.  Melissa was cool.  

But Chaos Croc was super-cool.  
***
Sonic Hedgehog, notorious lothario, had just shattered the heart of his ninth young freedom fighter since January and he was feeling real down.  Time to get mondo drunk.  He hit his fridge, he hit Danse Macabre, he hit Jedynka, he hit X-Bar and she hit him, perched at the quiet corner of the bar in a tight, firey dress.  Piercing yellow eyes gleamed over a cool smile.  
“Hey good lookin’,” he chirped as he slid next to her.  “You ever meet a guy who’s saved the world before?”

She smiled, but not too adoringly.  Kind of bored, a little dull-eyed.  Guess that line wouldn’t go on her.  He frowned as she took out a green-and-red pack of cigarettes.  “You don’t mind, do you,” she said, flicking her lighter.

“Actually, I kinda do,” Sonic said, wondering if maybe he should cut bait.  “Ya see, a runner needs his lungs to—hey!”  She pursed her lips and blew a jet of smoke right into his coughing face.  “You crazy broa—uh—what’s with—”

Too slow.  She was already loosing another lungful of Master’s chemicals at her target’s nose.  Something in him seemed about to run or fall off the back of the barstool, so one of her black-furred hands quickly drew his head close and she pushed a third breath straight into his mouth, calming him.
“It must be interesting,” her mouth recited the words stamped into her brain weeks before, “knowing Sally Acorn.  Being so close to the seat of power.  You still speak with her, don’t you?” 

“Yeah . . . every so often . . . .” the hedgehog replied listlessly, his pupils growing large.

“Come back to my place,” she commanded obediently, tucking her cigarette between his lips, grabbing his limp arm and leading him docilely from the bar.  “There’s someone you need to meet.”
(Notes:  Mostly ripped from the headlines.  I think they had one of the guerilla advertising cigarette girls in Pattern Recognition, but I don’t have a copy and I’m not sure how much I stole from there.  Sorry for looseness in the setting.)  
