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Good BODY, every EVENING! This is K.K. (Ken Kupstis), your combination horror writer, actor, laborer, comic, gigolo, demonologist, basic nice guy. My other works to date have been the first collection of INHUMAN RESOURCES, its audio-CD, THIS WON’T HURT A BIT, the novels CLOWNWHITE: A COMEDY OF HORRORS, JAWBREAKER: A CAUTIONARY TALE, and ROCK HER WORLD! A Man’s Guide To Women. If you haven’t read them yet...READ THEM!!! As soon as you’re done with this one, of course.

In between the projects listed above, I wrote a little bit of everything, and figured I’d dump it all on you at once. The tales “Breakin’ Into Ed’s Place”, “Wolf, At Bay” and “The Hammer” are all (unfortunately) based on actual events, and should make you breathe a sigh of relief that you’re living in 2008 (even if it’s in Compton).

An entire new ‘sub-genre’ (actually a format) called “Flash Fiction” came into vogue recently; these are stories which are under half a page...sometimes only a paragraph. Some are included here, courtesy of G.W. Thomas’ FLASHSHOT e-zine. There are also some poems, a couple of which were inspired by the works of Stephen King and Clive Barker.  

Also at a certain point I went insane and wrote a TV series I call VOODOO HIGHWAY, kind of a “Heavy Metal X-Files”, set in New Orleans and featuring Rick Tusgrin, my ‘indestructible hallucinating rock & roll coroner’. I think you’ll find he grows on you, kind of like mold spores. Three chronicles of Rick, including a complete teleplay, are included in the Voodoo Highway section.

“A Little Off The Top” originally appeared in KOPFHALTER! “The Daughters Of Fire and Jade” originally appeared in SPECULATIVE FICTION CENTRE. “Mad Dogs and Englishmen” and “Getting Past The Fat Girl” originally appeared in TOTALLY F*CKED UP ZINE. “The Hammer” originally appeared in SICKNESS V.1. “Breakin’ Into Ed’s Place” originally appeared in BLOOD, GUTS AND PSYCHOPATHS. “Fight for the last” originally appeared in BE MINE. “Backs to the wall” originally appeared in GHOSTBREAKERS: NEW HORRORS. “Stormbringer” originally appeared in BRUTAL DREAMER. “The Third Wish”, “Heavy Metal Poisoning”, “Misunderstood”, “When The Whip Comes Down”, “School Prayer” and “The Big Welcome” originally appeared in FLASHSHOT. “Bonecrusher” originally appeared in DEATHBUS.COM, and “Showdown with Deacon Blues” appeared in VOICES FROM A DARK FUTURE. “DEAd” originally appeared in SMALL BITES.

₪

REVENGE Of The THANK-YOU Lists!
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Believe it or not, I wrote this whole book JUST TO WRITE A THANK-YOU LIST!

Lately it occurs to me: what a long, strange trip it’s been. For all those I’ve met & who’ve made it a FUN and (relatively) SAFE trip, K.K. and Ken Kupstis extend their True Metal THANKS to:

ONCE AGAIN, THE HOLY Trinity, and once again, Mom, Dad, Kevin, Kate (I must lick that CAR!!!), Denise, Kaleigh, Kyle, Bob, Marge, Alan, Janet, Bob (“Kup up and away”), Judy, Joe (“If the bar has human ears nailed to the wall, don’t pass out there”), Linda, Peg, Gary, King-sized Gary jr., Katie, Kelly, Jesse, Emily, Alexandra and all the Kupstis spawn who will eventually bestride the World...and a big “Bienvenuti” to David Carabetta (Welcome to HELL, here’s your accordion) and HIS family & the ever-cool, hardworking, mega-talented staff of FRATELLI’S (Bruno, salud!).  

“Hurricane Barbara” Hicks, Denise “The Temple” Martin, Judy Bambrick, Theresa Boscheinen, “Countess” Suzanne LaBatt, Kim (‘The Dynamo’)Webber, Erin McInnis, Laura Lawrence, Mandy and Maria for flying 3000 miles to come to my signing?! Geraldine “Flying Tigress” Logan, “Contrary” Mary Dews, Dorothy Bell, Renee Therrien, Patricia M & Patty-melt for keeping in touch. To Kelly Rock, I wish you luck with whatever animals you wind up with (It’s not really sarcasm; she’s a Zoologist). Thank ya, thank ya, thank ya very much.

The HORROR WRITERS OF AMERICA, especially Peggy “Brutal Dreamer” Shumante, Danielle “Death-Nell” Naibert, Owl Goingback, John Paul Allen, Ray Garton, Garret Peck, Marge Simon, Keith & Lisa Gouveia, Hugh B. Cave, Chris Ambrose, Diana Bennett, Jeff Strand, Jean-Loup Benet and all the other ‘bone-CRACKERS’ of FL-HWA, Dave Kydd and all other editors, reviewers and readers of BLEEDING SKY, G.W. Thomas and the publishers/editors/readers of GHOSTBREAKERS, L. Marie Wood and the publishers/editors/readers of BE MINE, A.P. Fuchs and Sean Simmans of KOPFHALTER and COSCOM ENTERTAINMENT, Stef Kelsey, Sandy & Martine of Extasy books, Dave Necro of CRYPT Magazine, Mike Philbin of TERROR TALES UK, Sally Steele of LAS VEGAS ROCKS!, R.M. Thompson of TESTOSTERONE, The owners & staff of the GhoST Augustine Tavern, Brian Keene, John Skipp and all the freaks at HORRORFIND, Also MANOWAR, John Gallagher of RAVEN and Lips from ANVIL, stay Raven-ous/keep poundin’!

Daneen, Luis, Crystal & Kim for their kind Californian hospitality during the writing of the original INHUMAN RESOURCES, and Albert Ocasio for his in Florida...sorry the book gave you NIGHTMARES, hahahahaha! Another shout-out to all m’crackas at RAINFOREST CAFÉ, Moneypenny Lotoza and the indestructible Sean Molnar for COMING BACK FROM THE DEAD (Whiskey Tango Foxtrot?). Daryl Planks, Staci Welles and everyone at AMERICA WEST AIRLINES, especially Karen Montgomery and Ed Millard for being angels of mercy while my wheels were stolen.

Mike Altman & all at Iuniverse, Neil Graf & all at Firstbooks, Giorgio Salcedo at GNR Records, John Ramos at THE DUPE, all the great writers, poets, reviewers and staff at AUTHORSDEN.COM, and everyone who helped with, reviewed or bought CLOWNWHITE, INHUMAN RESOURCES, ROCK HER WORLD & THIS WON’T HURT A BIT.

Richard Ciesco for his most economical computers, and his technical wizardry in resurrecting them.

Jim Abert, Patricia Adsit, Dan Burke, Dave Wall, Jeanne B. Willet, Mary Rossi, Warren Stephan and Marcus Hamilton for making DEATHTRAP the coolest, slickest, easiest play I’ve ever done. “Bearded” Bill Rodriguez and his crew for making GARDEN OF AGES a walk in the park instead of a race into Hell. Christopher Robin Hood and his droogs of ROBIN HOOD FILMS for their flexibility on THE CASINO JOB. And who could forget the sweet, sultry and commanding Natsuki Kamio for “Recoooorrrrdiiiinnnggg” LIFE AT 5 AM.  

NO THANKS to George W. Bush and the staff of Arrogance, Inc., OR Osama Bin Laden (or is that “Hasn’t Been Laid”?), Al Qaeda, and every barbaric, murderous, intolerant, woman-beating Islamic THUG on the planet. Do us all a favor: tie 50 live cats to your bodies and take a cold shower.

₪
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​WHO THE HELL NEEDS HORROR FICTION?
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VAMPIRES? BRING ‘EM on. Werewolves? Come and get me. Serial killers? N***a, please. Aliens? Make yourself at home, I’ll even slide my face into your outer jaws to make it easier on you, you won’t have to slide out those ‘bonus’ interior jaws. Murderous rampaging cyborgs? Right this way, I’m one-stop chopping. Spectres, demons, banshees, rakshasas, golems, you can all eat me. I’ll put up a brave yet futile supporting-actor struggle for a minute or so, but afterwards, I’ll just let you win. You don’t scare me any more, nothing does. Death at your hands—even if you pull my still-beating heart out of my smashed ribcage and rip my eyelids off so I have to watch you eat it—will be an orgasm.

I have written what I thought were horrific fates for scores of imaginary characters, but the more I learn of the real world, the more literary horror just pales in comparison.
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WHO THE HELL NEEDS horror fiction when...

Your entire life has meant NOTHING?

––––––––
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IN THE FILM ABOUT SCHMIDT, Jack Nicholson portrays retiring insurance executive Warren Schmidt. An unremarkable man, but as far as lives go, he’s had it rather well up until now. He’s had the upper-office job, the big suburban house, the wife and kids. He’s lauded at his retirement dinner, and he and his wife are about to tour the country in a gigantic RV. To some this could be construed as The American Dream, but for Schmidt it’s an illusion that quickly disintegrates. His cheerful, smiling successor at his firm has every document Schmidt has ever worked on thrown out onto the company’s loading dock. Warren’s wife, who he begins to view as a manipulative martinet, suddenly dies. As he staggers in shock through her funeral, he then learns that his wife has been having an affair for years with his best friend. His estranged daughter is about to be married to a ne’er-do-well slacker, and doesn’t want anything to do with her father except for him to finance the wedding. Touring his own hometown, he finds his former house replaced by a  

tire store. His sole comfort comes from writing letters to a Tanzanian foster child...one of which reads “My daughter and her new husband went to Orlando for their honeymoon, on my nickel. I tried to prevent the wedding, and failed. Soon I’ll be dead. And have I made a difference? Have I made the world better, for anyone...?”

Redemption comes for Schmidt in the form of a painting from his foster child. Small comfort, perhaps, but it's only a film, anyway.

Isn’t it?  

I wondered, at the end of this film...which is billed as a comedy but to my mind is a horror movie...how many people fit Warren Schmidt’s description? How many people have spent decades working for corporations and families that never appreciated them? I can imagine an entire army of Schmidts plodding through life, doing everything expected of them yet leaving nothing to mark their passage.

Yet as far as living hells go, Schmidt’s is actually at the top level of this particular inferno. He’s had an education, a career, a big house, cars, wealth and offspring. A good deal of us won’t have those things. And to top it off, ABOUT SCHMIDT is a feature film. A work of fiction. Let’s visit real life.  

Who the hell needs horror fiction when...

Your murderer gets his own rap album, or TV show...AFTER he kills you?

––––––––
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IT’S 2:15 AM. YOU’RE woken by a noise outside your bedroom. Entering the hallway to see what it is, you see four black teenagers, one of whom shoots you in the chest. You crawl back into your bedroom and die. From the sheer injustice of the situation...you are a law-abiding school worker and grandmother who has done nothing to deserve this home invasion (it is a mistaken hunt for rival gang members)...your spirit sticks around to see what transpires next.
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YOU FEEL A little better when the four punks are arrested and convicted (as you know, some murderers are never apprehended). But one of them is named Anerae Brown, also known as the rapper “X-Raided”. Before he killed you, he released an album entitled Psycho Active featuring tracks such as “Tha Murder” and “Shoot Cha In a Minute”. After he kills you, he releases another album entitled Xorcist by recording it over the phone from Sacramento County Jail. Somehow he’s able to release five more albums from prison on Digital Audio Tape, and by the time he’s eligible for parole in 2010 he will have made over $100,000. That’s right, he’s eligible for parole.(1)

Your spirit seethes in additional rage when Congresswoman Maxine Waters calls your murderer “a poet” and says “These rappers are our children and they’ve invented a new art form to describe their pains, their fears and frustrations with us as adults.”(2)  

And yours is not the only spirit seething in rage. You are joined by 15-year-old Mary Orlando and 17-year-old Jennifer Grider, who were both gunned down by drug dealer

Christopher Bissey. Like Anerae Brown, Bissey too has been sentenced to life imprisonment, only without possibility of parole. But now he’s the lead singer of “Dark Mischief”, a prison band in Pennsylvania’s Graterford Penitentiary, and he’s about to perform on VH1’s “Music Behind Bars” TV special.(3)

But look on the bright side: you need no longer be concerned with the increasing depravity of the ‘real world’. We, the living, still have time to serve in this madhouse.

––––––––
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WHO THE HELL NEEDS horror fiction when...

Reality is what ‘certain officials’ tell you it is?

––––––––
[image: image]

TWA FLIGHT 800 FROM New York to Paris exploded in mid-air on July 17, 1996. It was the nation’s second worst air crash, resulting in the deaths of 230 people.  

Six hundred witnesses all spoke to FBI agents, and all of them confirmed the same thing: they saw a flare-like object rise from the ocean floor and strike the jetliner. (It was determined later that the U.S. Navy had two submarines, a Destroyer and a reconnaissance plane in the vicinity. Radar tracked a fast-moving object intercepting Flight 800. One source reported hearing a message of “Get the ships out of there”.)

The FBI in turn told the witnesses what they had in fact seen was jet fuel streaming down from the crippled jet, and showed them an animation sequence created by the CIA to convince the witnesses that what “they thought they saw” was an optical illusion.

Ninety-four percent of the witnesses rejected the ‘official’ scenario.

The FBI launched an investigative task force immediately to determine the source of the crash...which was odd, since the National Transportation Safety Board normally have jurisdiction to investigate airline crashes. FBI agent James Kallstrom was confident his investigation would solve the crash within “Three or four days or a week”(4)  

Sixteen months later, the cause of the crash was still officially undetermined, although the FBI indicated equipment failure. However, over the course of the investigation, the government’s investigators said:

There were no nearby military exercises that day (not true).

There were no military assets in the area other than one ship and one plane (not true).

There was no evidence of missiles or explosives (not true).

The explosive residue found in Flight 800’s interior was explained by an earlier search-dog exercise (not true).

Tests said a red residue was adhesive (not true).

Six hundred eyewitnesses were incorrect.

All of which practically screams COVER-UP in big block letters. One would think it’s the kind of story the major news networks would trample each other to be the first to break. Yet every single newsgathering agency in America walked away, leaving the public to swallow the ‘official findings’...which weren’t even findings.

The government’s damage control on Flight 800 was relentless. CBS Law enforcement consultant Paul Ragonese was fired, and replaced by none other than the FBI's Flight 800 task force chief, James Kallstrom. CBS reporter Kristina Borjeson was fired. Kelly O’Meara, Chief of Staff of Congressman Forbes (R-N.Y.) was fired for becoming a political liability, after investigating on the Congressman’s behalf. O’Meara and Borjesson’s book about Flight 800—Unauthorized Access—was auctioned by literary agent Sandra Martin, but one by one all formerly interested editors backed out of the auction. Filmmaker Oliver Stone pre-produced a TV special called Declassified about Flight 800 for ABC, only to have ABC cancel it at the last minute. Five years after the crash, Greta Van Susteren invited documentary producer Jack Cashill to discuss his Flight 800 documentary Silenced on her CNN show The Point. Two hours before the show was to air, CNN called Cashill and cancelled his appearance, then replaced him with NTSB spokesperson Jim Hall...who publicly stated that, once again, all of the six hundred eyewitnesses that saw a flare-like object strike down Flight 800, were wrong.(5)

Since so many man-hours and tax dollars must have gone into this cover-up, one might ask, wouldn’t it have been faster, easier, and just plain cheaper for the Navy to say “Yeah, we shot down Flight 800! Got somethin’ to say about it?”

The true horror, though, goes beyond the needless, untimely deaths of two hundred and thirty innocent people. It includes the fact that this is just one story where the government effectively said “It’s our way or the highway”, and the media jumped into bed and spewed out the officially doctored reality.

How many other stories are there?

––––––––
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WHO THE HELL NEEDS horror fiction when...

Our future generations are lambs to the slaughter?

––––––––
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IN The Time Machine, H.G. Wells creates a future where humanity is separated into two halves: the carefree, childlike Eloi and the brutal, cannibal Morlocks. The two tribes exist not only as hunter and hunted, but as actual partners. The Morlocks actually perform the ‘grunt work’ of the future world, maintaining its technology so the Eloi are free to lead lives of leisure, although they end up as food.

When I look at a growing number of American youths, I sometimes speculate that the Morlocks have arrived early.

This is not so much disdain for freakish hair, piercings, unnecessary makeup and barbaric language as it is sorrow for a culture seeking to subvert its own evolution.  

At this point in 2005 I would not be surprised if this year’s hottest fashion was a bearskin loincloth with a holster for a Glock pistol. Some would think today’s kids were just being fashionably rebellious by choosing to look like extras from The Road Warrior, but unfortunately this descent into barbarism goes far beyond the look.  

Courtesy of hip-hop ‘artists’, the English language is being dismantled into a phonetic mockery in which The becomes Da, To becomes 2, ad nauseum. Meanwhile, courtesy of an increasingly leftist educational system, young people’s knowledge of their own history—Western civilization—is being erased. Students can now graduate from 100 percent of the nation’s top colleges without taking a single course in American history.(6)

Stanford University dropped its Western Civilization courses years ago, after students started protesting them. As a result, scarcely more than half of all students surveyed by the Roper Organization in 2002 knew general information about American democracy or the Constitution. Twenty-five percent of college seniors could not place Columbus’ voyage within the correct half-century. Twenty-five percent could not distinguish Churchill’s words from Stalin’s, or Karl Marx’s ideas from those of the U.S. Constitution.(7) Novelist Milan Kundera once said that “If you want to destroy a country, destroy its memory. If a hostile power wanted to erase America’s civic heritage, it could hardly do a better job—short of actually prohibiting the study of American history—than America’s elite colleges and universities are doing.”(8)

Most young people are urged to get college degrees in order to ‘have a future’ so they won’t have to do ‘grunt work’ all their lives. My own rather skewed analogy: get a degree, be an Eloi. Don’t get one, and join the Morlocks.  

Of course, my analogy assumes that young people survive long enough to reach these options.  

Right now, nearly one in four sexually active teens is living with a Sexually Transmitted Disease. Nearly 50 percent of black teenagers have genital herpes. Although teenagers make up just 10 percent of the population, they acquire between 20 and 25 percent of all STDs. Every day, 8000 teens become infected with a new STD. 9From 1952 to 1995, the incidence of suicide among children and young adults nearly tripled. From 1980 to 1997 the rate of suicide among persons aged 15-19 increased by 11 percent and among persons aged from 10-14 by 109 percent. (10)

Adults in general love to chant battle cries of “WE’VE GOT TO HELP THE CHILDREN!!!” But how exactly do they do this? By making sure each new computer game has more graphic violence than its predecessor? By making the top-selling children’s literary character an adolescent sorceror? By promoting every new pop and rap ‘star’ as sleazier than the last? By cranking out horror films in which the majority of murder victims are teenagers?  
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WHO THE HELL NEEDS horror fiction?

I do.

Just for the privilege of imagining a world in which things really could be worse.  
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THE DAUGHTERS OF FIRE AND JADE
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THIS ONE CALLS HERSELF Doctor Bowes; no first name given. She’s younger than the other doctors, and pretty in a stressed-out sort of way. The ring on her finger indicates she’s married.

If that’s the truth, then she’ll be missed. Perhaps she has children as well.  

Pity.

Still, somewhere on her person, she has keys that will enable my escape. So I bide my time, and let her ask her futile questions.

“Joseph?” Dr. Bowes asks.

“Hmmmm.” Is my reply. There’s no point in a Shakespearean monologue; this is an asylum, so when in Rome...

She scrutinizes me from behind her tortoiseshell glasses for a moment, flips through some notes, then asks: “Who are the daughters of fire and jade?”

I exhale, feeling like a great weight has been lifted from me. Perhaps it has. Finally, someone dares to think I might be telling the truth, or is humoring me, at least. “Two girls, both nineteen years old. One British, one Japanese. The British girl is Samantha Emberton. The Japanese girl is Miko. No surname.”

She looks up from her notes, gazes at me steadily, then brings one of my paperbacks into view. "Do they look like this?”

She has the fifth book in the Triumvirate series: Temples of Ice. On the cover, a svelte redheaded witch and a lithe female ninja stand poised to defend their mutual husband, Alan Trium, from some menacing sabre-toothed tigers.

I can’t answer for a long time. The cover of the book grows and grows before me until it swallows my vision, and my eyes begin to tear as I look upon the Daughters of Fire and Jade. The artwork is a poor substitute for their actual faces and flesh. But still, it is they, and lightning strikes my heart as I see them again.

“Joseph? Do they look like this?” Dr. Bowes repeats impatiently.  

I just nod. My jaw is hanging open slackly—I’m probably drooling—and I must look like an idiot. I close my mouth and continue to stare at the cover as Dr. Bowes scribbles some notes.

“Can I have that?” I ask quietly, already knowing the answer.

“Maybe later, Joseph. I need to know some things, first.” She says in a conciliatory tone. The book disappears into my file, the file that grows thicker all the time.

I sigh. “What can I tell you that I haven’t already told everyone else?”  

“Why you killed your wife.” She snaps.

Short and to the point. Matter of fact. I respect that.

“I didn’t kill my wife. They did.”

It’s Dr. Bowes’ turn to sigh. “Joseph. That’s exactly what you’ve told everyone else. It won’t wash. I can’t help you unless you help me. Tell me the truth, Joseph!”

I slump onto my back, and look up at the one soft white bulb illuminating my cell. “I don’t care if it ‘won’t wash’. I don’t need your help. I keep telling it because it is the truth. Samantha and Miko killed my wife.”

Hot tears spill out of my eyes as I admit it again. I wish I could travel through time, and undo the past. Go back to the cocktail party where I met Lorraine, and vomit on her. Spill a drink all over her, or tell her that her beautiful gown would look great on a prostitute. Anything, anything at all to drive her away, so she could have avoided me and survived. But no, I can’t travel through time, and I did nothing to drive her away. On the contrary, I charmed her right out of her gown, and into my bed, my life, and her undeserved death.

I loved her. I loved Lorraine. I loved my wife. I still do, I always will, for all the good it will do me. She just couldn’t compete with the Daughters. How could she? How could one woman, however beautiful or virtuous or sexually skilled, compete with two women, when the heart of almost every male mammal demands variety?  

The Daughters loved her too, at first. They would sit on the bed and admire Lorraine when she came in with coffee or sandwiches, while I dutifully cranked out their tales of glory. Kyomo Kidei Desune, Miko would say: She’s looking lovely as usual.

There is a long silence, and multiple rustlings of paper, and more sighs, as I look up at the light bulb. Finally Doctor Bowes asks: “All right, Joseph, if they killed your wife, why did they do it?”

I frown. Why, indeed? They claimed to have been acting out of self-preservation, but what if it was just mere possessiveness?

Since I’m in a padded cell, the ‘why’ is probably moot, anyway. I decide to give them the benefit of the doubt. “Self-preservation. Lorraine wanted to kill them.”

“How?”

“She wanted me to stop writing them.”

“Why would that have killed them?”

Good Lord. Dr. Bowes is an idiot. “If you stop feeding something, it dies. Right?”

“Living creatures, yes. Plants, animals, human beings. But we’re talking about fictional characters here.”

I sigh, and look up at the light again. “No, you’re talking about fictional characters, Dr. Bowes. Lorraine said the same thing. The Daughters did not appreciate the distinction.”

There is a long pause, and a scribble of writing. A stab of envy hits me; I miss writing—well, I miss just about everything, being locked up in here—but I miss writing most of all. I wish I could have a magic marker, I’d put some poems up on these horribly blank walls. It’d give the next patient something to read. Who says blank white walls are some kind of avenue to sanity, anyway?  

“Joseph, isn’t it possible that your wife was simply threatening your livelihood by asking you to stop writing your Triumvirate books, and you lashed out at her on a subconscious level?” Dr. Bowes asks scornfully.

“It wasn’t much of a threat. I was writing full-time, and Lorraine was making more than I was anyway. We weren’t rich but we were doing all right. I was writing other things, anyway; they just didn’t sell like Triumvirate did. Anyway, if it’d been that much of an issue, I just would have divorced her...I wouldn’t have decapitated her.”

There is a chilly silence, in which I momentarily remember a blurry vision of Lorraine’s beautiful face turning in mid-air as it arcs to the floor, trailing long blonde tresses of hair and streamers of blood. Miko brought her crimson-stained katana back to a guard position, then vanished into thin air as I screamed in horror.

Dr. Bowes looks at me unsympathetically. She’s probably heard a few dozen murderers say It wasn’t me, it was somebody else, it was my evil twin, it was the Boogeyman, it was Santa Claus, ad infinitum, ad nauseum. My particular alibi might have a bit more novelty, but that’s about all.

“Then how do you explain what happened, Joseph?”

“I thought I already did.”

“No, you said the Daughters of Fire and Jade killed your wife. You didn’t explain how.”

“It’s not something I like to remember!” I spat. “But since you’ve just got to know, I came into the den. They were all there. Lorraine, Samantha, Miko. Lorraine was erasing all the Triumvirate files on my computer. She had my notes and disks and hard-copies in a cardboard box. I asked her what she was doing, and she said she was doing something  

that had needed doing for a long time. I asked her to stop; she didn’t. Then...Samantha said “Stop her, Joseph, or we will.” So I tried, I argued at first, pleaded with her, but she wouldn’t listen, so I tried to restrain her, and she sprayed mace in my eyes, and went back to erasing the files. Obviously you can’t see all that well when you’ve been maced, but I could see Samantha light up the Hand of Glory and point it at Lorraine...”

“What’s the Hand of Glory?” Dr. Bowes asked.

“It’s a magical artifact. The dismembered hand of a hanged murderer. Candles are lashed to the fingers, and when they’re lit, the Hand of Glory paralyses whoever it’s pointed at...”

Dr. Bowes swallows audibly, then says “Go on.”

“The Hand of Glory paralyzed Lorraine. As soon as she stopped moving, Miko drew a samurai sword...and...cut her...head off.” I almost choke on the words. The memory sears my brain again.  

I had asked Lorraine to stop. The Daughters might have asked her as well...if their weapons could influence the physical world, why couldn’t their voices?...but still, it was a horrid murder, a shocking betrayal, and a crime of passion that I not only witnessed but am now accused of.

“It’s all right, Joseph, it’s over...” Dr. Bowes attempts.

“NOTHING IS ‘ALL RIGHT’, DOCTOR! NOTHING IS ‘OVER’!” I roar at her. She recoils from me, then composes herself. I drag myself away from her, fighting back tears, then look up at the light again.

If I look up into the light long enough, my vision blurs—as anyone’s would. But if I don’t blink, or close my eyes, the blur grows, and spawns wild colors, and it is in those colors that they live, and enter our world, and come to me. The Daughters of Fire and Jade.

Their beauty alone is enough to drive any man to his knees. God knows it’s enough for me. But even if it were not, they possess horribly lethal powers. Even at her tender age, Samantha claims to know the secrets of the Wiccans, Druids, Rosicrucians, and the Knights Templar. She can command the elements, call down fire, heal any illness, and assume any shape...although why she would assume any shape other than her own remains a mystery and shame. Even at nineteen, her breasts are large, firm and supple, like two huge scoops of ice cream topped with strawberries. Her flesh is a flawless alabaster, her hair a cascade of copper curls, the color of fire, providing her namesake.

Miko had been the slave of a ruthless Kyoto warlord, born and raised by one of his concubines to serve as a Geisha. However, her quarters had shared a wall with the barracks of his ninjutsu academy, and there had been a hole in its wall. Unable to sleep with the constant Kiyais shouted on the other side, she’d spent night after night watching the ninjas train. Eventually she began duplicating their movements, then their attacks and defenses, mimicking their Kiyais in the twilight, until she had become as effortlessly lethal as they. Even more lethal, as no one would suspect this quiet, slender girl with her dark, downcast eyes to be able to break their legs with a Sliding Hook Kick.

Separately, Samantha and Miko would be any man’s fantasy.

Combined...bracketing your body between theirs, feeling their lush, warm skin over lithe and experienced muscles...tasting two sets of soft lips on yours, mere moments apart, then tracing their way down your body to a fine and private place...watching you fuck the other with a lusty smile and in fact urging you on...then loving each other while you relaxed after orgasm...knowing these perfect lovers would SHARE themselves with you...

A lot of men probably would kill their wives for that.  

But I didn’t. The daughters did.

I know that, and they know that, but nobody else does. So I’m damned.  

Unless I can prove otherwise...

I close my eyes tightly, almost painfully, and force myself to remember the sword-stroke of Miko’s ninja-to as it slashed through the back of Lorraine’s soft neck. Then I open my eyes again, and stare desperately at Dr. Bowes.

“Doctor Bowes...” I whisper feebly, almost a croak. “Do you have a copy of the coroner’s report about Lorraine?”

Dr. Bowe’s gaze meets mine. She blinks, and frowns. “Not with me, here, but it’s in your main file. Why, Joseph?”

Why, indeed? I had begun a certain train of thought, but it had stopped right after leaving its station. The last doctor had put me on certain medications, and the doctor before him had put me on some, and my brain might as well be cornbread at this point. But there’s something important about Lorraine’s decapitation...besides the fact that it fucking killed her, of course...something that would make it impossible to convict me of the crime.  

Alan Trium would know, he’s the imaginary genius who married the Daughters, at least in my hack fantasy series...hack! What a fitting word that is, for a doomed writer.  

Hack.

And in my mind’s eye, Miko’s sword comes down again. This time, I notice that both Samantha and Miko are crying as they kill my wife. At that moment, I prayed to become Alan Trium, to vanish with the Daughters into whatever literary netherworld I’d conjured them from, where we’d have sex and adventures happily ever after. Instead of being hauled off to jail, and then the madhouse.

From somewhere, Dr. Bowe’s voice stabs me like a sword. “Why do you want to know about the coroner’s report, Joseph?”

“SHUT UP AND LET ME THINK!” I snarl at her. She recoils, and so do I. I crawl backwards like a drunken crab, shoving myself into a corner of the padded cell, closing my eyes again.

Trium’s a private investigator, of course; all pulp fiction has to have a private investigator in it. Gotta ‘keep it old school’ as my literary agent used to urge me. In the Triumvirate books, he’s an oversexed Mike Hammer. His libido probably sold an extra thousand copies by itself. But in between romps with the Daughters, he actually did his job. He investigated, he questioned people. People like coroners...

Miko’s sword comes down again.

Hack.

I take a deep breath. I open my eyes. I look at Dr. Bowes. “What was the murder weapon they said I killed my wife with?” I ask.

The doctor’s eyes open a bit wider. “A machete. You had one in your garage.”

I nod. I close my eyes again, and in the courtroom of my mind, Alan Trium stands up to testify. “And every wound from a metal weapon leaves traces of the metal in the wound. Isn’t that right?”

Dr. Bowes frowns. “I—I’m not a metallurgist, Joseph. And I only have slight experience in forensics—“

“Listen to me. You’ve got to get the coroner to compare that machete with any metal traces in...in...” I want to say Lorraine’s body, but I can’t. Not just out of grief and horror, but the raw shock of the implication. That if there are traces of metal in her that don’t match the machete, it means I’m innocent, and sane. But it also means my wife was murdered by a fictional character. One of my Daughters, if you will, who only exists in my mind, and in the books I used to write, once upon a time.

Dr. Bowes inhales audibly, then says “Well, I think that’s enough for today, Joseph...” And she gets up to leave. “I’ll be back to talk to you tomorrow.”

Oh, God, no. She’s leaving. She doesn’t even care what I say, this has just been some perfunctory exercise in corporate psychiatry; the Actress At Work. “You’ve got to talk to that coroner, damn it!”  I rave, and in my own voice I hear the pathetic desperation of the truly insane.

Standing at her full height now, Dr. Bowes arches an eyebrow. “You need to calm down, Jo....” and stops in mid-sentence.

She continues standing, stock-still, the eyebrow still arched. Staring at me.

From behind her, between her body and the door she was going to use, a robed leg takes a step forward. And a hand, clutching another hand, this one dead and withered with five ancient candles bound to its burned fingers. And now a body, a young fallen angel with long tresses of coppery red hair. A smile graces her lips as she sees me again.

My heart thunders with love, and awe, and terror.

From the other side of Dr. Bowes, a lithe shadow slides forth into reality, coalescing into colors; onyx eyes, olive skin over high black leather boots, and the bright but unforgiving smile of a sword...

I know what the Daughters want, but I don’t know what I want, and it seems like I’ve got mere microseconds to figure it out. They can kill Dr. Bowes, like they killed my wife, and I could escape with them into some ongoing nightmare of fugitive schizophrenia, or I can pretend I’m Alan Trium, and try to talk them out of it, and hope that Dr. Bowes survives and talks to that coroner...

“WAIT!” I scream, the only word that might work on any or all of them.

Ooohh, but we ‘ave waited, Joseph, far too long...Samantha calls quietly. And her slim white fingers burst into flames, with which she begins to light the candles, as Miko raises her sword.

Dr. Bowe’s eyes swivel left and right for a moment, trying to see something that can’t possibly be there, and then they look upwards, as if seeking divine intervention...

Suddenly two more shadows erupt from behind the Daughters of Fire and Jade; coalescing into rippling muscles and manes of long savage hair. Samantha’s Hand of Glory is chopped to the floor with one swift stroke of a Viking hand-axe. Miko’s sword-stroke is restrained by the mighty triceps of an Apache brave. The Viking and the Apache are holding the Daughters back, and it seems that they want to be held back...

Dr. Bowes clears her throat. “You’re not the only one who knows how to write fiction, Joseph.” She looks from side to side, and these new avatars—her avatars?—clutch mine tighter. “Like I said, I’ll be back to talk to you tomorrow. Maybe we can talk about what just happened to my husband...”

I can only nod, slowly, as the Daughters and their captors fade into Dr. Bowe’s shadow. But their eyes are the last to fade, looking at me, looking at her, looking at each other with delicious possibilities...

“Maybe we can talk about matches made in Heaven...or somewhere else.” She says, with a slight tease in her voice.  

And the door closes behind her.  
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​A LITTLE OFF THE TOP
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“’Afternoon, Sheriff.” The barber called cheerfully.

Sheriff Craig Boggs raised an eyebrow. He was out of uniform, and had never been in the barbershop before, but the barber had automatically pegged him.

“Afternoon back at ya. I must have ‘Sheriff’ written on my forehead...” He drawled, with a slight grin. It was good to be recognized, actually. St. Cloud was a smaller town; the barber could’ve seen him around, and vice versa.

“Yep. Not only ‘Sheriff’, but ‘Sheriff that don’t need a haircut’.” The barber chuckled. “What can I do for ya?” He was a slender black man of indeterminate age—Boggs hated that about blacks, that they could still look thirty at the age of fifty—-and even a deep-south accent couldn’t disguise the homosexuality in his voice. Might as well wear a pink t-shirt reading I’M HERE, I’M QUEER, GIMME A BEER, Boggs thought. But he also thought that just like the best cooks were fat, the best barbers were queer.

“Well, actually I did think I could use a little off the top today.” Boggs said. That was bullshit, of course. His brush-cut hair wouldn’t need scissors for another month...but he’d been meaning to check out this salon, and its owner, from the first time he’d seen the barber. Something about him raised Boggs’ hackles. Some nagging familiarity, like a memory that refused to surface.  

“Aw, damn, here I thought I was gonna git that Law & Order ‘Have you seen this guy’ routine.” He said. There was a plump matronly woman in his chair, who giggled at the line. “Have a seat, make y’self cozy, I’ll be wit’ ya in a few.” He went back to work on the woman, and the snicksnicksnick sound of his scissors filled the shop. He cut with truly amazing speed; it was as if the woman was paying him extra to finish her in thirty seconds. Snicksnicksnicksnicksnick...

Sheriff Boggs sat in a steel-and-leather chair and took a look at the salon. It was small, but decent enough. Next to him was a coffee table with a stack of magazines, all Cosmopolitans. The top issue offered Ten NEW Sex Moves to Rock His World! Damn it, his wife Darlene had read that magazine for years, and her only ‘sex move’ was taking her curlers out.  

Framed on the wall was the barber’s business license, issued to one Antoine Warner.

Warner. The nagging familiarity nagged a bit harder, but still brought nothing of value. All that came to mind was another gag t-shirt logo: If you see da police...Warn a

Brother. At forty-five, his mind wasn’t as razor-sharp as it once was, possibly due to his nightly six-pack of Coors. He watched the barber as he swept the cut hairs off of the plastic cape around the woman’s neck. “There y’go, Miz Tucker, how you like yourself  

now?”

The woman oohed and ahhed over her new look, gushing with praise for Antoine. She paid and tipped generously, promising to tell all her friends of his skill. Antoine further finessed her into buying some top-of-the-line hair gunk, which she did happily, then left.

“Just gimme another minute to set m’self back up for ya, Sheriff. You ain’t in a hurry, are ya? Got your civvies on, an’ what not...” Antoine dipped his combs and scissors, then switched out the blue fluid in his disinfectant jar.  

“Nah, I ain’t in no hurry. What d’ya charge for a cut?”

“Normally fifteen. Ten, for a dedicated public servant like y’self.”  

Boggs grinned from the seemingly endless benefits that came with his badge. “I appreciate it, but I’ll pay regular.”  

Antoine swept stray hairs off his chair, then gestured to it. “Ready when you are.”

Boggs nodded and sat down. The chair sagged beneath him slightly...he was well over two hundred pounds now...and he could feel the residual heat from the plump woman’s butt still radiating from the seat cushion.

THWAP! The plastic barber cape was around his neck. Just like that, like a magician’s  

trick, or a cape flicked by a bullfighter. His impulse was to say Hey, easy there, Sweet Sweetback, but he shrugged it off. The effortless placing of the cape was surely just a skill honed by repetition. It was the feel of the cape around his neck that was uncomfortable.  

Somehow it reminded Boggs of a noose.
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