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      Unblinking stars chaperoned me to the dockyard where I drank with old ships. The world was more bearable at midnight. No soul-eaters masquerading as people.

      Dark Horse raced to my hands. A cheap title printed across a flask once given to me by a writer I’ve never met. I disliked his book, but his generosity tasted good on my lips. When ghost faces of abandoned loves scream at your heart, a stranger’s benevolence can keep you alive for a little longer.

      The whiskey sang to a tired audience built from my veins. I listened.

      “Are you lost?”

      “And now I’m found.”

      We sat on a bench, commemorating someone who no longer mattered. I looked at her face. Moonlight suited her. It erased sins of wild youth. She moved closer. I smelled like poverty. Unwashed hair and unwashed soul. Wars were lost inside my eyes.

      “What’s your name?” she said.

      “Tristan Grieves.”

      “I’m Liene.”

      Her ear was small and naked. In the other, she wore an earring—a dangling feather. I knew Liene was the kind of woman other women desperately tried to imitate, but how could you dress in someone else’s charisma? She had a style that spoke without an eccentric accent. A footprint that provoked curiosity in men like me.

      “You soak in strange hours, Liene.”

      “Whilst you just soak in alcohol.”

      “I’d rather soak in you.”

      She moved even closer. Her eyelashes were strong and thick, like little whips.

      “You want to taste me?”

      Whiskey devils blurred my vision. I thought about gullible lovers, climbing those words all the way up to her clever lips. Then how they fell and died when she spat them out.

      “Maybe under a different moon, darling.”

      Her laugh belonged to a lying child, but she stayed close to me. Cold fingers slept in my lap. I was a fool for white poison, two decades younger.

      “So what brought you here tonight?” Liene said.

      “I like drinking with wooden bodies. You?”

      Mischief traveled in her eyes, gaining speed as she unsealed a little plastic bag.

      “I bury my problems under a naughty avalanche. You want some?”

      She read no in my face, but held her gaze anyway. There was something behind those eyes—a dirty innocence etched on hypnotic, pale-blue amulets. I watched her nose hoover borrowed happiness. Swans painted black by the night watched her, too.

      “We wear the same heart bruises, you know.”

      I heard a ball of accent hopping on that word roulette. Her tongue had a passport to many places.

      “Tell me about your origin,” I said.

      Liene slouched. The weight of my question seemed too heavy for her. I waited. Above our heads, cloud bullies mocked us in their own way.

      “I’m an English soul stranded in a Czech body.”

      Even her phrasing brand walked tall on the language catwalk. I rode on her pheromone thunder, feeling electric. I drank more whiskey and thought about her eyes.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “I’m thinking about your eyes.”

      “Are you drowning?”

      “In big blue ice cubes, yeah. I want to meet them at the bottom of a whiskey glass.”

      I sold shares in grim insights, and she still paid in smiles. I watched her mouth—a cocaine-white theater of teeth.

      “I read somewhere that hell is the eyes of a lost lover,” she said.

      “Is that why your nose orbits planet coke? You lost someone?”

      “No, Tristan. I was his hell.”

      Her revelation nudged me off the bench. I lived on a past diet of hellish women. I gambled with fate and its petty love torments. I lost tears and hair and quarter of my weight to them.
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