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chokehold

by Christa FAUST 



Angel Dare went into Witness Protection to escape her past—not as a porn star, but as a killer who took down the sex slavery ring that destroyed her life. But sometimes the past just won’t stay buried. When a former co-star is murdered, it’s up to Angel to get his son, a hotheaded MMA fighter, safely through the unforgiving Arizona desert, shady Mexican bordertowns, and the seductive neon mirage of Las Vegas...




Vic’s kid and I walked along the side of the dark desert road. He had a miniature flashlight on his keychain that sent out a tiny circle of bluish light. It only made the dark around us seem darker.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Cody,” he said.

“Cody what?” It probably wasn’t Ventura, or Pagliuca either, for that matter. Pagliuca was Vic’s real last name. I had no idea what Skye West’s real name was.

“Noon,” the kid said. “Cody Noon.”

I was thinking about what I was gonna say when he asked my name, but he beat me to the punch.

“My dad called you Angel,” he said. “You’re not…” He chewed his lip, eyes on his boots. “Don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but…are you a porn star?”

I didn’t answer, but he wouldn’t let it go.

“You are,” he said. “You’re Angel Dare, aren’t you?”

What the hell was I supposed to tell him? There was no point denying it. I nodded, hating how raw and vulnerable I felt under that huge black sky.

 “I knew it,” he said. “Wow. You look so different. I never would have recognized you.”

 “That’s just because I have clothes on.”

 He laughed, then looked away. It seemed like he had something else he wanted to say, but whatever it was, he kept his mouth shut.


We walked in silence for a few minutes. I could see he was starting to shiver, but trying to be a man about it. The quarter moon ducked in and out from behind swift-moving cloud banks. There was a small strip mall up ahead with no open businesses. On the other side of the road was a lot dealing in tractors and heavy farm equipment, also closed. There was a big dog in the farm equipment dealer’s fenced yard, a scrappy brown mutt that eyed us suspiciously but didn’t bark.

As we walked, the tight, nauseous dread in the pit of my stomach seemed to get worse rather than better. I was itching to get out of town. To be anywhere but Yuma.

After another twenty minutes of tense, awkward silence, we arrived at our apparent destination, a sorry little yellow house in dire need of fresh paint and a new roof. Or a can of kerosene and a match. The cheerful metal welcome sign out front was faded and rusty around the edges and featured a friendly, waving cartoon animal of indeterminate species that had been shot through the left eye with a small caliber rifle.

Cody led the way up the dusty driveway and laid into the flimsy door with both fists.

“Hank!” he called. “Come on, Hank, open up!”

The sudden racket made my skin crawl, even though there were no other houses in sight. After what seemed like an hour, the door finally opened, revealing a man in his underwear.

Even when I’m up to my eyeballs in paranoia, running from doped-up killers in the middle of the night, there are some things that will never escape my notice. A body like that guy's is one of those things.

He was just a few inches taller than me, with a compact but hard and powerful build. A build like that wasn’t just for show. A build like that meant business. He had broad shoulders with a large, crescent-shaped surgical scar on the right. Strong arms and thick, muscular thighs. He hadn’t bothered to shave the hair off his chest and belly like Cody had. His tighty-whiteys had been scrubbed so many times that they were worn thin, nearly see-through. I liked what I could see through them. When my gaze finally made it up to his face, I was more than a little disappointed.

He had a face that looked like something the tribe who made those stone heads on Easter Island might have come up with if they’d attempted a portrait of Chuck Norris. His large nose had been repeatedly smashed and flattened. His eyes were so pale they were barely blue and he had an equal length of blond stubble on his head and his heavy jaw. His crooked ears were cauliflowered, puffy and swollen up like they had hemorrhoids, the right more so than the left.

“Dammit, Cody,” he said. “You got any fuckin’ idea…” He looked over Cody’s shoulder at me, then dipped his chin, shifting his gaze to his bare feet. “Scuze me, ma’am. I didn’t realize Cody'd brought company.”

His voice was deep, distinctly Southern and full of gravel. I had the feeling if he’d been wearing a hat, he would have taken it off.

There was a beat of awkward silence before he seemed to realize he was in nothing but skivvies. He blushed and began to stammer, then slammed the door.

“Just give me a minute, willya?” he finally managed to say through the closed door.

When he opened the door again, he was dressed in black track pants and a t-shirt advertising some kind of muscle-building supplement.

“Why didn’t you say you brought company,” he said to Cody. “Well, ain’t you gonna introduce me?”

“Angel,” Cody said distractedly. “This is Hank ‘The Hammer’ Hammond.”

I cringed, wishing I’d thought to ask him not to use the name Angel.

“Just Hank’ll do,” Hank said with a kid’s big guileless grin. He seemed to have completely forgotten about his previous embarrassment.

He put out a thick, calloused hand that was stiff and permanently curled as if never more than two inches from a fist. I shook it. It felt like an inanimate object.

“Charmed,” I said, looking back over my shoulder. “But I really think we ought to go inside.”

“Sure, you bet,” Hank said, standing aside. “Come on in.”

Inside the little house, it was cramped and cluttered. The ugly brown and orange furniture looked as if it had been preserved in amber since 1974. There were a lot of magazines lying around and at first glance I thought they were gay porn. When I looked closer, I realized the half-naked men were fighting, not fucking. I recognized that big side of beef who’d knocked up Jenna Jameson and then allegedly knocked her around. In addition to the magazines, there were also a lot of scattered fight DVDs, dirty Tupperware containers, big plastic cups crusted with the dried-up remnants of protein shakes and a distressing number of empty orange prescription pill bottles. Hank was gathering up armloads of junk and dumping it all randomly into drawers and cabinets.

“I’d’ve straightened up if I knew…”

He paused and turned towards Cody, who stood in the center of the room with his fists clenched and shoulders shaking. He was fighting not to cry and losing. I looked down at the stained carpet, feeling nervous and uncomfortable. I felt bad for the kid but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I couldn’t even figure out how I was supposed to feel about what had happened to Thick Vic.

“Hey, what’s all this about?” Hank asked, coming forward and slinging a huge, protective arm around Cody.

“Fucking bastards,” Cody stammered, his face crimson. “They… They…”

“Come on now,” Hank scolded softly, steering Cody over to the lumpy sofa. “You oughta watch your mouth in front of a lady.”

The idea of anyone watching their mouth around me was pretty hilarious. Guess Hank never saw my scene in Trash Talking Tramps. Still, I have to admit it was kind of charming.

He sat Cody down on the couch like a child with a skinned knee, surprisingly mother hen-ish for such an ugly brute.

“Why don’t you just sit still for a minute and take some deep breaths. Come on now, breathe. There you go.”

“They killed my dad,” Cody said all in a rush. “I just barely met him and they killed him. They tried to kill me too, but....”

“Tried to kill you?” Hank said, frowning. “Who tried to kill you?”

“I had the guy who did it, but I let him go,” Cody said, standing up and shaking off Hank’s comforting hand. “I had him, broke his fucking arm for him too, but when the shooting started, I…I got scared. I got scared and fucking let him go. Fuck!”

He flipped the cluttered coffee table up on its side, kicked it across the room and then took a wild swing at the wall, but Hank was on him in a heartbeat, holding him tight from behind and talking to him in low soothing tones. Cody fought against him at first, but eventually whatever Hank was saying started working and the kid nodded, sniffling and settling down.

“Okay now,” Hank said, guiding Cody back to the sofa. Hank fumbled around with various pill bottles until he found one that wasn’t empty and dumped a pair of tiny blue tablets into Cody’s hand. “Ain’t no point second guessing your fight after the bell’s already rung. All you can do is work on being better next time. So why don’t you just relax for a little while and we can talk more about this later. I got the pay-per-view there on the Tivo. You wanna watch a little bit? Your boy Kenner sure was something in the main.”

Cody nodded and dry swallowed the pills. Hank set the coffee table back on its feet, put on the television and began messing around with several remotes. When he got the program he wanted to start playing, he put the remotes on the coffee table where Cody could reach them.

“Listen, Hank,” I said softly. “You need to call the cops.” I looked back at Cody. “And I can’t be here when they arrive.”

“Well,” Hank said. “Whatever issues you might have with the law are none of my business. But I can tell you right now there might be a problem or two with this plan of yours.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well for starters,” he said. “Ain’t got no phone service at the moment, on account of I forgot to pay the bill again.”

“Then you could give him a ride to the station.”

“No can do,” Hank replied. “Ain’t supposed to drive no more on account of my migraine headaches. Anyway, look at him.” He gestured towards Cody, already curled up and snoring on the couch. “Boy’s out cold. He ain’t going nowhere tonight. Not after what I gave him.”

“Do you have a car?” I asked.

“Got my old truck out back,” he said. “Reckon it still runs.”

“Then he can drive there himself in the morning,” I said. “Look, I promised I’d get him somewhere safe and here he is, so if I could just get cleaned up and out of this uniform, I’ll hit the road and be out of your hair.”

“You planning on going off alone on foot in the middle of the night?” he asked. He bent down over the sleeping boy and pulled Cody’s boots off his feet. “Ain’t nothing around for miles. Nothing that’d be open this time of the night, anyways.” He shook his head. “No, ma’am, I can’t let you do that. Ain’t safe. ”

“I can take care of myself,” I said.

“I don’t doubt that for a minute,” he replied, setting the boots on the floor and tossing a ratty knitted blanket over Cody. “But just the same, I think you’d better stay put till sunup. Cody can drop you at the Greyhound station first thing.”

He was right. I was exhausted, shaken and in no shape for hiking. Or arguing.

“Can I get you a cold drink?” he asked. “What’d you say your name was again?”

“Angel,” I said, too exhausted to lie. “And yeah, that’d be great, thanks.”

“Ain’t got nothing but diet, so I hope that’ll do. I’m trying to cut weight.”

“That’s fine,” I said, wondering where he was planning on cutting weight from. He didn’t have an ounce of fat on him.

I followed him into the tiny kitchen. He handed me a supermarket brand diet cola from out of the disproportionately enormous fridge and then began bustling around, tidying up.

“Go ahead and take a load off.” He motioned to a spindly aluminum chair with a torn vinyl cushion, the only one in the room. “I’m just gonna get this mess taken care of real quick. If I’da known company was coming I’da straightened up a bit.”

He seemed flustered, repeating himself. I wanted it to be because of me, but it was hard to be sure.

He started methodically washing a teetering stack of identical square Tupperware containers. I popped open the cola, and was sucking in the tart carbonated rush of air around the mouth of the can, when I noticed a revolver sitting on the kitchen table. The cylinder was open and beside it was a single bullet standing upright on its flat end like a tiny hard-on. I was about to comment on that when Hank said, “You want to tell me what happened tonight?”

I sat down in the uncomfortable chair and filled him in. As I told the story, I started to think more and more about who those guys might have been. They didn’t seem interested in robbing the place, not that there was anything obviously worth robbing in the diner. They could have been after Duncan’s money or his guns – but if they’d known about the guns, they would have been much better prepared. On the other hand they were clearly coked up to eleven and even though Vic said he didn’t know them, I couldn’t rule out a connection with his drug dealing past. I shared some of these musings with Hank and he nodded his huge head, dunking another container into the suds.

“How long have you known Cody?” I asked to change the subject.

“Oh, around five years.” He frowned and looked up at the low ceiling like the answer might be up there. “Well, more like three I guess. I forget exactly.” He paused, then turned on the hot water in the sink. “About three years, I guess.”

“What’s he like?” I asked.

“Well, that boy’s got a chin on him,” Hank said. “Real heavy hands, hits like a Mack truck, but his stand up is still a little sloppy. His ground game ain’t half bad though, on account of his varsity wrestling background. His main problem is he gets frustrated way too easy. If the fight don’t go the way he wants in the first round he gets all bent out of shape mentally and starts making mistakes. But you see that there’s just him being young. All that boy needs is a little growing up. The fight game’s a tough racket, and I ain’t just talking about the action inside the ring. Fight game can chew you up and spit you out the second you let your guard down. But with a good corner behind him, I think Cody’s got a real shot at the big time.”

I smiled and took another sip of my cheap pop. That guy sure could talk your ear off once you got him started, and Cody was apparently one of his favorite topics. Unfortunately, I had absolutely no idea what anything he had just said actually meant.

“So Cody’s a fighter?” I asked, hoping for a little more of an explanation.

Hank turned to me with a puzzled frown.

“Yeah,” he said. “Ain’t you?”

“I’m a lover not a fighter,” I said but as soon as it was out, I realized it wasn’t exactly true anymore.

“I just figured,” Hank said. “On account of the way you hold your body, like you’re always ready for it. And that profile. You got a fighter’s nose.”

I never did get my nose fixed after it was broken. I guess you could say it was a fighter’s nose and I couldn’t help but take that as a compliment, coming from someone like Hank. But I could see it dawning very slowly on him that maybe there was another reason a woman might have a broken nose. He blushed again. There was something inexplicably sexy about seeing a tough guy like him blush so easily.

“I sure didn’t mean…” He picked up a Tupperware container and started drying it off with a striped dish towel. His hands were shaking a little. “I didn’t mean to bring up something that ain’t none of my business.” He looked down at his hands, then put the container away. “And I don’t want to make it sound like you ain’t pretty, because you are. I just don’t think sometimes before I speak. Sometimes?” He shook his head. “Most of the time, I reckon.”

“Forget it,” I told him.

“Yes ma’am,” Hank said, wiping his sudsy hands. “You wanna watch the fights?”

“Sure,” I said.

We went into the living room and I stood for a moment looking at Thick Vic’s kid. He was curled up on his side, conked out with the blanket more bunched up around him than covering him. Sleeping, he didn’t look anything like his father. I wondered what the hell I was doing here.

Hank offered me the remaining easy chair but I shook my head and I sat on the scratchy carpet with my back against the sofa. Hank lowered himself slowly, stiffly into the chair, leaning towards the television with his elbows on his knees. We watched the fights.

Two guys were bashing the crap out of each other inside a fenced-in ring. Then they were down on the mat, rolling around together. One guy was cut above the eye, bleeding. The audience was filled with celebrities and girls who looked like they were in the business, but I didn’t see Jenna. I tried to imagine Cody in there, fighting like that. I tried not to think about Vic.

I guess I nodded off, because I woke to Hank’s big calloused hand shaking my shoulder.

“Hey,” he said. “You fell asleep. Why don’t you go lay down proper. You look like you could use some rest.”

“What about you?” I asked when he led me into the bedroom and motioned towards the narrow single bed. “Where are you going to sleep?”

“I don’t sleep all that much anymore,” Hank said. “Seems like I spend most nights in my chair by the TV. You want a t-shirt or something to sleep in?”

“Sure,” I said. “Thanks.”

He handed me a folded-up black shirt from one of the drawers in a rickety dresser and then made himself scarce without another word. I wiggled out of my scratchy polyester waitress uniform, took off my bra but not my panties and pulled the shirt over my head. It was huge on me and featured the badly designed logo of a martial arts school.

I stood there for a minute, looking around a strange man’s bedroom. There was a small pile of dirty clothes in one corner. A cheap nightstand. More pill bottles. A modest stack of girlie magazines. The one on top was the latest Hustler. The exotic brunette on the cover was named Ruby Kahn and listed as “World Famous Asian Starlet of the Year.” I didn’t recognize her. Something about that fact made me feel a fleeting stab of lonely homesickness that was gone before I could get a handle on it.

It seemed pretty clear from the single bed and the fact that the smut was right out in the open that no women ever came into this room. I couldn’t help wondering why not. After all, with a body like his, there ought to be plenty of lonely housewives and fight groupies willing to overlook his ugly mug. But I was too exhausted to wonder for long so I just staggered over to the bed and collapsed in a heap. The sheets were pretty clean for a bachelor’s bed, with only the slightest hint of male sweat and unfamiliar cologne. I’d been sleeping in other people’s beds so much lately that I barely even noticed.





























































CROTCH-


ROCKETS By anthony neil smith






When the well blew, they lost four good men, and a fifth - guy named Ratchit - had an iron rod pierce his head but was somehow still up walking around.

“It’s fine!” Ratchit shouted, probably because the iron rod had busted up his ear. He limped to the left and hummed between shouts.

The ten men left, led by Colonel Hutter (not really a Colonel. Not really a Hutter, neither), dragged the dead men over to their motorcycles and draped them over the seats, their MC jackets proclaiming them 1%ers, Devil Whippers, straight out of Grand Forks. Fifteen former roughnecks who’d ridden hard all over North Dakota setting up exploratory oil wells, now reduced to ten and half. They’d had wells blow before and not lose anyone. They’d had dry wells, a couple of spurters, and one gusher. This one had potential, but then it went and blew and killed Ferret, Dingo, Doctor Strange, and Elisha the Prophet, and done rendered Ratchit plum stupid.

And that wasn’t the worst of their problems.

Colonel Hutter had the men stand around the dead and their bikes to say a few words. Not so much a prayer as a Fuck you. “You goddamn bastards were friends and allies and hard workers, but you fucked up bad.”

The rest: “Amen.”

“Like real bad. And now we’ve got to leave your asses here on your sweet rides so the buzzards and coyotes can have you if the fire don’t get you first.”

“Fuckers!”

“Salute.”

They all grabbed their balls and spit on the ground while the flames licked higher and boiled out thick black smoke.

While they all mumbled and dispersed, the Colonel and his second-in-charge, Hot Spoon, checked out the horizon behind them, the big sky of the Dakotas revealing another cloud rising, but this one wispy and thin, growing larger and larger.

“They found us.”

The Colonel nodded. “I thought we had a few more days, but I guess this here explosion got their attention.”

Hot Spoon ran his fingers through his Fu Manchu, bushy and rough with dried insect wings meshed in. “We can make the border, slip on up to Alaska. We’ll have to leave the gear, though. Too bad they’ll ransack it.”

The Colonel grunted. Then again, louder. “I think we’ve got to fight them.”

Hot Spoon stepped in front of Hutter, noses touching. “Sir, need I remind you that we just lost four and a half motherfuckers, and they’ve got at least forty motherfuckers, and the last time we rumbled, you became leader because they totally killed Grand Randy.”

Hutter sighed. He wished Hot Spoon would lay off the buffalo jerky. “We run, they overtake us. We prepare now, maybe we take them by surprise and at least make a dent.”

Hot Spoon curled his lip, ground his teeth, and went to walk away. “Whatever you want, you sick sack of shit.”

Hutter had had enough. He spun on his heel, grabbed Hot Spoon by the collar, and jerked him back, switchblade in his other hand. He slashed a deep gouge from Spoon’s forehead all the way down to his chin. Spoon grabbed Hutter’s wrist before he could do more damage. Gave it a vicious twist, then a strike to his elbow, meant to dislodge the blade. Hutter took it like a stone wall. Headbutted Spoon, who went to jelly on his feet. Before he could solid up again, Hutter roundhoused a boot into the man’s face. Something snapped. Spoon dropped like a stone.

Hutter stood over the body, reached down and turned Spoon’s head so he could look into his eyes. Still blinking. He wasn’t dead, just paralyzed from the neck down. If someone didn’t come along and find him, Spoon would die of thirst. Hutter figured it gave the man a more than fair chance.

“Make that five men I lost.”

Spoon blinked manically, tried to squeal. Came out like a snore.

Hutter stood, pointed at Ratchit. “You!”

Ratchit pumped his fist. “Mommy! Pooh Bear made a puddle!”

“You’re my new Lieutenant.” To the rest: “Let’s ride, Whippers!”



*



The Score couldn’t believe his goddamned luck. Knew as soon as the black cloud mushroomed into the sky that he and his crew of Fire Breathers had caught up to the Devil Whippers faster than expected. Another well blown. A fine bunch of idiots Grand Randy had slapped together to go and fuck up as much as possible chasing oil. The Score wanted a slice of that action. He wanted to bring in his fellas, do it right.

A full battalion, it sounded like, all forty of them on their fine ass Japanese crotchrockets racing across the prairie towards the squid ink billowing from the horizon. The Score loved the sound, quieter now than it used to be since his hearing had started to go. But he’d hear it in his head long past when he went stone deaf. He’d recruited well, going from state to state picking up former NBA players who’d gotten their shot for a season or two before they were let go. Tall black men with tattoos, tall white guys with bad hair, all unprepared for life outside of sports. Easy pickings--Come with me and I’ll teach you kung fu and make you filthy rich oil barons. They were halfway there, with some land they pirated in Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and now the Dakotas.

Also along for the ride, like the clan’s spiritual advisor, was Cho Luger, former kung fu actor out of Seoul until he was caught in a sex scandal--he had a weakness for teenage European girls, and it all came to light when he got three of them pregnant on the same night within fifteen minutes of each other. The Fire Breathers treated him like a god on account of one classic flick about a heroin addict in ancient Korea who became a master of “Dying Ape Flailing Style” kung fu when he was all hopped up on smack--thus, Junkie Master 2: Needle of Destiny. The first Junkie Master movie didn’t have the same kick, since the lead actor had been an actual junkie, but, man, the way Cho split heads in the sequel it made you forget there’d ever been an original.

Ready to kick more ass, they were. None of them ever getting a second chance in pro sports or showbiz, not even professional wrestling. So they hooked their wagons to the Fire Breathers and hoped to cash in on “Drill, Baby, Drill!”

Then The Score caught a glimpse of the unexpected. A second cloud rising beside the first. Thinner, lighter, almost like a dust devil. There would be no ambush after all. Those fucking Whippers were headed right for them.

The Score held his fist high and slowed his bike, brought the Fire Breathers to a halt en masse as Cho and the Sergeant-at-Arms eased their bikes on either side of his. The Sergeant-at-Arms was an Armenian with a name so complicated that everyone called him 29--his jersey number from his half-season with the Nuggets. Bounced out when he carried a knife on court and threatened to slice Kobe like a New York Strip.

Cho had probably already spied this through his ever present sunglasses, but for some reason of bullshit honor or deference was unwilling to tell The Score. Assumed, most likely, the leader had already made his choice and didn’t need Cho’s advice unless asked for. Goddamn, Score wanted to shout, This ain’t fucking ancient Asia. Gotta let me know these things.

On the other hand, 29 seemed to be a minute behind everyone else on the planet. He pointed at the black smoke in the distance and said, “We’ve having them now.”

The Score looked up at 29. One of the few men he had to crane his neck for. “Good, I appreciate the enthusiasm. But flick your eyes to the left, barely a degree, and look lower on the horizon. Tell me what you see.”

29 squinted. “Dust devil.”

“Keep looking.”

They did. All three of them. Another half a minute before The Score said, “And?”

“It’s still there.”

“You know of many dust devils that persist like that? Especially in North Dakota?”

29 licked his finger and lifted it in the air. “Well, is a windy day.”

The Score nodded. “That, my friends, is the enemy approaching. Perhaps we have miscalculated. I was sure they would be so concerned with whatever blew up out there that we could catch them unawares. But it seems they are getting better at the art of deception and have fooled us once. But they will not fool us twice.”

29 let out a ferocious yelp and pulled his Samurai sword free of its sheath. He’d bought it at a mall head shop in Kansas City. The Score was pretty sure it couldn’t cut through warm ice cream. He put his hand on top of 29’s blade, eased it to the ground.

“No, son. Not with swords. We have disciplined our hands to fight, and fight they shall. Let’s do this the way Jackie Chan taught us--by using our natural surroundings.”

Cho sniffed and said, “Hack.”

The Score turned and spread his arms wide, shouted at his men, “If we’ve lost the element of surprise, then at least let us choose the battleground. To glory!”

“To glory!”

They remounted and rode on.



*



The choreography of kung fu is largely a cinematic experience, or for exhibition amongst professionals. The best at it can anticipate the moves of their opponents and counter the strikes, thus making them appear to be mind readers. But the truth is closer to “muscle reading”, the same flinches and contraction as when you play the Slap Hands Game on a third date because you’ve run out of stuff to say and you want an excuse to touch her.

Training yourself to anticipate the twitches, that’s the key.

Don’t worry about pretty kung fu. For example, Israeli Krav Maga is an effective fucking weapon to have in your arsenal, but it ain’t pretty. Like two Ultimate Fighting douchebags if they weren’t on TV and were fighting over some pussy instead of cash. Just overwhelme your opponent when he strikes. Tie him in knots.

The prettiness is all an illusion. Fighting is ugly. And ugly is only pretty if you’re fucked in the head, right?

Dying Ape Flailing Style is even more distracting and messy than Krav Maga, and it pretty much only works in slow motion, with special effects, and only when you’re hallucinating. It might have seemed like a real system of fighting to those who developed it, but only in the same way that Klingon is a “real” language.

Said all that to say this: Cho dies first.



*

Cho lost control of his bike on the way to the tilled-up cornfield where the Fire Breathers would face the Devil Whippers for the final showdown. He hit a pothole and exploded the front tire. He banged his head real good and broke his arm. Blacked out for a few seconds, too. Serious concussion. But when he stood again, he was in ancient Korea. All around him were simple peasants, riding horses. Tall fuckers, but still in need of his fighting skills. The bikers coming from the opposite side of the field were skeletons from hell, resurrected to punish the weak. Only the Junkie Master could save them.

The first step was to charge them on foot. A suicidal task for anyone else, the Junkie Master had the element of surprise on his side. At the last moment, he would leap into the air, hover over the gang of demons, and rain down throwing stars on them.

He started across the field--slowly--before The Score or 29 could stop him. They were just dismounting their steeds, lining them up on the edge of the field. Shouting at him to hold up. Not like they couldn’t catch him. Dude was in slow motion. What the hell was he thinking? But The Score had learned never to question Cho’s impulses.

A few feet away from the first bike, Cho leapt into the air, got about to handlebar height before the first biker slammed square into him. Knocked the rider off. Both of them were then struck by three, four, five bikes, a mass of twisting, burning chrome. Screams from the bottom of the pile. Cho’s face had ended up resting on a tire that was still spinning, wide open, shearing off the Junkie Master’s nose and lips.

The surviving Whippers recovered, pulled their injured from the throttling pile, and stumbled around like wounded Confederates at Gettysburg.

The Score held his hands together the way he’d seen Cho do right before battle. 29 followed. Spread out behind them were the Fire Breathers, a “V” of extra tall motherfuckers ready for one more beatdown.

There was Hutter leading his pack. But no Hot Spoon? What the hell had happened to Hot Spoon? Maybe Hutter had sussed him out as the Fire Breathers’ inside man. Pretty much the only way The Score had been able to keep up for so long. Spoon had left messages behind at every truck stop, every bar, every whorehouse, every Hardee’s, usually scratched in grease on the bathroom walls. But Spoon was gone and now Hutter’s second in charge was a guy with an iron rod through his skull. Instead of leading his men in formation, many of the Whippers were holding their backs, trying to find a place to sit, or bent over gripping their knees, throwing up.

The Score spoke first. “There is no dishonor in handing over the deeds to the land, my friend. Self-knowledge is more powerful than the fist or even steel, and I would not begrudge you an amiable retreat.”

Hutter hitched an eyebrow. “The fuck you saying?”

“Give me the deeds and you can go.”

“Those deeds are about all I’ve got left. Look at these guys. Any of them seem oil baron material to you?”

He had a point. Most of the remaining Whippers reminded The Score of his drunken uncles at barbecues, talking about how they just got some pills to help keep it up. The Score cringed at the thought of those guys in their sandals and socks sticking to his aunts, who were all too skinny with hair twenty years out of style.

“We’ve come so far.”

Hutter laughed. “That’s because you won’t leave us alone, punk.”

“But you came to us first this time. You wanted this.”

“Maybe.” It was soft, breathy. Hutter blinked into the sun, taking deep breaths. Could be, The Score thought, he was facing a man out of options. No so much wanting to die, but knowing not to be so much a fool as to run off to Samarra when death would catch him here or there, didn’t matter.

29 cracked his knuckles. “We ready?”

Hutter held up his fist and shouted, “Whippers! Let’s get this over with.”

Each side formed a wall of bad mother fuckers. The foot soldiers on each side found targets on the opposing line. And then someone blew a whistle.

*

The Score did not expect to be shot.

He expected to use his skills in a dazzling exposition of the power of mind over body, larger than life, taking on three men at once with his complicated combos of kicks and punches. Chops to the throat. Holds that would render his opponent useless, gibbering like a baby. Kicks that would cause brain matter to leak from the ears.

But the first Whipper he approached shot him with a .44 magnum.

Surprised, certainly. They’d never used guns before. Always played by the rules. He spun, gasping for air from the sheer shock of the slug damn near taking his shoulder off. Spun to fall into the arms of another Whipper, this one with a tiny old .22 pistol that he used like a staple gun across The Score’s chest--ping ping ping ping ping ping.

The Score was on his knees. Mouth wide open. “Why? What did I miss?”

The one with the .22 shrugged. “Us young folk are too lazy to do it the old fashioned way.” Aimed, held his tongue right, and Ping, right in the eye. Could almost follow the bouncing bullet just by watching how the Score’s head weaved.

The gunman was so busy nodding at his handiwork that he missed the Fire Breather behind him, already in the air with a high-top sneakered foot about to crush his spine.

And lo, it did.

The Whippers got the upper hand on the Fire Breathers because of the guns. Got the numbers down right about even. But when they ran out of ammo and turned the guns around in their hands to use as a club, the Fire Breathers were back in their element. Guns went flying out of fists. Broken fingers everywhere. Old timers last moments, thinking of George Jones tunes while ex-pro ballers kicked the shit out of them.

29 was having a ball. With The Score gone, he’d pulled out his sword and started whooshing around with it, Luke Skywalker-like, scaring the hell out of Whippers. But whenever he landed a few blows, no limbs went flying. No heads tumbling off necks. No bodies sliding half-and-half. Just big, reverberating whacks. Damned sword wasn’t killing anyone. Just bruising them.

Didn’t matter. Pretty soon, he’d found Hutter, spitting out teeth and trying to crawl away wit twisted legs. The Head Whipper turned onto his back as 29 lingered above, a foot on each side of the man’s head.

“Well? This is the part where you let me go again? Let me lead you to the next blown well and the next empty cornfield? Again?” Laughing through it like it was a good joke.

29 sneered, aimed his sword for Hutter’s mouth, double-handed it, and drove it down. If it had gone right, the blade would’ve punctured right through to the ground. But this blade was less blade and more yardstick. It shoved Hutter’s tongue to the back of his throat. 29 kept stabbing, feeling flesh give way a little at a time while Hutter gargled the blood spurting from his tongue. He finally choked on it, and 29 pulled the blade away, slung the spit and mucus off, and shouted victory, last man standing.

Except that he wasn’t. There was one more, a Whipper, answering 29’s shout with a louder one.

“Seeeeeeeeaaaaaaa Baaaaaassssssss!”

 Looked over his shoulder. So it had come to this. 29 face to face with the guy who had the iron rod in his head.

They circled each other cautiously, stepping over and on top of their fallen brothers. Ever closer. 29 worked his blade in loops and swirls like bad guys from Indiana Jones movies. Smiling all toothy.

Ratchit lifted his hand to his head, grabbed one end of the iron bar, and yanked on it until it started to slide from his head, the sound like gravel pouring. Blood leaked out of the entry hole. Ratchit shook his head, blinked, and lifted that iron bar like a sword.

29 charged. Swung.

Rathcit blocked it with the bar. Strong fucking bar. It held the blade in mid-air. No one was going anywhere unless the other backed off.

29 leapt back first, taking his time in looking for a second swing. Ratchit’s ear was so fucked, and one if his eyes red like it was filled with blood. Maybe that side. Maybe he was blind on that side.

29 came in with a low swing, arching upward, trying take off Ratchit’s right arm. But Ratchit caught the blade, held it in his armpit, arm clutched tight to his side. Gave it a pull and the sword came free of 29’s hand like it was made of Jell-o.

Ratchit dropped the iron rod and took the sword. Admired it. Posed with it, doing Conan the Barbarian moves. Nodded. “I like this.”

“It’s yours. Take it. Let me go, and you can have it, I swear.”

Ratchit ran his fingers over the edge of the blade. “Dull as dogshit, though. You didn’t sharpen it?”

“I bought it last week.”

“And?”

29 shook his head. “Never used it before.”

Ratchit dropped the sword, picked up the iron rod, and walked over to 29, inches from his face. At first, 29 thought Ratchit was taller than he looked far off, but then he realized the crazy bastard was standing on the back of a dead Fire Breather.

A staredown.

29 wasn’t going to beg for his life. He remembered what Cho had taught him, about what to do when standing so close to an opponent: Balls. You go for the balls. You grab them in your claw and yank them like they are fresh plums on a tree.

So 29 curled his fingers like an Eagle’s talon and struck the man’s crotch. Only to find nothing there to grab onto. He patted around, thinking maybe they were dangling real low or something. Maybe up tight. Maybe Ratchit was wearing a fucking cup.

Ratchit smiled. “Lost my junk to a shark in the Gulf of Mexico.”

With that, Ratchit punctured the soft part under 29’s chin with the iron rod, right up through the roof of his mouth, into his sinuses, and that was enough. Ratchit then rammed the heel of his hand into 29’s nose, shattered it all sorts of ways, and shoved it right through to his cerebrum. His eyes rolled up and he fell backwards like a mighty oak.

No one else left to kill.

Ratchit pulled the rod from 29’s head, looked it over, and gave it a lick. Then he fit it back into the entry hole, pushed it back into place through the skull, and felt immediate peace, love, and understanding for all animalkind.

He headed off towards the line of Fire Breather motorbikes, picking out the one that was painted to look the fastest, and went looking for some prairie dogs to kill for supper.





































































mr. brass and the seven plagues of the devil

by joshua Reynolds




It was 1906 and the world had come undone. Flames clawed at the filth-choked skies of San Francisco and the ground made its discontent plain, even in the aftermath. Somewhere, a horse was shrieking.

Ignoring it all, Mr. Brass stalked through the ruined streets of Chinatown, hunting demons, a devil by his side. Limbs composed of clicking gears, steel wires and brass rods propelled him along with inhuman precision. The lithe man trotting beside him moved like water given shape, all flowing motions and easy grace.

Brass wore a gray suit tailored to fit his insect-thin frame, the coat and trousers smudged with ash. Beneath the coat hung a holster containing the heavy shape of a Tesla turbo-pistol. On his head, the traditional bowler hat of the Pinkerton Detective Agency cast shade over a too-handsome face made from hundreds of flexible leaves of flattened brass.

In contrast, his companion wore loose black clothing, the serpentine shape of a dragon picked out in gold thread along one side of his shirt. In addition, he wore a tooled leather twin shoulder holster openly over said shirt, and the polished ivory butts of two revolvers extended from beneath his arms.

Behind them came an assortment of hatchet-men and dacoits, clad in silk and dull colors and armed for war, and one Dutchman, drunk on gin and God’s fury. The dacoits were eleven in number, and profoundly unhappy about that fact, though a look from the man in black stilled their mutters.

Brass stopped, joints humming as he turned and pinned the Dutchman in place with crimson eyes.

“Professor Van Helsing?” he said, his voice sounding like a flight of angry wasps. The Dutchman said nothing, looking around at the devastation with weary eyes. He was broadly built, but old, with a face like that of an ancient hawk.

The man in black gestured with two fingers, and a dacoit prodded Van Helsing with the haft of a hatchet, sending him stumbling. Brass caught him with absurd gentleness. He looked at the man in black.

“Do it again, and I’ll end this truce now, Lung.”

“As if I care, automaton,” Lung said airily. “Personally I do not see what use a guilao and a ni bu shu ren are. I should dispose of you now and be done with it.” Quick fingers tapped out a tattoo on the butts of his pistols for emphasis.

“You don’t dare, though, do you, Lung?” Brass said, ignoring the insult, and the implication that he could be dealt with so easily. “The Devil Doctor would be quite upset with you.”

A muscle in Lung’s cheek jumped. “My father’s ways are mysterious,” he said, after a moment.

Brass said nothing. He knew the truth of Lung’s words better than most. After all, hadn’t it been the Devil Doctor who, under pretense of benevolence, had crafted his form in order to house the still-living brain of a dead man in a bid for revenge against a common enemy? And hadn’t it been that same terrible claimant to the title of ‘Manchu’ who had attempted to destroy Brass only a year previous in London?

Lung turned away from Brass’ unblinking gaze, twitching only slightly. Quong Lung, like Brass, was his father’s handiwork through and through, though in less obvious ways. A killer with a soul of black ice and the green eyes of a cat, the Devil’s Son was the undisputed king of San Francisco’s Chinatown. Or, he had been until his father had arrived, fleeing from the London debacle.

And now, the Doctor’s holdings were again under assault, though not by any earthly agency. Chinatown had taken a beating in the earthquake, worse even than the damage done during the Martian War of 1888. Buildings slumped like drunks, their upper stories sliding towards the ground. The Street of Gamblers was chaos, and there was debris everywhere. Chickens ran squawking, pursued by dogs. The soft glow of hidden flames lit up the few unbroken windows and the air was full of smoke and screams.

And amidst it all, seven demons had been set free to ravage among the people of Chinatown, and the city beyond. Seven plagues, released to afflict the Devil himself.

Brass looked down at Van Helsing. He had met the old man once before, in London just prior to the War. He had been hunting a murderer named Morris, who had proven to be something other than human, and difficult to handle, even by Brass’ standards. Now Morris’ ashes were mingled with the red sands of Mars, and Van Helsing was here, a prisoner of the See Yup Tong.

Granted, so was Brass, theoretically. He had come to San Francisco on the trail of another of the Devil Doctor’s servants, only to fall afoul of a trap that confounded even his abilities.

Then, if it weren’t for Van Helsing, Brass could have easily escaped by now. But he owed the professor better than a grisly death at the axes of the Tong.

Too, there was the reason that Van Helsing had been kidnapped from his visit to Occidental College to begin with-namely the string of strange deaths that had been plaguing the See Yup Tong.

Men had been found in the Street of Gamblers, drained of blood. And now, in the aftermath of the quake, strange shapes slid through the ruined streets, hungry ghosts thirsting for more life than Chinatown had left to give.

Van Helsing shook himself. “I’m fine,” he said, patting Brass’ arm. “Fine. I just-all of this destruction-” He shook his shaggy head. “Monsters our quarry may be, but even their obscenities pale in comparison to this…”

“Where are they, old man?” Lung snapped. Van Helsing fixed him with a glare, but looked away when Lung tapped the butt of his pistols again.

“After I was-ah-invited to come, I calculated potential nesting sites, using the murders as compass points. I narrowed it down to one,” he said. “A theater on the Street of Gamblers.”

“Ha!” Lung swept out a hand. “There are as many theaters on this street as I have fingers!”

“But only one still stands,” Van Helsing said. His eyes went vague. “The oldest, the most strongly built. I read the old papers, the plans. It was built with seven walls, and in the cellar, below the stage and the auditorium, seven thresholds. To keep them in, you see. But something happened. Something set them loose. Maybe one of the smaller quakes that hit just before the big one.” He paused, shaking his head. “That’s where they’ll be.”

“They’d better be, old man. Or-” Lung swiped his thumb across his throat. Brass tensed.

“You’ll have to get past me, first.”

“Easy enough. I broke many toys when I was a child. I can do it now, as well.” Lung smirked. If Brass had been capable of anything more passionate than irritation, he might have surrendered to the urge to strip that smirk from Lung’s skull. Instead, he started moving again.

“We must get there before dark,” he said.

“Frightened, metal man?” Lung said, following him, thumbs hooked through the straps of his holsters.

“No,” Brass said. And he wasn’t. When the brain of the man he had been-a surge of red memory thrust through the psychic scar tissue, prompting an almost invisible shudder in his limbs-had been wrenched from its case of bone and flesh and transplanted into its current artificial chassis, he had lost all but the barest glimmer of what had made him human. Emotions were now only dull, distant tugs of memory for him now, like vague scents smelled through a handkerchief.

He no longer missed them, in any event. Could barely recall the tang of fear, in fact. Brass, in fact as well as name, and metal felt nothing at all.

“You should be,” Van Helsing said. “Both of you. Fear will keep you alive.”

“I fear only the Lord of Strange Deaths,” Lung said. “I have seen him drawing delicate characters of acid upon the skins of those who failed him. What can these beasts do to me that is worse than that?”

“Why not ask them?” Brass said. He pointed a gleaming finger. The bodies, wrapped as they were around the splintered remains of jutting roof timbers, had been hidden at first amongst the folds of hundreds of shredded silk flags. Amidst the forest of crawling Chinese characters, a legion of flies buzzed over the ruptured bodies, which had been pierced from rear to tongue by the makeshift wooden shafts.

“A bramble of corpses,” Van Helsing said, with something approaching grim satisfaction. And it was such-bodies jutted from balconies and alleyways and gutters and windows down the Street of Gamblers, pierced, punctured and put on display, like Dante’s warning. Thin creeks of blood ran over the street in sideways patterns that hurt the eyes of any who looked too close.

Lung hissed, and his fingers danced over his pistols. The hatchet-men murmured prayers and curses. There was a foul stink in the air, not just from the bodies. Brass couldn’t smell it, but he recognized it by the look on the faces of the others. He glanced at Van Helsing.

“A nest. They are marking their territory,” the old man said, licking his lips. Birds rattled off hoarse cries and fought in the high bodies. “I need my tools. And take off these bindings.”

Lung barked an order and a hatchet flashed. Van Helsing rubbed his wrists as the ropes dropped to the bloody street. The birds took to the air, shrieking.

Brass started forward. The others followed, more slowly. Even Lung seemed subdued as they entered the forest of the dead. A thin whisper of sound, perhaps the creaking of wood or the gasp of escaping gases from the dangling bodies, slithered through the air. The sky, and the sun with it, was almost completely blocked out by the branches of the body-trees and the slopes of slouching buildings, and blood dripped down continuously.

Lung cursed as blood spattered on his pigtail. He rubbed red fingers down the front of his shirt. “All this-by seven dead men.”

“One dead man nearly brought London to its knees,” Van Helsing said.

“This is not London,” Brass said. “And this will not stand.” His fists clenched with a sound like gears clicking. “Is that the theater?”

It was a chunk of dark wood, squatting at the end of the street of corpses. Orange lanterns dangled from the broken necks of two men lashed to the front columns, casting an ugly glow across the walls. The stench was worse here, and seemed to issue from the theater’s yawning doors, both of which hung from their hinges.

“Burst from the inside,” Lung muttered.

“Of course they were,” Van Helsing spat. “They came from in there, didn’t they? Fool.”

“Old man-” Lung spat. Brass slapped his hands together, making a sound like a bell.

“Enough. Professor?”

“Jiang-shi,” the Dutchman grunted. He snatched a valise case from one of the dacoits and opened it. “Not quite the vyrdulak, but close enough for cows, yes?” He looked up, squinting. “They’ve blocked the light. Smart.”

“The Seven Golden Plagues,” Lung said, pulling a pistol and checking its cylinder. “Brought here in 1421 by the Great Admiral, to leave them where they could no longer harm the people.”

“Until now,” Brass said.

“Until now,” Lung said, snapping the cylinder back in place. “Ha.”

“Guns won’t work,” Van Helsing sniffed. Lung grinned.

“My bullets were dipped in the blood of a black dog, old man. They’ll kill anything.”

As one, the dead began to moan. Softly at first, so softly. Then louder. Groans of eternal pain. Words fell like rain, dropping onto the group. Brass slapped the empty holster beneath his coat. They had taken his gun, earlier. Now he had only himself.

“What are they saying?” Brass said.

“They’re welcoming us into their brotherhood,” Lung said, turning slowly, his face stiff.

“They know we’re here,” Van Helsing said. He screwed a carved wooden spike onto the end of the collapsible staff he’d pulled from the bag and unfolded. Strange sigils and Dutch prayers decorated its length.

“Then no need for subtlety,” Brass said. He charged up the steps of the theater, brass legs carrying him with inhuman speed, brass fists smashing the doors aside in an explosion of wood. He slid into the foyer, the doors to the auditorium only a few feet further.

Internal gyroscopes spun as Brass crashed through the auditorium doors. Then, just as swiftly, he was flying backwards, his mechanisms shuddering from the force of an unseen blow. He hit the floor and skidded in a shower of splinters. His fingers tore trenches in the floor as he slowed himself. Brass looked down.

A single, black palm print was burnt into the material of his vest. He looked up.

Something stood in the doorway, clad in rotting silk and rusting armor. Baleful black eyes observed him from behind the smooth beauty of a golden mask framed by a mane of lank white hair. A rotting jaw shifted, revealing a leech’s thicket of curved fangs.

A bullet caromed off of the golden mask, and the thing staggered in surprise. Lung, a pistol in each hand, stepped past Brass, spitting curses and bullets.

The creature crouched and leapt backwards. Lung looked down at Brass. “Up, toy. We have beasts to kill.”

Van Helsing and the dacoits followed as Brass and Lung stepped into the auditorium. An audience of the dead waited for them, a corpse in almost every seat. Everything stank of blood and corruption. On the stage, seven performers waited.

They stood stiff and regal. Seven golden masks, all clad in robes the color of night’s rainbow. Fourteen empty eyes glared at the group.

Lung, pistols still extended, said, “What are they waiting for?”

“Us,” Van Helsing hissed. He gripped the spear in both hands. “I have no talismans, no magic to make them sleep. We must hack them up. Render them harmless, if not exorcised.”

The dacoits spread out at a word from Lung, shifting their weapons. Brass stepped forward.

As one, the seven demons leapt. They fell upon the group like shrieking comets, clawed fingers spread wide like the talons of birds of prey.

Brass raised a forearm, blocking a blow. He swept his arm around, trapping the hand as claws scrabbled across him like wriggling worms. Brass drove a fist into the creature’s shoulder, and felt ancient bone give. The arm flopped, gone liquid and loose. The creature twisted, driving an elbow into the side of his head, denting several of the disks of his face. Brass staggered, his eyes sweeping the room as they re-aligned.

Lung blocked a series of lightning-fast strikes with his pistols, every blow spinning the cylinders and causing the weapons to snarl. Van Helsing held off a spinning dervish, jabbing at it if it got too close, but unable to pin it in place. The other four dead men bounded among the dacoits like cats among mice, not killing, but playing.

The warning bell in Brass’ cranium jangled, and he bent backwards, avoiding a swipe that sent sparks dancing from him and tore ribbons from his suit coat. Shrugging out of the tattered garment, he backed away as the dead man hopped forward.

Silent, it lunged gracefully, arms extended. Brass locked his forearms and brought them down on the creature’s wrists, snapping them. A head lunged, teeth skittering across the coils and cables that made up his throat. Brass twisted, grabbing handfuls of silk and drove the creature into the stage, face-first.

It rose, shaking off broken wood. Brass was on it, then, wrapping an arm around its throat and fixing his fingers between its uppermost fangs. The golden mask fell away as it grabbed at his wrists. Pistons chuffed as Brass yanked sharply upwards and wrenched the top of the creature’s head off, decapitating it at the jawline.

The body staggered forward as he released it, falling onto all fours. He looked at the rotting skull in his hand. Dead eyes followed his movements. Brass crushed the ruined scalp with both hands, reducing the ancient mind within to pulp. The body abruptly stiffened and then collapsed like a stringless puppet.

The remaining six creatures froze as one, and turned, their eyes boring into Brass’ own. Brass gestured.

“Come on then. No more playing.”

Three of them darted forward in a shrieking hurricane. The other three turned on the others, attacking relentlessly, all pretense of playfulness gone. One fell upon the dacoits like a tiger, killing two of the men instantly, dashing their brains across the seats with backhanded blows. The other nine hatchet-men circled the creature like hyenas around a lion. In moments, there were only eight, as another man spun away, his jaw and neck crushed by a looping kick.

Lung ignored the plight of his men, and spun his pistols and holstered them as the second of the beasts swung towards him. Fists clenched, he slid between its arms and drove a punch into its belly, denting the ancient armor and hurling it backwards. “Ha!” he snarled, leaping to follow it, his knuckles cutting the air as he moved.

They traded blows on the stage, Lung grunting and bruising every time his mortal flesh met the dead meat of the jiang-shi. He stopped kicks and blocked swooping punches, bending double to avoid a swipe, and driving his fists, hammer-like, up into the small of the creature’s back. It bent backwards, folding up, its arms reaching for him upside down as he rolled out of reach. As he came to his feet, he drew his pistols and fired, catching the creature in the eye-slits of its mask. The bullets burned through its mossy skull and carried its foul brain across the ragged curtain beyond.

Van Helsing fared less well as his pike was caught between two cold palms and shattered. As it fell into pieces, he released it and staggered back, desperately clawing for something in his coat. The jiang-shi reached for him, leech mouth working eagerly. The Dutchman hauled a small bag from his coat with a cry of triumph, and flung it full in the monster’s face.

Grains of rice scattered everywhere, and the creature stiffened in something that might have been shock. It sank to its haunches, compelled, long nails flicking at the rice.

“Count them, my friend. Just for a moment-” Van Helsing grunted, scrambling for the point of his broken pike. He scooped it up and whirled, driving it through the back of the distracted creature’s skull. It jerked forward, scattering the rice it had collected as it flopped down. Van Helsing backed away, looking for another weapon to remove its head.

Brass, meanwhile, punched through the skull of the first of the creatures to reach him and swung it around, using it to knock the others off their feet. Wrenching his arm free with a sucking pop, he shoved the thrashing body aside and smashed his elbow into the throat of the next one to its feet. It stepped back and caught his second blow on its palm. Brass drove his foot into its belly and a it bowed, he dug his fingers into its back, shredding silk and armor to grasp the serpentine spinal column that writhed at his touch. With a savage jerk, he pulled the length of bone free and slashed out with it like a cutlass, cutting open the throat of the third of the beasts. It staggered, clutching the bloodless wound. The spineless one coiled around Brass’ legs, trying to topple him, biting at his joints. He fell, punching at it. It squirmed around him, boneless and enveloping, its dark strength crumpling his false flesh and putting pressure on the mechanisms within. A kick from the other shattered one of his mirror-eyes and he rolled, carrying the spineless one with him.

Momentarily on top of it, he slammed its head into the floor until it cracked like an egg. It thrashed blindly as he got to his feet just in time to meet the charge of the third. Catching its wrists, he was driven back into the seats, knocking aside corpses. It snapped at him mindlessly, driven by an ancient need.

Beyond it, he could see Lung and Van Helsing trying to defeat the only other of the seven devils still standing. Only three of the dacoits still stood. Van Helsing had picked up a hatchet, and as Brass watched, he drove it into the creature’s back like a man chopping wood. It slapped him aside as Lung struck it in the face and chest with a flurry of punches and kicks. It fell backwards, flailing like an overturned insect, as the remaining dacoits pinned it to the floor with makeshift spears gathered from the tangles of broken timber laying everywhere.

Brass forced his hands up and pierced the flesh behind the creature’s golden mask. The mask fell onto his chest. Ignoring its struggles, Brass tightened his grip, digging for the bone. When he caught it, he pulled hard. The jiang-shi’s skull popped in twain and the corruption within was revealed. Brass swatted the brain away from the body and it skidded across the floor.

He pushed the body off and stood. The last remaining creatures struggled weakly as Lung and Van Helsing stood over it. The tromp of heavy feet filled the air. Brass turned as men marched in through the opening he had made.

The men were large and on their shoulders, a palanquin. It swayed as they marched, abominable flags undulating even as they came to a halt. Beneath the sandaled foot of one, the brain of the jiang-shi was crushed into pulp.

“We must kill this one,” Van Helsing said, raising his hatchet. A hand extended from between the palanquin’s curtains, long nails tipping the fingers. It gestured, and Lung pointed a pistol at the Dutchman.

“No,” Lung said.

Brass stared at the palanquin, as if he could pierce the folds of its curtains with his one remaining eye. More men filled the auditorium, these carrying rifles and pistols. The Devil Doctor was not one to trust in others.

“Our bargain is done,” Brass said, stepping between Lung and Van Helsing. Lung sighed.

“No. No, no,” he said. “Now you must-”

The hand gestured again. Lung glanced at it. “But-” The hand did not move. Lung lowered his pistol. “Fine. As my father commands.” He extended his arm. “Go. Take your old man with you.”

Brass looked at the still moving jiang-shi. Then at the palanquin. He thought of the satanic features of the being within only half-glimpsed in his memories, and knew they were twisted in a smile.

They had been used. Van Helsing and himself. Poisoned bait for wild beasts. Now the trap was sprung and the devil had his due. Brass wondered what a man like that would do with a demon like the jiang-shi. And whether it was worth trying to stop him, here and now. He glanced at Van Helsing, shaken but unbowed.

“Come, Professor,” Brass said. “We’re being allowed to go.” Van Helsing looked at him.

“But we can’t simply leave that thing-”

“We must.”

Brass grabbed the Dutchman by the arm and pulled him through the lines of hatchet-men and dacoits, ignoring the burning gaze of Lung, as the Devil’s Son watched them go.

On the street, as they moved away from the bloody theater, Van Helsing said, “Thank you, my friend. For coming to get me.”

Brass didn’t reply. Past the rooftops of Chinatown, San Francisco still burned. Behind them, something began to shriek like all the damned in hell as the corpses that hung above them fell silent at last.









































































red Donkey 

by matthew j. mcbride



Wade Monroe felt the cold hard steel of the gun barrel pressed against the back of his neck. It startled him at first, but he was quick to subdue his reaction.




“What do you want?” he asked nervously.




“Don't fuckin’ move,” came the voice from behind.




“Okay, okay, just don't shoot me,” Wade begged. “Please don't shoot me.”




“Shut the fuck up,” the stranger said, and smacked him hard to the back of the skull.




“Okay fella, calm down.”




The gunman smacked him again. Harder this time. “I said shut the fuck up!”




Wade Monroe tried to keep his cool, but he didn't like being robbed. He liked being pistol-whipped from behind even less. Wade struggled to play the role of helpless victim and resisted the urge to launch a violent counter-offensive.




The gunman took a step closer. Wade felt warm breath across the back of his neck.




The muscles flexed in his forearms and his jaw clenched tight as Wade gritted his teeth in frustration. This is what you get for stepping out the back door of the Red Donkey to take a piss.




“I want ya money, cocksucker,” the gunman demanded.




Bam.




There was that gun to the back of the head again. Wade was getting real tired of this bullshit. Slowly, and with calculated precision, he slid his hand into his back pocket as the music continued to play from inside the bar.




“Easy motherfucker, don't be a Got-dammed hero.”




“No man, the money's all yours, just don't hurt me,” Wade said. He nodded his head in compliance and decided it was time to set in motion the plan formulating in his head.






STEP ONE: APPEAR WEAK. 




Make Your Opponent Underestimate Your Skills.




“Just give me ya wallet motherfucker, I ain't goin axe you again. I'm jus goin blow the back of ya muh fuckin' head off.”




Wade Monroe waited for the sound of the piece to click as the gunman rounded the chamber, but the sound never came. Now would have been a good time for his assailant to do this in order to effectively demonstrate his point. This lack of action got Monroe thinking.




“Okay,” Wade said. “Okay.”




STEP TWO: BUY TIME. 




Lie.




“I've got kids,” Wade said. “A family.”




“I don't give a fuck about your kids or your motherfuckin family.” The gunman was growing restless, fidgeting around. Wade picked up on this as he watched the thug's shadow cast down the alley.




STEP THREE: BE QUICK. 




Speed and Fluidity Are Essential.




As Wade's head spun to the left, he threw his left arm back and grabbed the son-of-a-bitch's wrist, ducking out of the way and pulling him off balance. Wade continued to use the momentum of the spin and drove his right fist into the piece of shit's throat with all the force he was able to create within the limited space provided, planting his middle knuckle deep into the bastard's voice box.




Wade felt the gunman's larynx break but he didn't let up. Experience took over and he followed with a quick, powerful knee to the nut bag and dropped the gunman like a bad habit. All the while, Wade was still holding the guy by the wrist. He looked down to find the douche bag had only been using a lead pipe. Wade knew it hadn't been a gun. Knew it. The diameter felt too big for a gun barrel.




“You fucking junkie piece of shit,” Wade said, pulling the pipe from wounded man's weak grasp and stomping on his face with the business end of his steel-toed Carolina's.




Lights out.




Voices suddenly filled the alley. Wade stepped over his assailant and made a move back toward the door of the Red Donkey.




It was locked.




“Hey motherfucker.”




Wade felt the wind rush by his face as some other asshole came from the shadows and swung a baseball bat in his direction. Wade's reactions were lightning – he ducked out of the way and got a quick look at the new guy.




The new guy had friends.




“You gonna die,” one of them said.




Wade squeezed the lead pipe that was still in his grip and improvised a fourth step.




STEP FOUR: DESTROY ALL MOTHERFUCKERS.




The Term “Justifiable Homicide” Was Invented For A Reason.




Wade threw the pipe in the guy's face, hitting him square in the teeth.




Wade dropped to his knees and dived into the shadows as the man dropped his bat and held both hands over his mouth and screamed. Monroe reached down and whipped off his belt, just as the next guy caught him in the back with a two by four. There was a powerful snap that echoed in the still night air like a gunshot from a .22 and Wade felt the wind driven from his lungs in an instant.




“Breathe,” he told himself, spinning around, slipping the buckle from his belt.




The asshole with the two by four came again, but this time Wade was ready. He slid the custom belt buckle over his fingers with an evil grin – it was a set of homemade brass knuckles.




Wade drilled the junkie with a violent, earth-shattering punch straight to the chin. He could tell by the way the fucker took the hit that his jaw was destroyed and Wade watched him fold like a five-dollar lawn chair.




Not wasting a second, Wade sprang through the air and turned his body in midflight, roundhouse kicking the fuckhead with the broken teeth. Wade's boot caught the guy's ear so hard it took him to the ground and his body went limp.




Within minutes, the three gangbangers were immobilized. Wade stood there, catching his breath and looking around. His ears were ringing and he could feel his pulse beating in his neck as blood ran from his brass knuckles and dripped onto the dirty pavement behind the bar.




That's the last thing he remembered.




He awoke to the sound of men in pain, and he felt himself being manhandled, the heels of his Carolina's dragging across the parking lot. All at once he realized there must have been another man, and he cracked an eye open just far enough to see the guy with the shattered grill limping along behind them, his dirty T-shirt now stained crimson red. Wade kept his eyes closed as best he could, his only real view was the sight of his own boots, his feet bouncing in and out of potholes.




“What we goin do wit 'em, Mang?”




Whoever had done the dragging then dropped him, and Wade tried to stay relaxed as his head made hard contact with the asphalt.




“Bes hurry,” one of them said. “Les do this.”




Wade knew he was bleeding from the back of the head and he struggled to maintain consciousness. If he was gonna die, here and now, he was gonna take as many of these assholes with him as he could.




His mind was slowly beginning to pick up speed and the gears inside his head once again began to find their rhythm. He thought of the boot knife in his Carolina. Ultra sharp and ready to slice through flesh like a razor blade across whip cream. Wade could see one of them standing over him, eyes too close together, crooked nose, swollen lips. Wade wanted to carve his face up like a pumpkin.




“Roll this motherfucker over,” one of 'em said.




The other one mumbled something, but he was hard to understand through that mouthful of missing teeth. “Les kill this motherfucker,” was all Wade could make out, which was enough. Slowly, and using the darkness to his advantage, Wade slipped his right hand down to his boot and found the handle of his pig-sticker.




“I'ma take this fool's chain,” and when he bent down close enough, just within biting distance, Wade found the end of his nose with the back of his teeth, and he sank his second and third molars just as far into the cartilage as he possibly could.




Wade threw his left arm up around the cocksucker's neck and held him in place, securing the position of his teeth. His mouth filled up with blood and snot. He kept right on biting with everything he had, jerking his head from side to side until a chunk of the nose came free. Wade spat it across the parking lot.




The other guy came for him, the one with the busted grill. Wade caught one of his feet with his own, then kicked him in the knee so hard with his other foot that the knee buckled, and once again, Wade was back up on his feet and ready to dance.



Wade pulled the knife from his boot without even realizing it and he began stabbing the guy without a nose over and over again. Blood was fucking everywhere. At some point he dropped the knife and it hit the pavement with a clink.




The other guy, missing teeth, busted eardrum, and now dislocated patella, made one final swing, but Wade caught his punch and twisted his wrist. He then pulled the thug's arm down fast and thrust his knee up, breaking the arm clean in half. Even in the darkness Wade could see the white of the bone, and the screams that filled the alley were a symphony and he smiled at the sound.




Wade's head was throbbing and he had a few broken ribs. He slowly picked up the knife, but he was still cautious as hell and he reminded himself that he couldn't drop his guard. Not until he was back inside the bar. Maybe not even then.




Blood ran down his neck as he limped back to the building. He stopped to pick up his bloody knuckles and his belt when the back door of the Red Donkey opened. Wade wiped the blood from his pig-sticker and slid it back into his boot, then reattached the brass knuckles.




STEP FIVE: DRINK THE PAIN AWAY.




Alcohol Is A Useful Anesthetic.




“Hey,” boomed a voice. It was the bartender. His broad shoulders filled up the entire doorway. “This is a bad part of town you know.”




Wade Monore shrugged.




The bartender gave Wade the once over.




“What in the fuck happened to you, Son?”




Wade shook his head, shrugged his shoulders and wiped snot from his goatee. “I just need a beer.”




The bartender took a quick look around into the darkness then pulled the metal door closed behind them as Wade crossed the threshold.




“Sometimes this door sticks ya know?”




“No shit,” Wade said, as he returned to his barstool and ordered a Coopers Best Extra Stout. Nobody seemed to notice that he was covered in blood.

Rough place, the Red Donkey. A place for tough customers.

















down by the water

by chad eagleton



The American’s money brought Echo Mori back down by the water to the edge of Kabukichō, Shinjuku’s red-light district. There, like a good boy, the foreigner waited outside Seibu Station smoking Blue Devil cigarettes. He eyed her in her zippered purple pants, bondage straps dangling to vinyl Minnie Mouse shoes. On her tight, green T-shirt a Hello Kitty-shaped cloud mushroomed behind a cartoon cutie throwing peace signs.

Mostly, American Boy looked at her tits. She grew a body when he saw the scooter. “Echo?” He asked.

“American Boy?”

He started to name himself, but stopped, remembering the instructions. He nodded. “Atomic, huh?”

She knocked a cigarette from behind her ear, fingers brushing radioactive-colored hair. She lit it and blew blue smoke over blue lips. “My coming is always felt.”

He told her, “Got more balls than I do.”

Echo looked at her B-29 bomber colored ride. Pink stenciled letters spelled E-N-O-L-A G-A-Y across both sides. “I do,” she said.

He coughed and tapped his cigarette out against the wall. “These are fucking awful.”

She shrugged. “I like them.”

“Adds to the atmosphere,” he said opening his wallet.

“You not special,” she said, taking his roll. “Make everyone wait down by the water and smoke Blue Devils.”

“Down by the water? Oh—mizu shōbai—water trade—night-time entertainments—“

She pointed with her Blue Devil. “And Kabukichō’s right there.”

“Heard you retired.”

“On break.” She fanned with the roll. “Break over now.”

“We walking?”

“No, we ride and you—you ride bitch.” She flicked a strap. “If get scared you wrap yourself up.”



***

On the grounds of Edo Castle, the old man looked down at the little girl. “Do you know where we are?”

“No,” the girl said, stroking the plastic hair of her Delinquent Girl Detective doll.

“Matsu no Ōrōka,” he said. “Great Corridor of Pines.”

The girl shrugged.

“Do you know what happened here? What was set in motion?”

The girl looked into her doll’s eyes. They were cold and still. “Don’t care,” she said.

“Here a man finally tired of the insults to his honor.”

“Don’t care,” the girl said, again.

The old man touched the stone marker. “His retainers waited two years before taking their revenge.”

“Revenge?” The girl looked up. “I’d wait longer.”



***



They cruised Kabukichō. Everyone knew Echo and knew money was coming. They waited and hoped, tossing flyers like prayer scrolls. And like prayers—they went unanswered.

 “There,” she said, again. “Don’t go there.”

 “Looks exciting,” he said into her ear.

 “It is if you want to die. Yakuza bar. City put lots of cameras in. Don’t help. They kill you off screen.”

 “Don’t like customers?” 

 “Right now, don’t like each other. Gang war,” she said. “Why feet have been dry.”

 “Got it.”


“Cotton Candy Volt not too bad. Music loud. Young girls. Looking for dates to buy I-Pods.” She craned her neck back at him. “They really want I-Pods.”

His fingers xylophoned her ribcage. “Echo your real name?”

“No.”

“Why do they call you Echo?”

The light stopped them near The House of Soft Velvet. They waited behind a sleek car playing sleeker music. The neon undercarriage turned her shoes yellow and the base throb seeping from the trunk shook her Totoro keychain. “My mother was kyabajō…club girl…work in a hostess bar.”

American Boy nodded and put his feet down, hands in his lap. He brushed ass, flinched and crossed arms over chest.

“She was talented hostess,” Echo said. “Club had entire wall of her…keep bottles. She left when I was ten. Just gone. Wandered Kabukichō calling her name. She never answered. No one did. I become Echo that night.”

He caught estrogen in the car beside them. Giggling girls window-huddled and pointed. He flexed and Echo said, “You ask me other question?”

“What other question?”

“Usually two. Already ask first one.”

“What’s the second?”

The light changed. Echo hit it. The scooter jerked and American Boy tumbled. The girls laughed. He grabbed as she flowed with traffic. When his hands found boobs, he didn’t move them. The mundane touch bored her.

“Before we hit the town you need a bath,” Echo said. “You dirty.”



***

Her lip quivered. Little fists clinched and twisted. “Why are you doing this?”

“You do not cry,” the old man said, gesturing with the kick pad.

The girl looked up at him, eyes narrow and bangs wet. He adjusted her belt. “Why are you doing this? She’s not coming back. She can’t love you now,” she said for the both of them.

“No, she’s not coming back,” he said.

The girl looked away.

The old man did too. “Because I did love her,” he said. “And because you should not be alone. And this? This is all I have to give.”



***

When American Boy walked out of Bubble Time, his skin pink and raw, a choir of Blue Devils thronged Echo’s feet. “Hope you’re not raw all over,” she said.

“They were a lot gentler in the sensitive places.”

“You need a drink.”

“I do,” he said. “Several.”

Echo stopped American Boy from John Wayne-ing onto the bike. “No bike. Cross street.”

“Takedown?” He asked, following her.

Opening the door to a rings and referees, she said, “Fight theme.”

“I got it,” he said.

She waited.

“No, the other question—I got it. Do you know karate?” He pronounced it ka-rod-ee.

She laughed. “Go drink,” she said. “Eat some wings. I wait here,” she said, planting bar-side. “Remember, if real nice, you get grappling lesson. But stretch first; don’t want to pull anything.”



***

“You have a long way to go.” The old man walked around her, bare feet padding on wooden floor. “How long will you wait for your revenge?”

The girl turned her eyes to the picture hanging in front of the dojo. “Years,” she said.

“And while you wait, what will you do?”

She looked up at him. His eyes returned her body to the proper stance. She didn’t know. She bit her lip and hoped the answer would come with the pain.

It didn’t.

Finally, he said, “Kick. Punch.”

Again, she looked at him.

“Kick! Punch! Kick! Punch!”

She did and continued.

***

“Eye of the Tiger” blasted over beer bottle clinks and bell rings. American Boy found Echo watching the Sony above the bar. K-1 Grand Prix in gory HD glory. Fists staccatoed a nose. “Damn,” he said, sitting beside her.

She corner-peeked his face. “Looks like you’d know.”

He pointed at his squinty eye. “That’s from a tit.” He grinned.

“Haven’t learned what to do yet?”

American Boy laughed. “Apparently not.” He took her Sapporo from between her fingers and swigged it. “You know that guy?”

“Fung Kan? Everybody know Fung. He a champion. Heavy, quick fists. Trained by Master Kenji Ohashi.”

“Kenji? Sounds like a dog’s name. You know him?”

Echo took her beer back and sat it down on the bar. “He was friend of my mother. Paid for largest keep bottle.”

“He teach you karate?”

“He brought candy for me. No one ever gave me candy before.”

“And then you got in his van?”

“Come, you need food. Don’t want to faint.” She thumped his chest with Day-Glo rings. It hurt him more than he would admit and Echo knew it.

***

The girl saw something round in his hand.

“Do you know what this is?”

She smirked. “This where I snatch the pebble?”

He glared. The girl looked down at small feet and crooked toes. “No,” he said. “This? This is where…you eat candy.”

She snatched it, popped it into her mouth before he could change his mind. She grinned, the little, round ball pressed against her teeth. She sucked spit loudly.

“Is it good?”

“Yes—“It started behind her eyes, moved into her face, and flared her nostrils. “Oh!” She spat the red ball into her hand. “Hot! It’s hot!”

The old man laughed.

The girl fanned her tongue. “This supposed to be some kind of lesson?”

“No,” he said. “Just funny.”



***

American Boy flicked his Zippo open. She thumbed it closed and tabled his hand. Smoke break adjourned. “Not until he’s done,” she said.

He sighed. The old man behind the narrow bar knew only the swipe of the knife and the press of cold fish flesh. “I thought there would be naked chicks,” American Boy said.

“No room,” Echo said. “Besides, would fuck up sushi.”

“I’ve wanted to eat sushi off naked chicks since I saw Showdown in Little Tokyo.” He fretted his lighter. “You know, we passed other sushi bars. Ones that people were smoking in.”

“This best. Bring girls here. They know you know sushi. Not just cream cheese and cheap rice.”

“I’ll remember that.”

Echo window-watched. The Hungry Ghosts drifted by in Dropkick Murphys shirts. Haunting their corner. Her mother always avoided Yakuza. When Echo was older, out of spite and out of love, she lost her virginity to a Hungry Ghost.

 Sometimes she thought he took it with him back to Hell.

 Echo exorcised memories and said, “Oh, they know you have money, too.”

 “By eating here?”

 The old man sat the first dish before America Boy.

 “That,” she said. “Fifty dollars American.”

 “You shitting me? Will it give me head?”

 “No,” she said. “Eat. Don’t fuck up with Soy Sauce.”

 He did and she didn’t need to see his face. She knew and she watched Ghosts.

 “Holy fuck,” he said. For a moment, the exquisite taught him manners. Through fingers and a full mouth, “that’s fucking bad ass.”

 “It is.”

 He sipped sake. “You know those guys?”

 “Everybody know those guys—Yakuza.”

 “In Dropkicks?”

 “The war,” she said. “Started over an Irishman, a German, and a dead kid.”


“Sounds like a bad joke,” he said, the thwap of a blade a full stop to his sentence.

 “There a girl in there somewhere too. But it is—bad joke.” She pointed at the next plate. “Eat.”

 “Is that a fucking tentacle?”

 “Pretend it’s a Big Mac.”

 He stared at it. “I don’t see any special sauce.” He pointed at the plate and looked at Echo. “Want some?”


“Don’t eat fish.” Before he could ask, she said, “When mother left. Kept waiting. Waiting for her. All I find in fridge was fish. It gone bad. Rotten.” She didn’t tell him about the smell that even here threatened decorum. She fought gagging behind a smile.

“I can dig it. Vodka killed me on Taco Bell.” He choked the tentacle down. “What’s this place called?”

Echo told him in Japanese. “The Old Man and the Sea,” she added in English.



***

The dojo was empty.

The girl called his name.

No one answered. She stepped into the room and bowed. She hurried across the cold floor and knelt.

The old man watched her from outside. He watched and remembered—he couldn’t find her at first, so he followed the echo of her small and hollow voice through the apartment. When he picked her up, she kept calling her mother’s name over and over and over and over. Her lips didn’t even seem to be moving. The name spiraled upward through the dark inside, escaping from between small, uneven teeth.

The old man hoped he had made the right decision.

***

American Boy found her in a back booth. She conjured a Blue Devil to a bass incantation and a benediction’s strobe.

“I met a girl,” he told her. “Her name is Rina. She wants me to meet her at The House of Soft Velvet.”

“We passed earlier,” she said. “Love Hotel.”

The speakers pounded that deep into American Boy’s skull. “Am I gonna get rolled there? Some sumo motherfucker gonna be waiting to take my wallet?”

“When meet?”

“Like 20 minutes. She already left.”

“I take you. Go up first,” she said. “Make sure no sumo.”

“You gonna kick his ass if there is?”

Echo grinned.

“I knew you knew karate,” American Boy said. “I fucking knew it. All you guys know karate.”

***

When Kenji Ohashi entered the dojo and saw her sitting there, for a moment, he was afraid she would ask him that question again.

 “Why did she die?” She had asked him all those years ago.

 “Everyone dies,” he had told her.

 “But why?”

 “Life is suffering.”

 “Are you my father?”

 “No,” he told her, but not that he wished he were. “She died to protect you.”


But she didn’t ask again. No, now she touched her hair and said, “You don’t like it.”

“Is it permanent?”

“Yes,” she said. “You don’t like it, do you?”

“Why do you say that?” Kenji asked.

“Your face.”

Kenji laughed. “No, it’s perfect.”

“I thought so too.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “The color? It’s called Atomic Fireball.”

Kenji offered her a piece of candy. “And the polish?”

She took it and put it in her mouth. “Bitter tears,” she told him.

Kenji grabbed her wrists. “Are you ready?”

“When the time comes. But—“

“But what?” He gripped them tighter.

“There were 47 ronin? There’s only one of me.”

“Then strike first. Strike harder.” Kenji’s jaw set. “Show me you’re ready. Strike me.”

“But I’m scared,” she said.

“Then be scared. But strike.”

She did—hands out, swift upward arc toward the wrists. Broken grip and a step back to a front kick. The blow stilled his breath.

He winced, but not so she could see. “There. You are ready now. You have everything I have to give,” he said and opened his arms.

***

Echo knew five Yakuza and a cripple waited for her. On the second story of The House of Soft Velvet, Echo opened the door to a room of goodbyes.

 She dropped the bad English. “Who the fuck are you?”

 “I’m Johnny So Long,” the cripple said. “And these are the Sayonara Boys.”

 Echo eyed the Sayonara Boys, naming them by feature. “Where’s Rina?” She asked.

 “Back at the club.”


Good, Echo thought, she’s safe like we discussed. “American Boy?” Her mouth cottoned.

 “Works for me,” So Long said.

 Echo nodded and shut the door. “What do you want?”

 “You,” So Long said.

 She watched drool sluice down a channel of scars. “You don’t have that much money.”

 So Long laughed.

 Echo pointed at White Teeth. “Him? He won’t need as much.”

 White Teeth showed Chiclets. “Your father is Sho Fukasaku,” Johnny said.

 “Fuck if I know,” she lied.

 “He is.”

 “And?” Echo shrugged to hide her shaking hands.

 “You don’t recognize that name?”


“I’ve heard it,” she said.

“Yakuza Boss—Oyabun,” So Long said. “I should have been Oyabun.”

“I should have been a princess,” Echo said. “He’s nothing to me. Not as Yakuza and not as a father. He donated sperm, that’s all.”

“That’s good,” So Long said. “Because you’re nothing to him.”

“I—“

“He doesn’t know you exist.”

Echo blinked.

So Long sucked spit. “No idea you’re even alive.”

Her stomach began to churn.

“Is that not what Ohashi told you?”

She swallowed something hot and painful.

“Did he tell you Fukasuka killed your mother?” So Long laughed. “He didn’t. I did.”

“Kenji—“Her voice broke. She fixed it with a Blue Devil.

“I killed your mother to prove my allegiance. My dedication. Fukasuka never knew.” So Long shrugged. “But now he will know about you. I will use you against him. I will give you to him as a peace offering. An acceptance of his position. And then I will take you away.”

Ponytail moved toward Echo. “You’re gonna come with us,” So Long said.

Echo rubbed her palms across her jeans. She felt a hard, candy ball in her right pocket. “No,” she said.

 Ponytail snatched her arm. “You’re scared.”

 She blinked. “I am.”

 “Then come along,” he said.


“No.” She spat the Blue Devil at his face. He blinked and she grabbed his ear and yanked. His head followed. She clawed neck and leapt. Ponytail killed the juji-gatame, grabbed her midflight and pitched her backward. Echo crashed into the wall, careening down onto the nightstand.

Sex toys scattered across the floor.

Ponytail skipped forward. His lead leg shot out. It thudded against her chest, returning her to the table and pinning her against the wall with a big, black boot. Her sternum compressed. She struck blindly at meaty legs.

“Yakunitata nai,” Ponytail said.

 Echo gasped for air. She tugged at his shoe. Rough tread skinned collar bone. Boot crept toward throat.

 “Keep her there until she calms,” Johnny said.

 Echo reached for...anything.

 “Or passes out,” Ponytail said.

 “Same result,” Johnny said.


Her fingers found pink cylinder. She flung it. The vibrator smacked Ponytail in the mouth. She pushed off the wall, off the nightstand and grabbed his foot as her lungs expanded. She pulled up and kicked his standing leg.

He wobbled and wrenched. A shoelace came off in Echo’s hand. She snapped it at Ponytail’s face. The plastic tip stung his eye.

“Fuck!”

Echo spun and drove her heel into his gut. Ponytail stumbled backward. A Lube Tube burst under his bulk. Raspberry scented goo shot over the floor. Ponytail slipped. Echo kicked him on the way down. The recoil set her on her ass.

Ponytail reached for foot. Echo scooted, slid and found chin with her right leg. Ponytail ate tongue before his head bounced off the floor.

White Teeth shuffle-stepped, switched legs and whipped a roundhouse toward her face. Echo caught the kick in the V of her crossed hands. She tugged and twisted. White Teeth spun. His teeth cracked on sticky handcuffs. His mouth tasted of blood and raspberry. Echo scrambled and slid in lube slick. She kneed him in the ass, surged to her feet and stomped his hand.

Baggy Pants swung. Echo retreated while he threw crosses like a zealous missionary. She found his rhythm, caught his hand and punched him in the throat as she pushed his arm across his chest.

She shoved him away and turned in time for Silver Caps’ flurry.

His punches battered her forearms. The Delinquent Girl Detective tattoo took the bruising. Echo kicked low. Silver Caps jammed it with the arch of his foot. Echo jabbed twice left, feinted right and then slammed her left elbow across his chin. He reached and she grabbed.

Harai goshi sent Silver Caps flipping across her hip, both his legs cracking—one two—across Baggy Pants’ face.

Shiny Shoes snaked his arms around her throat. Before he synched hadake jime, Echo pushed her head back, grabbed his hair, and leapt. Her feet slammed into Baggy Pants’ chest, knocking him into the wall and then out. Shiny Shoes crashed into Silver Caps like a rough lover.

Echo spun from ass to hip to hands. Her back leg hooked, her heel sledge hammering Shiny Shoes’ temple. She followed the spin, letting it carry her up to her feet.

Silver Caps groaned. Echo arced her leg into the air, axed it down onto his nose. It shattered and she stepped back with a flourish of hands and a raspberry glow.

 Johnny So Long sat.

 Echo waited. She breathed. Her heart pulsed and her sternum ached. Her skin felt sticky.

 So Long reached into his coat, removed a folded handkerchief and dabbed the drool in the corner of his mouth.

 Echo remembered to breathe from her nose. Her body didn’t obey.


Johnny’s head twitched. He planted his braces and pushed himself up and out of the chair, swinging on the crutches like a pendulum, his twisted legs crashing into Echo’s chest.

His feet thudded onto the floor. He locked braces and swung his right crutch like a staff. It cracked her on the skull, the jaw, and the ear.

Her face throbbed.

You don’t cry, Echo thought.

She stumbled to her feet and ate more crutches. Her forehead split. Her right tit ached. She gagged as a rubber point jammed into her suprasternal notch.

So Long slammed a brace into her stomach. She wretched and fell back against the wall.

Echo blinked blood. She threw a punch and he threw the crutch. She caught it and his next kick, backed by Frankenstein boot and two metal rods, hammered into her thigh.

She collapsed.

Her muscles spasmed. Her right eye twitched.

So Long monstered his way over to her, all popping joints and squeaking metal. “You are a cunt,” So Long said. “And after Fukasuka meets his daughter, I’ll split you open with another wet gash.”

Echo exploded. Her knee slammed into So Long’s solar plexus. She smacked him openhanded across the face. Staying with the momentum. She rocketed a side-kick to his face. He daddy-long-legged it backwards, but she pulled the blow mid-fire and changed direction. Her roundhouse unplanted his right crutch and she switched feet, cracking another knee against his face.

A porcelain bridge flew out of his mouth, skidding across the lubed floor. Johnny grimaced and grabbed for crutch. She up-kicked, knocking the second free. The tip landed on the bed.

Echo whipped her leg around. Johnny’s face kissed Minnie’s shoes. She torqued her body. Her hip popped and her heel re-broke his forearm.

Johnny screamed.

The door knob shook.

She stared at him.

Voices hammered through the door.

Unhooking one of her straps, Echo jumped onto the bed. She fastened the clasp onto the thin post. She grabbed railing, held the strap and leapt backward through the tinted window. Glass shattered and she tumbled. Her pants ripped and the bed crashed into the window.

Echo hit sidewalk. Her arms pin-wheeled. She found balance and balance brought pain. Fire rolled up her ankles. She hobbled toward the scooter.

American Boy said, “Hold on there.”

She stopped.

“I like your panties,” he said as she turned. American Boy had found the gun she kept on the Enola Gay.

“I buy them in Akihabara,” she said.

He nodded and eyed the thin band around the bruised hip. Echo watched the gun. “I almost missed it,” he said. “But…I figured it out. Enola Gay? Little Boy? You must really amuse yourself.”

 “Sometimes,” she said.

 “Your English has gotten better.”

 “I learn very quickly.”

 “And you lie very badly.”

 “Everything in this world is but a lie, death is the only sincerity.”

 “Talking some samurai shit now?”

 Echo blinked.

 “What is this, a P-3AT?”

 She nodded. “8.3 oz.”

 He pulled the hammer back. “I fucking hate sushi. Don’t you people know how to cook shit? We discovered fire a long time ago.”

 She laughed. “I’m ready to die,” she said.

 He fired.

 It clicked.

 She walked to her scooter. “Don’t you people know math?”

 He pulled the trigger again.

 “8.3 oz plus magazine,” she started the Enola Gay, “equals 11 oz.”

 As she drove away toward her father, the hammer clicked for a third time. The American Boy was left with only an echo.











































Killer of Convenience by michael s. chong



“Your mother has yet to regain consciousness,” the doctor said.



Mark Cho watched his mother breathing shallowly through a respirator, lying in her hospital bed. Her gown had opened revealing purple-green bruises along her neck. Her left wrist was taped over the needle from the dripping IV bottle beside her. Her blackened eyes were shut with small stitches beside her left lid.



The doctor told him there were police at reception, wanting to talk.



Through a blur, he remembered mumbling his mother’s age and the details of the last time he saw her. Of course, the last time he saw her, they had a fight over his working hours at the family store.



The cop talking said they had a description of the perps. A streetcar driver was the only witness. Stopped at a light, she saw the boys, she described as ‘b-boys,’ running from the store.



Mark knew who the boys were, kicking one of the gang out earlier in the week for pocketing a candy bar. They were the local creeps, a few years younger than Mark, who never seemed to work nor go to school.



Back at the store, the security cam video confirmed his belief despite the baseball caps and hoodies. In the grainy video, he saw the one known as Skag knock his mother to the ground then start to punch her in the head as she lay prone, covering her head until she went limp. The other two visible Mark pegged as Joey and Tucker, laid kicks as they scooped cartons of cigarettes from behind the counter into garbage bags. He spent the rest of the afternoon mopping up the blood by the counter that had hardened into a dark brown stain.



Putting up a sign with ‘Closed due to a family illness’on the front door, Mark shut Parkside Convenience for the first time since his father died 5 years before of cancer. Church members from his mother’s congregation had left numerous messages on the phone upstairs in their apartment, but Mark ignored them as he had his mother’s wish that he keep attending services after his father passed.



Mark walked to where he had seen the gang hang out, smoking pot and drinking beer outside an apartment building on the edge of the neighbourhood. Mark assumed that at least some of the five shits that made up their posse lived there.



Reaching there just before noon, the sun was high up near the top floor of the crumbling graffiti-festooned exterior. No one was about except for an overweight teenager pushing a pram with her overweight baby. Mark was about to question the fat mommy when the boys who beat up his mom came from around the building.



Mark felt some of his old training kick in. Born in South Korea but coming to America as a child, Mark had studied taekwondo for as long as he could remember, competing at tournaments with an eye to international competition until high school with its girls, booze and partying took his discipline away.



The first time he demonstrated any of his skills in front of his high school friends was at a streetcar terminus in the middle of the night after many beers. Stolen from a nearby produce depot, a wooden lettuce crate held about seven feet in the air exploded after he did a spiraling roundhouse kick to it.



His teacher was an old Korean dude who worked as an interpreter for the US Army during the war. Moon was tough, all 5 foot 4 of him, but pure muscle and leathery skin. The old guy always said “natural life was about patterns, people are not so different.” Fighting was about patterns too. But not that Wushu animal crap. Attack and defend came in forms. Find the right groove and your opponent was merely a training exercise.



There was that time in Grade 7, when after being called a “chink,” he punched a bully in the nose, breaking it. Moon had given him hell, making him train to the point of exhaustion for months.



“The whole thing about it is not fighting,” Moon said, “It’s about not fighting. Discipline, strength with humility.”



Mark thought this right as he threw his hammer fist strike against Skag, who had a few inches on Mark, stopping either of them from speaking. As Mark hit Skag’s cheekbone, he felt it give. Crossing with a punch, Mark felt his knuckle move to where he knew it would be swollen later.



As hard as he could, Mark threw a snap kick to the throat of Tucker, a thick ox, and could feel the windpipe crunch. Tucker went down clutching at his neck. Joey got successive spinning back fists in the face and Mark felt his knuckle give all the way but it brought no pain.



Within a couple of minutes, all three of the boys who beat up his mom were on the ground, only Skag making weak movements on the patchy grass. Mark straddled Skag’s shoulders and started using ridge hand, the top part of his hand, thumb tucked in, to strike again and again at Skag’s neck. Through it all, Mark wanted the damage to be far worse than the injuries to his mother.



Mark walked away as the overweight mother was calling someone on her cell phone.



After a sympathetic visit from the cops who told him the perps were now in the same hospital as his mother “just a few floors below,” but under police guard, Mark showered and fell asleep in his bed above their store. A cough woke him up, his own, coughing due to the smoke coming from the store downstairs. Running down the stairs past only flames and smoke where canned goods and potato chips should have been, dressed only in boxers, Mark ran out the side door by the drink case. Exiting the door, Mark felt something hard hit him across the head and went down, occasionally coming out of it to feel flashes of pain and incoherent screaming, wondering if it was his own.



Mark knew how extremely difficult it is to knock someone out without giving them a concussion or worse. He thought this right before he went out.



The first time he came out of it, he was in shock. The next time, the cop’s face from before was hovering over him. “Your mother has succumbed to her injuries,” he said. Mark closed his eyes, squeezing them shut, forcing tears out.



The next time he remembered anything was his teacher Moon in a suit sitting at the foot of his hospital bed. “Mark, how are you?”



As Mark spoke he felt the tightness of stitches along the length of his lips. “My mother is dead,” Mark said with a dryness of mouth that surprised him. “I want to see her.”



“That would not be a good idea right now,” Moon said. “You need to heal.” Moon stood, came to Mark’s bedside, pushing Mark back down and said “I knew your mother back in Korea. You never knew that.”



Mark tried unsuccessfully to hide his tears to his teacher by putting his hand over his eyes.



“I knew your dad,” Moon said. “You knew that, but your mom and I had been friends before. She had introduced me to your father when we all ended up on this side of the world.”



“They killed her,” Mark said.



“I understand that they’re in this very hospital and you helped them here.”



“Mom, the store, it’s all gone,” Mark said. “I have to get them, the ones that destroyed the store.”



Moon placed one hand on Mark’s head and with the other, he took Mark’s right fist and tucked it onto his chest. “First you rest and heal,” Moon said. “Then we train.”



When he left the hospital, a week later, the cop paid him a visit at Moon’s storefront studio in an empty shopping plaza, the other tenant being a bar where people drank all day, the rest of the shop windows boarded up with sun-bleached ‘for rent’ signs. Moon had let Mark sleep on the couch in his office since his old home had burnt down. The cop told him they had leads on the perps who burnt down the store and to let them do their jobs. “These guys end up hurt,” the cop said, “other friends might seek revenge.”



Under Moon’s watch, Mark worked the bag until his shins and knuckles found their calluses again. It had been years since Mark had trained. Moon had changed his methods, saying very little. His time with the US Army had given Moon a taste for Coca Cola and early rock and roll music Moon called rockabilly. Moon would sit there, sipping his Coke out of bottles, listening to his Elvis and Eddie Cochrane records, saying very little and almost not watching.



Moon taught Mark to relish pain and it became a drug. Training harder than he had ever before, seeing the faces of his mom’s killers in front of each punch and kick.



One night, after Mark had trained until he could not move, lying on the mats, Moon showed him an old glossy b&w photo of Moon standing with his mom, both of them in their teens. Moon said, “You can have this,” and handed the photo to Mark.



Mark held the photo close to his face and said, “Did you date my mom?”



“No, we were just friends. There might have been more but we were just friends. Back then, around the time this photo was taken, your mom was dating a boy named Ji Sung.”



“Never heard of him,” Mark said.



“No, your mother would not have mentioned him. He was the type of guy that would only hit on girls that others showed interest in. He wore cheap clothing but had expensive teeth.”



“Expensive teeth?”



“I knocked them all out once.”



“Why’d you do that?”



“He wasn’t very nice to your mother once. Once. After that she never saw him again. What I did was not revenge or punishment, it was making things right.”



Mark felt that this was Moon’s way of telling him that he gave his permission to go after the boys who burnt down his home.



The next day, Mark found the rest of the gang still standing around that same apartment building. There were about six of them. One of them, Armstrong or something, had some martial arts training, Mark had heard from a friend. “Dude’s a wannabe ninja with a fetish for shuriken.”



Mark ran right up, before the boys knew what was happening, and broke Armstrong’s jaw with a jumping four-knuckle strike. He heard the crack as the jaw slipped loose and Armstrong went down for a second then foot swept Mark’s legs out from underneath him. Kicking back up into closed stance, Mark blocked a fast hook kick from Armstrong, ducking under, palm heeling right into Armstrong’s groin, who went down for good this time after an axe kick to the middle of his face. Taking a quick look at what his heel had done, he saw only a bloody dent.



The other five boys rushed him, none of them with any training, but these were pretty big boys who had both height and weight advantages over Mark.



The slow motion kicked in, as it should, anticipating and counterstriking as if his opponents were moving through mud.



He had enough of it. His fists burned and teeth had sheared skin and flesh off his knuckles. He piled the bodies together.



From nearby bushes, Mark got an old gas can that he had hidden earlier. Dousing them with gasoline as they had his home, he lit a match, flicking it at the closest body, which was Armstrong, who wasn’t breathing. They went up fast like torches, Mark reeling, then stepping closer to the heat until there were just charred shards.



Christ, if it didn’t smell like roast pork, he thought.



Last thing his friends got was via email from an unknown account. The email had neither subject line nor any text, only an attached photo of Mark amidst a huge outdoor grow-op, probably on the west coast, but who really knew? He could be dead.


























four fists of the zygote by Cameron Ashley

1. Yet More Roadside Corpses



It’s Fu Gee Yuan, as always, who notices it first. A subtle tilting of the wheat against the breeze. He shifts his feet wide against the dirt and forms Angry Demon Stance. A small dust cloud rises around his ankles – brimstone for this hell-thing. Fu Kwan Wong sees Gee Yuan strike the pose and follows suit, up against his brother’s back in a classic Bow Stance. Kwan Wong is the martial, he leaves the art to Gee Yuan.



Back-to-back, the brothers wait for their attackers. Faced on both sides with swaying stalks of wheat, upon a trail of dirt that bisects the crop, under a sun that cooks the straw of their hats, they smile – aware that soon they will add to the trail of dead half-siblings left in the slipstream of their violence.



Their attackers, discovered, exchange clandestine stealth for ferocious assault. One leaps high, a mid-air somersault catapulting him in front of Fu Gee Yuan. The other merely ploughs forward, bull-like, through the crop at Fu Kwan Wong. Kwan Wong notes the weapons strapped to the thick frame of this muscle-bound half-brother. Fourteen of the Eighteen Arms of Wushu adorn him, yet despite his body mass and his lethal accessories he moves like a thin man denuded.



Gee Yuan is relieved the assailants are not female. He finds the murder of his half-sisters distasteful and depressing, the only moments on this journey where he questions the righteousness of his actions. The next battle, on the horizon, is with yet another pair of sisters. It is a weight on him. Gender is not an issue for Kwan Wong, who finds his twin’s reluctance to destroy their sisters a weakness he must get over. Their father’s daughters will show them no mercy, so the females must expect the same in kind.



Gee Yuan’s lithe assailant strikes the Three Battles stance, betraying his favour of Wuzuquan. Gee Yuan pushes forward, a blur of improvised strikes culled and melded from a dozen differing styles. His unorthodoxy is legendary, yet no-one he battles is ever remotely prepared for his baffling flurries. Perhaps this is because no-one ever survives him to pass on to another exactly what has been learned. In any event, Gee Yuan leaps into his assailants attack; bounding up off the man’s own thigh and landing a thunderous left knee, followed immediately by a right, to his face. His assailant hits the dust, head split from chin to forehead, everything in-between pulpy and ruined, blood-spurts turning dirt to mud. He looks like a spoiled melon caved in by starving rodents.



Gee Yuan, as always, bows, says to the corpse, “I am sorry, my brother.”



Kwan Wong back peddles as his large attacker unleashes a steel whip – numerous chain-linked metal rods, dart-tipped. Kwan Wong leads the big man into the wheat, hoping to obfuscate his own movements as much as possible. The big man twirls around Kwan Wong, the whip out and lashing. A mown-down circumference follows the motion, a battle-space created. Kwan Wong realises distance must be closed. He listens for the clinking of chain as the whip strikes forward, then ducks under, and thrusts a clenched fist upright into the big man’s armpit. Kwan Wong feels the arm come free at the shoulder and he whirls, spin-kicking his attacker’s sternum, feeling heart-protecting bone crumple against his heel. He lowers his leg as he scoops up the fallen whip, whirls again. Chain and metal rod unfurl, the dart at whip’s tip lodges in the big man’s left eye. Kwan Wong yanks hard, freeing both dart and eyeball. Rolling forward through the cut-down wheat, he rises again, snatching a metal talon from the thrashing man’s belt. He swipes with it, feeling the metal blades briefly lodge in larynx before pulling the entire throat free. The big man falls, his blood spurting, fountain-like, into the air.



Gee Yuan stands beside his twin. He bows to the corpse. “I am sorry, my brother.”



Kwan Wong spits on the corpse. “You need to stop that. You need to stop showing them such respect and remember what it is they represent. Would these two bow to you? Would these two call you ‘brother?”’ Kwan Wong heads back towards the track, shaking his head. “They were sent to stop us from getting to Jiaxing Zhang and the twin she has secreted away. They were sent, as the others before them, to drop our severed heads into Hessian sacks and send them back to Father.”



Gee Yuan follows his brother, as always, remorseful. They are five miles out of Yangshuo, where they will find the Zhang twins, their half-sisters, next on their list of those who must die.


2. A Father’s Love 




The man who would be known as The All-Father of Binary Horrors was birthed some ninety years before the bloodbath described above, to a man expelled from a Shaolin monastery for the repeated buggering of his peers and the worshipping of the demon Huangdi. The heretic cut his child free from his whore mother and, from the first breath, took the boy deep into the forest to commune with animal spirits and man/beast hybrids. It was a successful effort to show the boy that there was no human worth fearing or respecting whilst such phantasmagoria existed. He also schooled the boy in various forms of martial arts, learned from, and perverted by, fellow heretics similarly fallen from the paths of their chosen disciplines.



Born into violence and chaos, travelling with a wild pack of bandits led by his father, wet-nursed by a rotating roster of women abducted from plundered villages until they were suckled dry, corresponding with devils and hermit sorcerers, the boy grew into a man. On his nineteenth birthday, promised eternal virility by a witch he seduced, the boy brained his father with a Chui, took his place as leader of the bandit pack, and vowed to do as the demon Huangdi did – bring untold chaos into this world.



He had learned his lessons well.



He would teach his children the notion of undying loyalty to their father. The idea that no man was to be respected save he who gave them life.



The witch’s gift worked almost too well – every woman he raped birthed not one child but two for their father’s cause.



A compound was built. An army constructed. A harem assembled.



The All-Father of Binary Horrors sent his children out into the world. One pair of grown up twins at a time, to take a town and make it theirs. And by making it theirs, they made it his.



It would’ve all been perfect. Except a woman named Yu Yee Mun managed to escape, carrying her unborn sons through forest and over mountain. Yu Yee Mun, selected by the All-Father for her beauty, not her hidden resourcefulness, gave birth to Kwan Yong and Gee Yuan in a small town far, far away under the watchful eye of a kindly farmer named Fu Ng Chun.


3. The Blade Has Two Sides, Yet It Is Still The One Sword



“Will you please stop your sulking.” Fu Kwan Wong, tired of his brother’s sullenness, throws orange peel at his head.



The brothers sit under a tallow tree. A small fire between them, a rabbit roasting on a makeshift spit, the stars spilling ever-onward above them.



Gee Yuan brushes peel off his shoulder. “One day, there will be children we will have to kill. And babies. Unable to defend themselves, innocent of all wrongdoing. What will we do then?”



Kwan Wong rips free a hunk of roasted rabbit, boiling fat dribbles down his fingers. He feels no pain. “If you do not have the stomach for it, I will do the killing.”



“They are our family.”



Kwan Wong takes his time chewing, swallowing anger along with meat. “They are no family of mine.”



Gee Yuan leans forward to take some meat. He has no appetite any more, however, so he shifts back to his seated position.



Kwan Wong wonders if his brother’s heart is so large because Gee Yuan, in some weird monozygotic twin anomaly, somehow ended up with his own and that he himself is only alive because his heart beats alongside his brother’s, safe in Gee Yuan’s chest cavity. He reaches over, touches his brother’s shoulders. “You are my family. You are my heart. You are my everything. We are charged with freeing the land from The All-Father of Binary Horrors and expunging the duel fruits of his loins wherever they are found. And this is what we must do.”



Gee Yuan says, “But we are the same fruit.”



Kwan Wong shakes his head violently. “No. We are not.”



Gee Yuan meets his brother’s gaze. It is like looking at his own image in the curvature of a dao blade – identical to his own but slightly warped. The brothers are two sides of the same sword, and Gee Yuan is thankful that Kwan Wong’s side is sharper than his own. His brother is the warrior, the disciplined, textbook fighter, flowing through different styles, aggression and hate channelled through technique. Gee Yuan’s doubts and sorrow manifest themselves through an unwillingness to conform to the scriptures of style. He rebels against his cause by fighting like an artful lunatic. His frustrations with forms and the strict teachings of his master and his hatred of killing lead him to fight in a style all his own. It is a style that recognises his own acquiescence to the mission, but simultaneously demonstrates his disdain for it. Perhaps it is because of this that Gee Yuan loves his brother for being all that he is not.



Gee Yuan nods, says, “You are my everything too, brother.”


4. Two Dozen Assassins, A Half-Dozen Hunters.



So the twins were raised as farm-boys, working their step-father's paddies. Their innate talents for violence were, however, keenly apparent. They in fact, beat up children much older and much more practised in the martial arts than they. Children who called them bastards and whore-sons. Antagonists who sensed the twins' specialness and wanted them crushed for it.

At this point, indeed, the twins had no formal training whatsoever, just a natural skill to meet violence with greater violence and superior size with superior mettle.



By the time they were seven, they were village outcasts.



It was clear that a village so small could not contain them and, even if it could, it should not. It was obvious to Yu Yee Mun and her new farmer husband, that her boys, clearly special in a way denoting a touch of the uncanny, were meant for greater things than mere rice farming.



Fortunately, so did a travelling monk named Bing-Fone Hui.



Two dozen monks from the temple that expelled The All-Father of Binary Horrors were charged with ending his growing influence over the land. While the All-Father’s offspring slaughtered these brave warriors, another half-dozen monks were charged with scouring the land, searching for the folk tale that was Yu Yee Mun and the twin foetuses she took with her. Raised right, trained right, these kung-fu demons could be metamorphosed into kung-fu angels, able to meet their siblings and, eventually, their father on equal ground.



From town to town, city to city, these clandestine seekers travelled, finding twins of appropriate age, watching them from afar, evaluating them, approaching their mothers if it seemed at all possible that the children could be the All-Father’s.



It took Bing-Fone Hui ten years of wandering to find Gee Yuan and Kwan Wong Fu. The monk was sixty-five, a life of kung-fu study behind him, two vassals to fill with his knowledge in front of him.



Hidden from the world, deep in the forests of Dayao Shan, the boys learned of their origins, trained and grew into men.


5. Kung-Fu Blizzard



A familiar pre-showdown sight:



Streets bereft of activity save All-Father-sanctioned thugs hassling dishevelled and down-trodden occupants.



Yangshuo:



Just another tiny dictatorship ruled by twin sisters, Zhang Jiaxing and Zhang Jinjing, each as black-hearted and ruthless as the father who made them and who oversees their tyranny. Jiaxing was noted for her beauty and feared for her mastery of the most unlikely arts of Da Shen – Drunken Monkey – and Zui Quan – Drunken Fist. Jinjing, however, nobody has ever seen, but it was widely believed that it was this shadowy sister who was both the true power and the true evil of the pair.



The word was spread quickly – strangers were not tolerated here – that Gee Yuan and Kwan Wong had arrived. Notoriety was as much of a curse as much their identical features: you do not kill as many as they had and maintain any anonymity. The twins did not care, however, confident in their abilities, they lived their lives in the open. Hiding one's features, sneaking around, pretending to be what they were not – these things only delayed the inevitable conflicts and killing. Killing that both of them, but Gee Yuan particularly, were keen to have done with. It was a brashness they shared, a confidence in death-dealing their bloodline leant them.



So when Zhang Jiaxing and Zhang Jinjing sent their footsoldiers out against their brothers, it was no surprise to Gee Yuan and Kwan Wong. Indeed the sight of these brainwashed fools, spilling out from barracks and public domiciles was welcomed. A Kung-Fu blizzard, descending upon them quickly and suddenly, gave Gee Yuan no time to do anything but strike a Hellfire's Descending Ash pose and Kwan Wong a smile and a belly laugh.



The Fu twins had cut through so many of their bloodline's stooges in the past that they understood the underlings only purpose was to tire them. An impossible feat. You would fare as well tiring the seasons from changing, the sun from shining. Such was Gee Yuan and Kwan Wong's endurance. Their attackers were fodder in the purest sense, animated hunks of meat and sinew, sent forth to the slaughter.



And slaughtered these fools were.



Gee Yuan pitied them as he struck out with chi-focused, limb-shattering, heart-stopping, brain-death-inducing blows. These men did what they did to feed families, families no doubt huddled and sheltered within nearby run-down shacks. Kwan Wong had no such pity, his smile fixed as he ripped hearts, throats, genitals and limbs free in a fury of concentrated, textbook lethality.



Blood flowed and bodies mounted as Jiaxing and Jinjing looked on from on high, their brothers destroying their well-trained servants like absolute monsters, like unholy things, like the father they shared.



Jinjing said, “Look at them, sister. Back-to-back. They fight like a single, four-fisted organism. Rearing up like a spider with limbs hacked off. They must be separated.”



“How do we do that?” Jiaxing asked.



“Together,” Jinjing said.


6. The Female of the Species…



Jiaxing draws the brothers to her with a smile and a vulgar gesture. Kwan Wong is momentarily struck by his half-sister's beauty before he sees the cruelty in her grin. Gee Yuan is not quite put on the back foot like his brother and, uncharacteristically, he's off, vaulting onto and across rooftops after Jiaxing. Kwan Wong brings up the rear, cursing his sheepishness.



Jiaxing hurls herself across roofs, curling and rolling and contorting her lithe frame into virtual facsimiles of the primates she imitates. It's off-putting – her pretty face curled up into a monkey sneer. Adding to the unorthodoxy is the drunken monkey movements she throws in, awkward jerky spasms that add to the unpredictability. She turns and lashes out at the closest brother at random times on this rooftop pursuit, dipping into a leather bag she has strapped to her thigh, pulling free a handful of feather-tipped needles and unleashing them like a sudden downpour upon the brothers. Kwan Wong and Gee Yuan are themselves forced to contort and roll and leap in an effort to dodge the surely-poisoned missiles hurtling their way.



Jiaxing, perched like a chimp at the top of a spire, laughs at her half-brothers, amazed they have come so far on the poor skills they show her. Clearly, Kwan Wong, the slightly shorter of the two is the aggressor despite the fact he was slow in the chase. She sees the anger build in him as she shatters roof shingles and spins their ceramic shards their way. Gee Yuan shields his eyes with a forearm and a crescent-shaped ceramic shard lodges above his wrist. Kwan Wong steps in front of his brother and, arms whirling, shatters all further projectiles with knife-edge chops.



They are both cut now. First blood is hers.



Kwan Wong clenches his sliced-up fists, watches his blood fall from his knuckles and spatter the rooftop. Gee Yuan pulls the tile shard from his forearm and hurls it back toward his sister. She evades it with ease, rolling forward, leaping up and landing between the brothers. Jiaxing's small hands emit a sorcerous glow as she double-hammerfists the roofing under Gee Yuan's feet. The rooftop fissures and splits under Gee Yuan and he tumbles down into the domicile below. He hits the ground hard and chunks of roof and wall and supporting structure come down with him. A spike of supporting beam hurtles toward his head. He rolls, but is not quite fast enough: the beam has torn through the right side of his head, removing his ear and a section of scalp.



Kwan Wong's first thought is for his brother. He stands over the hole in the roof, peering down. It is the split-second Jiaxing needs and she unleashes monkey claws at him – raking palm strikes – targeting his eyes.



Kwan Wong blocks, blocks, blocks again, but Jiaxing sweeps his leg and down he goes. Hard. She's all over him then and her speed is infernal. She chops and rakes and gouges at him. She grapples him, rolling him over sharp pieces of fractured tile and wood.



For the first time ever, Fu Kwan Wong is utterly, completely, overwhelmed.



Jiaxing smashes at him – breaking his nose, fracturing orbital sockets, cheekbones. Mashing lips, snapping teeth.



Kwan Wong pokes his tongue right through a hole in his cheek and laughs as the blows rain on down. Jiaxing stops her attack momentarily, gives her half-brother a quizzical look, his ruined face beaming at her.



Kwan Wong laughs again at his sister's hesitation then spits a mouthful of blood in Jiaxing's face.



Jiaxing wipes blood out of her eyes, licks it from her lips, her chin. Her fists glow again, the light strangely soft and warm, lantern-like. As she brings them down, another pair of hands clasps her head; one under her chin, the other at her temple. Her neck snaps as her head is twisted right around to face her spine. The last thing she sees is Gee Yuan, blood-covered, sections of skull exposed. No remorse in his eyes as he slays her.



Jiaxing's body slumps over Kwan Wong's. Her backwards head faces a looming Gee Yuan, her eyes bug-eyed with shock, whether at her predicament or her half-brother's half-peeled head we will never know.



Gee Yuan rolls Jiaxing off Kwan Wong and kneels beside his brother. Kwan Wong keeps on laughing through his mashed-up mouth.



“What's so funny?” Gee Yuan asks.



“Y-you got your childhood wish.”



“What wish is that, brother?”



“That we weren't identical. You with your new half-face. Me with my new...no-face. There will be no confusion as to who is who and which is which anymore.”



Gee Yuan gives a sad smile, touches the right side of his own face. His palm and fingers come away dripping with red.



Kwan Wong says, “You look horrifying. Like death embodied.”



Gee Yuan pulls his brother to his feet, says, “And you look repulsive and terrifying. Your face will turn the strongest of stomachs, weaken the stiffest of knees.”


7. Striking With Chaos



Death and Fear stand over the body of their sister, the woman who terraformed them into something more than men, into things perhaps part elemental, part myth.



Kwan Wong looks at his brother. “You have nothing to say? No apologies to give?”



Gee Yuan says nothing. He just drips blood and stares at Jaixing's body. He watches, kneels, then finally says, “She still breathes.”



“Impossible.”



“No, she still breathes. Look. Her breast rises and falls.”



Kwan Wong kneels, studies the body of the sister he assumed was a corpse. He breast, indeed, rises and falls. “Impossible!” he says again. He shoves past his brother.



Gee Yuan wipes blood from his eyes with a sleeve and watches as Kwan Wong sinks lower and lower toward Jiaxing.



Kwan Wong is clearly suspicious. He looks like a man witnessing a miracle. He puts his head to Jiaxing's chest, a cauliflowered-ear twitches as it listens. He says, “I hear breathing.”



Gee Yuan rolls his eyes. “Yes. I told you.”



“No. I hear breathing.”



Gee Yuan steps forward.



Kwan Wong says, “No. Stop.”



Gee Yuan stops dead, almost slipping in a puddle of his own blood as he does so.



Kwan Wong reaches down, slowly opens Jiaxing's robe. He loosens it at the waist. He pulls it wide.


8. Binary Horrors.


She is more beautiful than any woman Kwan Wong has laid eyes on. From the narrow dark arches of her eyebrows to the fullness of her lips, to the uncharacteristically wide, almond-shaped eyes. Hers is a face for which strong men would war, weak men would pine and women would beg. It is a face more beautiful even than her sisters.



There she is – Zhang Jinjing. The secret sister no-one has ever seen.



Zhang Jinjing, nothing more than a miniature head in place of her sister's right breast. A beautiful, perfect, miniature head, in control of the body it shared with Jiaxing now that Jiaxing is dead.



Fu Kwan Wong is frozen by the sight – the beauty of Jinjing's face juxtaposed by the horror that is its placement.



Jinjing says, “Thank you, brother, for freeing me.”



Jiaxing's arm – now Jinjing's – shoots up, digs into Kwan Wong's neck, forcing it down towards Jinjing's opening mouth, a rope of spit bridging her full lips.



Kwan Wong sees needle-teeth, incisors like blades, then his throat is in her mouth, then there is spurting blood, as he feels the hole where his throat once was, then there is Gee Yuan's arms around him, and then, as his heart beats its last, pumping yet more blood free from the wound, there is nothing.


9. The Singular Horrors



Jinjing forces her sister's body up, so it rises zombie-like. It strikes monkey poses more undead than drunken, and the body lurches and shuffles forward, swinging wild strikes.



Gee Yuan drops his brother's body, wipes the tears from his eyes and engages Jinjing, his sister in both blood and disfigurement. Singular horrors, binary opposites, the siblings begin a strange, monstrous duel, the first of many Fu Gee Yuan will fight on his own.



































The Jade Fist Bounty by Frank Bill

Just as Hazard, Kentucky’s wire-held mufflers and chipped-brick cross streets omitted from




the rearview, an onyx Mercedes leached onto Black Tiger’s bumper and forced him off the side




of the road.




Pulling the keys from the Camry’s ignition, he levered the door open. Highway grit




ricocheted from the tires of log and coal trucks speeding down the double lanes as he stood




behind the Toyota recognizing the two men who held their ground in front of the dusted Benz.



The outline to Black Tiger’s right was Kwan, he’d thumbed a Glock 17 from his waist. To his




left was Crane, he held a blue white Igloo cooler. Each of the men wore pleated slacks, white silk




shirts imprinted with a feverish red and orange phoenix, they’d matching sunglasses wrapped




around skulls the tint of wood glue, long twines of hair suctioned upon their crowns and drained




down between their shoulders.




They were headhunters for Jade Fist Society, a Chinese crime syndicate who dealt in




prostitution, black market movies and payments collected from small business owners, called it




protection.




Humidity weighed down on the men, splotched the fibers beneath their clothing and Kwan




questioned Black Tiger, “Think you can do what you did to our people, evade to the states?”




Back in China, Black Tiger and his teacher, Fu, left several members of Jade Fist like




pincushions after a storeowner, Fu’s uncle Chang, refused to pay for their security. They tried




to coerce Chang’s daughter, Yang Ling, to compensate what he wouldn’t on her back.




Black Tiger didn’t miss a beat, “Only we teach lesson to your droves of filth.”




A bounty was placed on Fu and Black Tiger’s lives. They sought refuge with Chang, Fu’s




master. He’d ties to the triads. Sent word for immediate removal. A restaurant owner in the states




by the name of Shong got wind of the situation, needed men with high level fighting skills to




enforce authority for his bookie operation in Kentucky and Indiana.




Fu and Black Tiger took the offer, Shong paid for their passage to the states.




“Lesson?” Images of limbs curved like Celtic knots with needles staggered at varied angles




flashed through Kwan’s mind. “Then make sense why we follow you to here. We bare a lesson.”




Not taking his eyes from Black Tiger, he snapped his fingers and told Crane, “Show him.”




Crane laid the Igloo cooler on the Mercedes’ hood. Pressed the button on the side, his right




hand rattled ice, gripped the freezing strands of hair, pulled the shape that it was attached to from




inside, and held it up away from his body as red dripped cold.




It was Yang Ling, Fu’s niece.




In traditional Chinese teaching, one’s teacher was like a father. Loyalty was bone and blood.




Seeing the lifeless head of his teacher’s niece was equal to viewing his own sister. Black Tiger




didn’t blink, the element of fire singed his frame, expanded the gate below his navel. He rooted




the ball of his left foot into the pavement, gripped the keys in his right.




And Crane said, “You maim our people for nothing. Now we add you head for payment.”




Then placed the head back into the cooler.




Black Tiger measured his distance with their movements.




With a pitched laugh Kwan said, “Know how hard is to travel with head in a cooler, baggage




claim was female dog!”




Flinching his left shoulder, Black Tiger raised his left hand chest high, masked the throw that




came from his right hand, the keys were a 120 mile per hour volley scorching Kwan’s vision.




Kwan hollered, “Fuck!” Stumbled and raised the Glock with blurred sight. Sheered a spike-




sized hole through the Camry’s rear windshield. Black Tiger dropped to the fragmented




pavement. The bark of gunfire rimmed overhead as he spun counter clockwise and sprung




forward like a bobcat.




A fist jabbed just below Kwan’s sternum, pushed a dry cough up his throat, a second attack




shattered his windpipe, blocked his inhale, the third mashed his nose.




Kwan was a snorting hog drowning in slop, released the Glock, the index finger and thumb of




both hands channel locked around his throat.




Black Tiger had ensnared the air within Kwan’s chest. He caught Kwan’s pistol with his right.




Circled his movements around Kwan’s complexion, stepped into him with the butt of the Glock




cutting sideways across Kwan’s chest, Black Tiger’s left palm hit him in the gut, thrust Kwan




into the highway.




A horn roared. Brakes locked up. Tread charcoaled a double trail down the pavement as a




corroded semi of notched lumber used Kwan for a bug shield.




Without warning, Crane impaled Black Tiger’s shoulder, an arrowed piece of steel connected




to a chain twisted arthritic pain through his nerve endings. He flashed back to a knotted wax




wood staff whelping and straightening his posture, spreading his legs, keeping knees over his




toes and his eyes forward. Fu, his teacher, commanding, “Re-act, no think!”



Now, Black Tiger faced Crane, breathed through the hurt. Reaction coiled his left arm over




the chain and he jerked the nine-section-whip from Crane’s grip. Raised the Glock, jerked the

trigger twice. Brass kicked from the chamber and lead torched Crane’s chest.




Pushing the pistol into his waist, Black Tiger ripped the darted end of the chain from his




shoulder, fevered toxins wobbled him to kneeling over Crane. Heat erupted down his arm. He




knew if Jade Fist had found him, they’d found Fu and he asked, “How you find us?”




Crimson laughter warmed Black Tiger’s complexion. And Crane said, “You need ask




man who pay for passage.”




*




Dried leaves and rotted limbs crumpled beneath the men’s steps, packing their arsenal they saw




the cabin through the breech of timber and proceeded.




In the cabin, uneasiness quaked through Fu’s bones as he glanced at the girthed slabs of steel




that crossed on the wall above the stove. He thought about the Fukien temple of his tutelage as a




boy, the countryside where his discipline evolved with the Wine Maker Chow, the deal he’d




taken to leave his homeland and evade Jade Fist Society.




Turning with a tin kettle of boiling water, Fu poured the fuming liquid into Mr. Shong’s cup,




recognizing that even with all of his training he still lost his niece. He knew she was no more.




Knew Jade Fist’s trespass was mere steps away, all because of the man who’d paid for his




departure.




A string from a tea bag hung over the rim of Shong’s cup. He smirked with lips drawn thin,




blew the steam from the tea, wondering if Black Tiger would return from the collection of a local




gambling debt.




Fu laid the kettle back on the stove sensing combustion. The backdoor splintered with




gunfire. A man holding a Tech 9 kicked through the remaining splits of the timber. Fu




remembered him as Lotus. He’d a blue-green dragon fanning up his neck, a rope of hair upon his




crown, repelling down his spine. He was a headhunter for Jade Fist with a bounty to convoke.




Shong rolled to the floor, his swarthy locks flowered across his forehead. Being a man who




despised deficit, but relished vehement odds, he wagered a deal with Jade Fist for Fu and Black




Tiger’s lives. He’d give their location for the Jade headhunters to reap the bounty. If they were




killed, Shong’d be at a loss. But if they survived, the life-contract would be abolished, either way




he’d bask in the blood that would be spilt.




Fu attacked Lotus at an angle. His right arm hitting in an upward motion beneath Lotus’s




left wrist like a cleaver, his left hammering down, scissoring and knocking the gun from Lotus’s




grip. Lotus countered a right elbow at Fu, pushed his hips forward, offered a left knee up into




Fu’s stomach, created space and drew his arms into his chest. Left and right palms met, appeared




like a viper’s mouth open wide. He shot the double strike into Fu’s center, jolted him against the




stove. Lungs panted. Fu grabbed the kettle. Lotus pawed a curved blade from the buckle of his




belt and fisted the air. Fu flung the molten liquid into Lotus’s sight. Flesh thinned into blisters,




screams twisted into psychedelic torment. Fu trounced Lotus’s profile with the kettle until he




was a human compost.




From behind, bullets hacked through the wood of the front door. Fu uncrossed the two




butterfly swords from above the stove. They were smithed and balanced by the hands that held




them. One in his left, one in his right. He inhaled through his nose, felt a static charge in his




marrow, perched low and waited.




A headhunter, known as Wong, stepped into the living room holding two 9mm pistols,




sweeping the area for movement. Before the gunman seen Fu, he felt one of the swords that




tomahawked from the kitchen to the living room, end over end, cleave into his right thigh.




Wong was a thud on the floor swallowing his newfound misery. Fu came like an ape from




the kitchen to the living room, with a sword in one hand, he used his other hand like a crutch




swiveling his legs forward till he kneeled over Wong. His left knee pinned Wong’s right arm to




the floor as he jabbed the point of the sword into the softness beneath his chin. An identical




dragon tattoo crawled up his neck. Sweat strained from his pours. Fu milled Wong’s eyes out




with his own, seeing the shape of his niece and hearing her final plea decapitated.




Then Fu felt another man’s presence. A gunshot ruptured his right thigh. Pain was a blown




head gasket traveling up into his ribcage and down his leg. The sword fell from his hand.

Footsteps approached. Another headhunter; Ox. He leveled his pistol at Fu. “Some say you myth.”




Fu’s ears rang from the gunfire, Ox’s words came in wisps and Fu tonsiled, “Pull fuckin’




trigger, abolish this myth.”




Wong twitched and screamed, “Shoot him!”




Ox crooked his fingers on the trigger. Fu waited, watched the inheritor of his teachings




within his mind’s eye give silence to this hunter.




The attacks hit quicker than a bullet, tapped Ox’s spine then his kidneys. His hands quaked.




The sensation of water washing sand through a screen secreted throughout his body. The pistol




hit the floor. His brown eyes rung red. Nostrils and lips spotted the same shade.




Fu hunkered on the floor. The trickle of terra cotta oozed from his leg. Ox wilted before him.




Wong tried to buck. Fu leaned forward, drove two fingers into the side of his neck, yielded him




silent. Black Tiger stood over Ox holding the cooler. Fu glanced up at him, said, “I teach you




well.”




Clapping hands combined with the salivating-carnage of air and Shong said, “You two are




like modern day Huns.”




Fu pushed to standing and grimaced at the ache of his wounded leg. He looked at the squared




plastic object Black Tiger held, shook his head, told him, “No need cooler.”




Black Tiger’s eyes questioned him and he said, “Is head of—”




Cutting him off Fu said, “I feel Ling’s energy disperse weeks before just as I feel Jade Fist’s




demeanor approach.” He motioned to Wong, his leg forming a pond around him. “He is one who




remove her from vitality.”




“How you know?”




“I see by the positive and negative elements of existence. Why I teacher, you student.”




Black Tiger pointed behind Fu. “But is Shong who cause all of this, he—”




Fu raised a hand to Black Tiger, turned, met Shong’s eyes, said, “No, we cross Jade Fist, turn




to triads for help. Shong middleman, buy our continuance. We are now loyal to his deviances.”




Mr. Shong looked into the pitted and scarred face of Fu, through the thick glass of his specs




and into his comma-eyes and said, “After bringing you here, I decide to make deal for your




lives, if survive onslaught, bounty would be no more. If not, seeing slaughter would be worth the




price I pay.”




“Now that we survive?”




“We clean up with gasoline, start cleaning debts in Indiana.”














































































i don't fuckin' care about nothing

by jimmy callaway



“You ought to watch those double negatives there, buddy.”

“Watch these double negatives, motherfucker!”

Hiiii-ih!

Yah-yah-hiiii-yah!

He’s back—Johnny Frigidaire!

“’Scuse me, Officer, my name’s Johnny Frigidaire, and I’m here to register a deadly weapon.”

“Okey-dokey, Mr. Frigidaire, let’s just get this paperwork started. What sort of weapon are you registering today?”

“These!”

“Huh?”

“My fists!”

Wah-pish! Wah-pish!

Wip-whap-fap-ooof!

“Huh. No, I don’t get it.”

He’s back to boldly split your skull—Johnny Frigidaire!

“Oh, Johnny, I don’t think we should be walking home late at night through this bad neighborhood.”

“But Lola, how else am I going to?”

“Going to what, get home?”

“No, going to—fuck shit up!”

Don’t matter where he was before, ‘cause as stated previously—he’s back (Johnny Frigidaire, that is.)!

Street gang attack!

“Well, well, if it isn’t Johnny Frigidaire and his little girly-girl. Walking home awful late, ain’t ya, Johnny?”

“Awful late—for you, Billy Boy!”

“Nah, I don’t usually go to bed until after midnight.”

Let’s fight!

Axe kick!

Rabbit punch!

Another kind of punch!

“Is that all you got, Billy Boy? I’ve taken harder punches at a church picnic.”

“You don’t even go to church!”

Let’s fight some more!

“Dig these moves, Billy Boy!”

The Truncheon of Hurt!

The Impending Whirlwind of Really Unmellow Times!

The Seven Fists of Steve!

“That’s nothing. Check this shit out!”

Hotfoot of the Perverted Tai-Chi!

The Devil’s Rattle-y Transmission!

Spinning Jenny-on-the-Rag!
 “After I’m through with you, Frigidaire, then I take on your little girlfriend!”

“B-But, but I don’t even know how to fight!”

“It was more of a sexual overture, I think, sweetie.”

“Oh. Gross.”

C’mon, you powder-puffs, let’s see some more fighting already!

A right!

A left!

A right-left-right!

Parry!

Thrust!

Dodge!

Spin!

“Johnny, stop it! All this violence. Why are you boys so angry!”

“Oh, sweet Lola, I never thought of it that way! Could it be…could it be because my father never loved me? Because I never learned the majesty of what love could be?”

“Oh, Johnny!”

“Or could it be because you never shut your big goddamned mouth!”

Johnny Frigidaire! He takes no shit off nobody!

“Again! It’s ‘anybody,’ not ‘nobody,’ you sub-literate.”

“You’re right, I know. I, Johnny Frigidaire, should spend more time reading.”

“Yes, exactly. Why, even reading only one book a month, say, you’ll see results in almost—”

“Reading…your obituary!”

Aaaaaaawww-ii!

Puh-ih!

“Kids, this is Johnny Frigidaire. Yes, it’s true: once, I was just your average sad sack, scamming on teenage girls at the mall before going to work the four-to-close shift at the KFC. But then I realized that I was still trying far too hard, that I was still expecting from the world what I was expecting from myself. Simply put, I figured I had it all coming to me. How wrong I was! Y’see, kids, the secret to life is simple:

“I don’t give a fuck about anything.”

Huh-daiiii!

Smack-thud!

And a meaningful existence is down…

…and out, motherfucker!






























Buster Lee and the Chucklehead That Wouldn't Stay Down by chris la tray



The name’s Buster Lee, and there ain’t a damn thing I’m afraid of. Matter of fact, I figure if somethin’ ain’t dangerous, then it just ain’t worth my time. You could say it’s my personal philosophy, I guess. Beats the hell out of sittin’ around waitin’ to die, and that ain’t no exaggeration.



I took to the sky soon as I was of the proper age – that was back in 1928. Times have been hard for folks, sure enough, but I’ve managed to make a steady livin’ – food in my belly and a roof over my head at least – over the last ten years or so workin’ a job most people say I wouldn’t survive past three. Yeah, these sky ships are persnickety and tend to fall out of the clouds, and I’ve had my share of close calls and busted bones. That don’t stop me from bein’ there every damn time the Eastwood takes to the air, workin’ the engine room and keepin’ everything ship-shape. It’s what I do, and in return I get to see the country and every big city worth seein’. After all, any burg that cares about its name’s got a port up in it. My life ain’t a bad achievement for a scamp with no education and even less interest in ever becomin’ some kinda square-rigged gentleman.



I’m also the toughest goddamn fighter anyone who’s ever seen me has ever seen. Officially I’m Champion of the Air Brigade. What that means is I’ve licked every man to raise his fists against me that ever worked a tour on one of the Brigade’s airships. I’ve put a whoopin’ on pert near every other man to stand before me too – stevedores, union guys and perfessional fisticuffers alike. The only ones I ain’t laid out were the fancydancers; wags that would rather hop around on their twinkle-toes and jib and jab for points rather than go toe-to-toe with a iron man like me. So I’ve lost a few, but I don’t tend to count ‘em. Them kinda fighters ain’t even worth my time talkin’ about. Any man that ever truly wanted to test himself against me hasn’t measured up. They keep comin’, though, and I keep sendin’ ‘em back.



Most of my income comes from bustin’ up other fellers in promoted prize fights, but the proceeds never seem to last. Seems like there is some kinda hole between my hand and my damn pocket, ‘cuz that money never seems to survive much past the one into the other. Money’s just for spendin’ anyway, like my pop always said. When he wasn’t beatin’ on Ma and me, that is. She didn’t last as long as I did; she run off before I even turned ten. Good for her, ‘cuz the life she was in sure weren’t worth livin’. As it turned out I probably owe my ability to take a beatin’ to that old sonofabitch, so I don’t curse his name too much. The only puncher to ever knock me out, my old man. Course the one time I got up and hit back – a left-right combination to the brain canister that the stupid drunk never even saw comin’ – he didn’t get back up. Served the old bastard right. Wasn’t long after that I started on my first airship.



Enough of my personal history. I’m aimin’ to talk about the donnybrook I had with ‘ole Abbott Drooker at the Omaha Sports Complex. It was the damnedest thing I ever seen, and I seen a lot over the years. And I was right in the middle of it all.



***



The Eastwood tied up at the Air Port of Omaha on a Fridee mornin’. We were due for a week’s shore leave to get some repairs – it was always a tough run over the damn Midwest, what with all the storms that rage that time of year. We landed, then me and Marvin, my main runnin’ buddy from the ship, beat feet soon as we could to this dive bar in the district called The Ugly Esquire. Now ‘ole Marvin, he’s swell for a little fella, but he’s also a top shelf guzzle guts. Luckily I knew he probably didn’t have the scratch to get too drunk and ornery. As for me, I was savage as a meat axe, to the point where the slabs of leather the Esquire calls steaks sounded mighty tasty. Figured that would about do in the bulk of my coin, and I didn’t care. I was countin’ on a fight or two comin’ my way to get me flush.



We stormed through the front door like bulls catchin’ a glimpse of open pasture. “Stanley!” I shouted. “Fire up the grill, there’s hungry men bearin’ down on ya!”



“Thirsty ones too!” Marvin added for good measure.



Stanley – he’s the bartender and proprietor – looked up like he’d just seen the sun for the first time all winter. “Buster!” he said. “So the Eastwood finally landed, eh?”



“And Marvin too,” said Marvin. “And you best step to that whiskey bottle ‘fore I get sore.”



Grabbin’ a bottle and a couple glasses, Stanley all but run toward us, grinnin’ like an idiot. I was immediately suspicious, as Stanley is one of them guys who always has an angle. ‘Specially if he’s smilin’.



“Come on over here,” he said, guidin’ us toward a table by the fire. Some old timer was already there, his head slumpin’ over an empty plate, and Stanley shoved him aside with a curse and a kick, then tossed his plate onto the next table where some other wag was engaged in tryin’ to enjoy his meal.



“Sit down, sit!” We sat. “I heard the Eastwood was due in port,” Stanley said, sloshing rot gut into our glasses. “I’ve been hoping you boys would drop by.” He set the bottle on the table and smiled again.



I tossed my drink down my gullet and eyed the man warily. “Well, Stanley,” I said, “why don’t you see to gettin’ some steaks on our table, then you can tell us what scheme’s got you all grinnin’ in our faces like a shyster at a zeppelin crash.”



“Scheme?” he said, pullin’ an expression. “I’m hurt, Buster. Why do you always assume— ”



“Probably ‘cuz there always is one!” Marvin said. “Now step to that grill before we gets mad! And leave the damn bottle!”



Stanley scowled like he was gonna say somethin’ about Marvin’s mouth, then thought better of it. He smiled at me again, filled our glasses, set the bottle on the table and scurried back to the kitchen. I was keepin’ an eye askance of forward, and I could see through the accordion doors that led into the back that he was talkin’ all specific-like to one of his dirty-faced errand boys. Sure enough, that kid scampered out right away like his pants was full of army ants. I didn’t much care for the looks of that.



Marvin and me set to serious drinkin’. Before long the steaks arrived, burned on one side and all but raw on the other, and a lump of bread so hard and dry it coulda come from leftover Civil War rations or somethin’. Figured that kid Stanley run off was probably his best cook. Still wasn’t bad, not after a few shots of booze anyway. Felt good to be eatin’ on solid ground, as it always does.



We was just finishin’ up and Marvin was startin’ to grumble about the slowness of anyone deliverin’ another bottle when Stanley reappeared before us. This time he had a fellar with him; a scrawny, weasily guy I was all too familiar with. The kid must’ve fetched him.



“For crissakes, Stanley!” I shouted, lurching to my feet. “I just ate!”



Stanley and the fellar cowered back a step or two, but didn’t retreat any further.



“Yeah, Stanley!” Marvin said. “You was supposed to bring a bottle, not a scallywag.”



“Now, just take it easy, Buster,” the fellar said, sweat poppin’ out all over his greasy map. “We can talk like gentlemen, can’t we?”



“First off, Herkimer Yelm, I ain’t no gentleman.” I raised a fist bigger than his noggin’ and waved it in his general direction. “And I done told you once with my mouth that I never wanted to see you in my line a sight again.”



“B-b-but, Buster,” Herkimer said. “If you’ll just listen for one minute, I think you’ll find I have a proposal that will be beneficial to all of us. But mostly you, of course.”



I stared at him and Stanley harder than most guys can hit just to make ‘em nervouser. Then I sat down. “You got your minute, startin’ right now,” I said.



“Thank you, Buster,” Herkimer said.



“Yes, thanks for listening,” Stanley added.



“Fifty seconds left!” Marvin yelled.



***



We talked more than a minute. Finally I rubbed my chin and said, “Thing is, Herkimer, I thought I heard ‘ole Abbott Drooker got himself killed.”



“I heard that too,” Marvin said. “Killed in the ring is what I remember.”



Herkimer nodded. “We all heard that, but I seen him, and he’s fight ready.”



“Apparently tales of his demise were exaggerated,” Stanley said, with a little self-important chuckle.



I ignored him. “And this new trainer of his, this wag calls himself ‘The Doctor’, is offerin’ a thousand dollars for me to get in the ring with Drooker.”



“Won’t put him up against anyone else, only you,” Herkimer said.



“Which is why I was so keen to see you, Buster!” Stanley said. “He wants to set up a big fight; he’s been talking about it for weeks!”



“We’ve all been waiting for you, Buster Lee, Champion of the Air Brigade,” Herkimer said, leanin’ forward, his eyes all bright with greed.



In ten years my mama raised me with more sense than my old man could beat outta me, and I could smell a scam from a mile away. This one stunk more than Marvin’s feet after double shifts in the engine room. I was scowlin’ pretty hard, and I could feel all these guys’ anticipation just leanin’ on me like a landlady on pay day.



“So I get a thousand dollars, win or lose,” I said. Herkimer and Stanley about threwtheir heads outta socket they was noddin’ ‘em so hard.



“And whadda you guys get?” Marvin said.



Both scallywags hemmed and hawed and cleared their throats without sayin’ much at all, and I silenced ‘em with a hard slap of my hand against the table that made everyone in the room jump. “I don’t much care what you sons-a-bitches are gonna get off my back,” I said. “I’ll do this fight – ”



The guys started to get all excited.



“On a couple conditions.” They froze. “First off, Herkimer, you’re the most crookedest promoter ever put together a card, which is why I never wanted to see you again. You’re gonna advance me fifty dollars right now, to tide me over to the fight, which is gonna be tomorrow night. And you,” I said, pointing a big finger at Stanley, “are gonna put me and Marvin up for the night, keep our glasses filled, and our bellies tight ‘tween now and then. It’s that way, or no way.”



Stanley and Herkimer looked at each other with kinda pained expressions, then nodded.



“Alright then. Go spread the word. Make sure everyone in Omaha knows that the champ’s in town, and will be deliverin’ a beatdown come Saturdee night.”



***



Standin’ in the ring at the sports complex, I was mighty surprised by how many people had showed. There’d been a full card, and me and Drooker was the main event. The room was full to the rafters, with all manner of hootin’ and hollerin’. I was movin’ around, thumpin’ my leather gloves together, rolling my brainpan around on my neck and shakin’ my arms out; think I even waved at a couple dames sittin’ ringside.



“Take a look at that,” Marvin said. He was workin’ my corner like he always does. “That boy don’t look right to me.”



I looked to see what he was seein’. Abbott Drooker was headed to the ring, and Marvin’s observation was pert near spot on. I’d fought Drooker before and barely busted a sweat. He’d always been a scrapper with some speed and fair power, but he liked to think of himself as an iron man and he wasn’t. A real iron man, like me, is a man that can take any beatin’ any other wag can dish out, and keep comin’. Also, an iron man’s got to have that one punch that’ll lay any man out soon as it lands keepin’ the opponent wary. Us iron man types may not be the fanciest boxers around, but most fight people know that soon as another bloke punches himself out tryin’ to finish us, the ‘ole sockdologer will eventually catch up to ‘em. Next thing they know they’re wakin’ up in the locker room.



Abbott Drooker didn’t have that. Least not enough to come close to stoppin’ me.



Thing about it was I hardly recognized this scamp comin’ towards me as Drooker.



He was still tall and rangy – taller than me, even – but his arms hung slack. Where last time he’d come swaggerin’ into the ring bouncin’ around, this time he just kinda shuffled along all slack-jawed. His skin was gray and sickly lookin’, and his eye sockets looked like he’d already had a couple thumbs poked in ‘em – they was just watery holes in black n’ blue circles.



Marvin whistled low between his teeth. “Looks to me like the wag’s brain is dead and his body ain’t been told yet,” he said.



I shrugged, watchin’ as Abbott crawled up into the ring. There was a short fellar kinda guidin’ him along, all dressed up in some kinda fancy suit that had clearly seen better days. He was whisperin’ and hissin’ at Abbott, and glancin’ my way and grinnin’ with teeth that showed yellow between big gaps. I figured this one to be the aforementioned “Doctor” but he didn’t look like no doctor I’d ever seen. I almost shuddered, for some strange reason, but I shook it off. I just kept tellin’ myself that a thousand bucks was a thousand bucks.



Once Abbott and The Doctor was in the ring, that wag Herkimer Yelm, who was actin’ as MC, called us to the center so he could explain the rules of the fight. Three minute rounds with minute breaks, and it wouldn’t be over until one of us couldn’t get up off the canvas, regardless of how many rounds it took.



I could hardly pay attention though, because Abbott Drooker was ripe. I mean that boy smelled liked he’d been rollin’ in somethin’ the stupidest dog in town wouldn’t come near. I scrunched my nose up and scowled; I couldn’t even stare the way I like to. The Doctor just stood there gigglin’. Drooker stared at me, breathin’ out his mouth. Once the formalities was over, me and Marvin all but sprinted back to our corner.



“Hoo, wee!” Marvin said. “That boy needs to lay off the onions!”



“Damn sure needs to lay off somethin’,” I said.



“How you gonna play this?”



“Well, I thought I’d string him along a while and give the crowd a little show, but with his state of ripeness I’m thinkin’ I’m gonna get it over with quick as I can.”



“Good,” Marvin said. “I got a bad feelin’.”



With that the gong sounded and it was on.



I come out ready, but Drooker met me damn near before I got out of my corner. I had a brief glimpse of The Doctor pointin’ and then ‘ole Abbott came at me like some kinda freak. His arms was spinnin’ like a crazy windmill, and I was takin’ as many hits from his elbows and forearms as I was his damn mitts. He was moanin’ and slobberin’ and carryin’ on like no wag I’d ever fought before – seemed straight up unnatural. I got my arms up to block, but finally I just grabbed him and threw him off. The referee was standin’ off to the side lookin’ flabbergasted.



Abbott come right back, not so much punchin’ as raking at me with his gloves. I was ready this time, though, and I sunk my left up to my wrist in his belly. I felt the air gush out of his lungs and per near gagged at the smell, but I followed it up with a stiff right that thumped over his heart like a sledgehammer. It stood him up straight and I followed with an uppercut that closed his mouth and flipped him clean over backwards so far onto the top of his shoulders that he did a somersault ass over teakettle. I figured the match was over.



I was wrong. That gangly sonofabitch wobbled and scrambled back to his feet while the ref counted over him. Drooker didn’t even wait to acknowledge the ref, he just come on back at me, slappin’ and flailin’ away with no skill at all. More blows come than I could block, but I didn’t really need to. They carried some juice, sure; probably enough to hurt a lesser fella. Me, I got scraped and bruised and shoved around some, but I held my ground.



The frustratin’ part was tryin’ to make a chance to wind up my own punches. When I did the wag didn’t try and block ‘em, so any decent shot landed him flat on his back. I did it twice more in that first round, once with the jab followed by a roundhouse combination, and again with a wild overhand right that sure wasn’t the prettiest punch I ever heaved but it face-planted Abbott into the mat.



When the gong sounded, it was like a switch was throwed, and Drooker immediately went slack and shuffled back towards where The Doctor was wavin’ his arms and hollerin’. I found that mighty peculiar.



“What in blazes is going on out there?” Marvin said, wipin’ at my scrapes and scratches and givin’ me some water to drink and spit. “That wag’s like some kinda crazy person!”



“He ain’t right, that’s for sure,” I said. “But I’ll get ‘im. Sure as I’m sittin’ here, I’ll put Abbott Drooker down for the count.”



From that point on the fight just got gruesomer and gruesomer. We was both bleedin’ bad by the third or fourth round. I was getting’ tireder than usual ‘cuz Abbott was so vigorous. Still, I put him on the mat more times than I can count with punches that should have hospitalled him, and he kept gettin’ up and comin’ back for more. Fact is, the only thing that stopped him was the gong that ended each round. He’d quit what he was doin’ and just shuffle back to his seat. Some rounds I was happy as a call girl at quittin’ time to hear that damn chime.



I got to admit I was bein’ threatened by nerves. I was gettin’ spent, and my punches was comin’ slower and with less force. I don’t know how many rounds we went, but it was late. The referee took to just leanin’ on the ropes and restin’. The crowd was gettin’ tired, but even they could fathom that somethin’ just weren’t right. No man should have taken the beatin’ Abbott was takin’ and still be back for more. Not even me, I got to admit, and I’m the iron man!



I know I busted a bunch of Drooker’s ribs. I heard ‘em snap. His chest was black with bruises from my mitts beatin’ ‘it like sledgehammers. I busted his jaw so bad it hung slack. I could hardly look ‘cuz it was downright gross. Still he kept on.



Saturdee turned to Sundee and still our battle raged. Abbott was gettin’ the best of me more and more. I went to a knee one round. Another he actually knocked me down, and he all but fell on me, buttin’ at me with that wiggly jaw like he was trying to bite but couldn’t bear down with his teeth. I was shocked like I never been and rolled away from him, too surprised to remember to take my time gettin’ back up. Luckily the gong sounded just then, otherwise I don’t know what woulda happened.



The last round we fought, I thought I was done for. Abbott was everywhere pummelin’ me, and I was pretty much defenseless. Finally, I had an openin’ and I let go a ferocious left uppercut. I’d forgotten all about that slack jaw of his, which I have to admit I’d been avoidin’. My mitt caught him full on the bottom of his chin and ripped the thing clean off. It went flyin’ out into the crowd, and I heard a dame scream. Abbott spun around, his back to me, down to a knee, then stood and faced me. His jaw was gone and his tongue was hangin’ like a piece of jerky out of his neck hole. But his eyes was fierce.



Somethin’ in my brain just snapped, like the animal thing in me realized it was up against somethin’ dark and unholy and it was me or hell, and no way was I goin’ there. As Abbott come at me, that tongue flappin’ back and forth, I reached way down below my hip with my right, wound it up and put everythin’ I had into one last desperate haymaker. My blessed sockdologer landed with all my weight behind it square in the center of Abbott’s map. I heard a sound like a pun’kin being dropped out a window and his head clean exploded, showerin’ me with blood and gray gook. Drooker went over like he’d been poleaxed. Looked like it too.



I ain’t never killed a man before, and standin’ there, chest heavin’, relief that the fight was over makin’ me weak in the knees, it was all I could do to keep from pukin’. The whole arena was silent, then such a cheer as you never heard erupted from every throat in the place. The ones not engaged in emptyin’ their accompanyin’ bellies, that is.



I stood, starin’. Marvin came up, and I’ll be damned if he didn’t point and laugh. “Would you look at that?” he said. He must of seen my expression, though, ‘cuz then he led me away. “We got to get you outta here,” he said.



***



I’m happy to report I didn’t go up the creek for murder or nothin’. I even got paid, though not the full thousand, not yet anyway. Herkimer Yelm is workin’ on that. The Doctor skipped out, and he’s supposedly wanted by the authorities on some kinda charge of “dabblin’ with the profane” or some such thing I don’t know about. I figured his whole scheme was to bet everything he had on Drooker, expectin’ no man to be able to stand against him. He was wrong.



I’ve heard rumors of Abbott bein’ one of the “walkin’ dead” or somethin’. I figure maybe he was on them drugs I always hear about, I don’t know. All I do know is next time I get in the ring with a guy that has skin like a fish’s belly that’s been laid out in the sun too long and smells like it too, I’m forfeitin’!













fighting chance by garnett elliott 

I woke up in a ring.

That shouldn't sound strange, seeing as how I'm a fighter by profession. I've come to on a dozen occasions with hot lights above me and rough canvas under my back.

This time, though, was different. I'd been sleeping, not knocked out by a punch. And my last memories weren't of roaring crowds or a cornerman yelling at me to keep my hands up. They were much more pleasant. I'd been sitting at a crowded table in the Brown Derby, my hotshot attorney on one side and a leggy brunette from St. Louis on the other. We were all doing some serious drinking, celebrating my victory in court. Victory as in: "Not Guilty."

I rubbed my head. I felt a pressure drumming there, like a balloon about to burst. Also, a medicine taste lingered in my mouth.

Medicine?

Then I remembered--the brunette, giving me that last shot of gin. She'd had a glimmer in her eyes. The booze had tasted strange going down, turning the conversation around the table into a roar. Making the faces spin and spin . . .

"Mr. Delmonico?"

The voice snapped my attention back. It sounded harsh, with an Eastern European accent. It also sounded familiar. I sat up.

"Mr. Delmonico, on your feet please."

He said 'please' like it was a command. I hauled myself up by the ropes. My hands, I noticed, had been carefully taped, and someone had taken the trouble of replacing my courtroom suit with a pair of lavender trunks.

"That's better."

The voice was coming from somewhere above. A box-shaped shadow against the glare of overhead lights. It took a couple moments for my eyes to adjust. I saw bare wooden walls and an open space stacked with crates, and realized the ring had been set up inside a warehouse. The box-shape resolved into an old foreman's office, jutting some fifteen feet above the floor.

Three faces peered over the side of the box and down at me.

You've seen gladiator movies, right? The ones with the Coliseum and the Evil Roman Emperor up on his throne, glaring at the masses? Well, that's what this was like. Only the 'Emperor' was a square-jawed Slav named Salwel Drupczek. He had a gray suit and vest to match his shock of gray hair, but the clothes couldn't hide the raw brutality that bled from his deep-set eyes and thick fingers. To his left hovered a slender, scarred man with a face born for poker.

Drupczek was the head of the local Hungarian Mob. His companion, Spider Vostov, was chief leg-breaker.

But if those two faces set my heart thumping, the third rocked me with a one-two. On Drupczek's right sat the beauty from St. Louis, She Who Serves Poisoned Drinks, grinning like Lady Macbeth herself.





#


Drupczek's laughter cracked through the warehouse. "Tonight's card features none other than Roy "The Ripper" Delmonico, fresh from his legal battles at City Hall. Congratulations on your trial, Roy."

I fought the urge to spit.

"You convinced the jury you weren't betting on your own fights, despite having a shady past. Wonderful. What a solid citizen you've become." He slapped his hand against the railing, so hard both Vostov and the brunette jumped. "But what you didn't do, you didn't throw the Dobrowski fight like I told you. That little Pole ended up costing me ten G's."

I heard a sudden drawing of breaths. Okay, so there were more than four of us in the warehouse. Out beyond the ropes I saw them: a crowd of broad Slavic faces and drab coats. I recognized a few. The triggermen didn't carry Thompson's like the stylish gangsters of Chicago, but long, double-barreled shotguns.

"Forget where you came from?" Drupczek said. "Forget all the fakes and fixes that got you to this point? We haven't."

That stung because it was true.

I had thrown fights in exchange for Mob pay-off's. It's easy enough to pull a punch or take a dive in the fifth, especially when some heavy points a gun at you just before the match. I hadn't liked it, though. And I'd vowed to clean up my act as soon as I could. Starting with Dobrowski.

"You've already made a lot of dough off me," I said. "If the Law says I'm in the clear, then I'm in the clear."

Drupczek shook his head. "You're about to have a retrial. Only the judge is going to be me, the honorable Salwel Drupczek presiding. And a jury of your peers. Your real peers, that is."

Dangerous laughter rippled from the crowd.

"What I'm offering, Roy, is a chance to settle things with our little family. The old way. If you can beat my man, then you'll walk out of here and everything'll be square. Assuming you can still walk. If you get beat . . . well, this warehouse is standing on a pier. Instead of waking up in a dressing room, you'll be waking up at the bottom. How does that sound?"

That sounded just peachy.

"Don't sulk, Roy. You'll get justice tonight--if you can pound it out with your own two fists."

I wasn't convinced. "How do I know this won't be rigged?"

"Because I'm the referee. Though I got to tell you, the odds are five to one for the other guy."





#


The crowd of mobsters parted. A lone figure headed towards the ring. He had a towel thrown over his head, but there was something familiar about his movements. He wore red trunks and shoes. His hands had been taped like mine.

I watched him climb gracefully through the ropes.

"Roy," Drupczek said, "I'd like you to meet another up-and-comer. You might have heard of him: Kid Carnahan. Take a bow, Kid."

My opponent tore the towel off his head. It was the Kid, alright. All five-foot-six, hundred-forty pounds of him.

You'd need to know something about boxing to understand the fear that gripped me. I'd thought Drupczek was going to set me up against a bruiser; someone topping six feet with a lot of ham around his middle and bear-paws for fists. I'd fought plenty of bruisers. They hit hard and they could take a punch, but unless they had skill to back up the muscle it was just a matter of chopping them down, bit by bit.

Carnahan had a baby-face and sandy blond hair. Freckles covered his flattened nose. And that's where the boyish qualities stopped.

I'd watched him knock out Lonnie Gibson with a left hook in the eighth. All through the fight he kept his feet moving like a homicidal ballet dancer, his small, hard hands pounding out a symphony against Gibson's chin. I'd appreciated the pugilistic skill at the time. I wasn't appreciating it so much now.

I raised my fists to Drupczek. "Where are our gloves?"

"You're not getting any. We're going to do this the old-fashioned, bare-knuckled way."

I started to object. "You realize--"

"This is my game, Delmonico. My rules."

His smile told me he'd be making them up as he went along.





#


I stood in my corner and the Kid stood in his. We locked eyes for a second. He mouthed the words "nothing personal" and gave a half-hearted shrug. But his eyes blazed the whole time.

Drupczek produced a brass bell and struck it with a tiny hammer. The chime seemed to reverberate forever.

Carnahan came gliding forward. Rough hands seized the back of my shoulders and shoved me towards him. We almost collided in the ring's center. I got my hands up and started circling left, expecting to spend a few moments feeling him out while he did the same to me. No dice. He bulled forward. I threw a jab and he ducked it easy, came up and fired two shots at my gut. I got my elbows down to block both, but his third punch, a right hook, came sailing out of nowhere and slammed against my jaw.

Lights. Stars. I felt a tooth crack. I threw another left from reflex and he floated out of the way. Like trying to punch a hummingbird.

Around me, the crowd started roaring.

I back-pedaled. The Kid came in with another flurry. Christ, he wasn't wasting any time. I blocked, pivoted, weaved. Showed him I could dance, too. He shifted his stance with a twist of his little waist and suddenly I was fighting a southpaw. Caught me with a hard left that rocked my chin backwards.

The light show again. Time slowed down. I looked up at the box with Drupczek and Vostov and the green-eyed girl. Ten seconds into the fight and he's almost knocked you out. Twice.

I remembered what Drupczek had promised, about waking up under the pier. I could feel it; the murky waters closing around me, my lungs filling with cold filth . . .

Time snapped back. Kid Carnahan stood flat-footed, winding up for an explosive right. His little chin was wide open. I lashed out, but sent the punch downstairs instead of up. My knuckles collided with his stomach. It felt like punching a sack of doorknobs. He reeled back, his knockout blow spoiled. More surprised than hurt.

Surprised I could hit him, perhaps.

Then he came at me again.
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The bell rang and I limped back to my corner.

Someone had set out a stool, but as soon as I'd turned to sit it was whipped away. I crashed onto my tailbone. Laughter. A mobster with a cheap fedora leaned through the corner ropes to leer at me.

"He's killing you in there, you know."

"Thanks."

I wanted to punch him, but it'd be a waste of energy. And brother, I needed all the juice I had. I looked across the ring at the Kid. He was standing, leaning his lithe body against the ropes. He didn't even look winded.

The bell rang.





#


When I was a kid, my wop father had given me boxing lessons in our little garage. He made me stick a tennis ball under my chin to keep it down. He made me snap my hands back to guard position after I threw a punch. And he kept me always, always on the balls of my feet, dancing, never setting my heels down unless I was finishing with a hook.

I'd shaped up into what's called a technical boxer. Not a slugger, or a brawler. A guy who kept his mind on defense. I had a strong right--that's what got me the nickname "Ripper"--but I didn't throw it around carelessly.

Unfortunately, Kid Carnahan was a technical boxer, too.

And he was faster.

I had four inches of reach and about thirty pounds on him.

He hit harder.

My skull was thick and I had a horseshoe for a jaw and I'd done so many sit-ups you could grate cheese on my stomach.

He had more wind.

I took a shellacking the second and third rounds. My main agenda was staying vertical. I moved and covered when I could, and threw only jabs to the Kid's face. Nothing harder. Carnahan figured out my strategy real quick, but didn't seem to tumble the reason why I was keeping it soft.

He'd find out soon enough. If I could stay awake.





#


Fourth round he started fighting dirty.

I'd leaned back from an uppercut, his knuckles whistling past my face, and he stepped in and pounded my groin. If he'd swung a two-by-four it might've hurt less. My legs disappeared. I slammed against the canvas, the first knock-down of the fight, and the Kid took the opportunity to rain punches on my unprotected back.

If there'd been a ref, I'd have gotten a standing eight count and the Kid would've received a warning. But there was no ref. There was Drupczek looking smug in the comfort of his box seat, and he didn't seem to have any problems with the Kid's waterfront tactics.

Two blows struck my kidneys, burning like knife-thrusts. I rolled and did the only thing I could do: grab Carnahan's knees. He fell to the canvas alongside me. I rolled on top of him, clinched his smaller body against mine.

And then I head-butted him.

His nose cracked. Hot blood spurted onto my cheek. We rolled together, wrestling now instead of boxing, and in my fury I tried to butt him again, bite him, gouge those blue eyes . . .

A gunshot boomed.

I looked up to see Spider Vostov holding a large caliber pistol. Drupczek, his face flushed, leaned over the side of the box. "That was your warning shot, Delmonico. Any more clinching and Spider puts the next one in your gut. Then we tie you to the pier."

The crowd grumbled, and Drupczek struck his bell.
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After that the rounds blurred together. I didn't have a cornerman to keep them straight. The head-butt had slowed Carnahan a little, and every chance I could I jabbed him in his broken nose. He'd grunt, and the noise was enough to keep me going.

I was in far worse shape, of course. Nobody held up a mirror, but I had deep cuts over both eyes. Blood-mingled sweat kept dripping across my vision. I'd run out of wind some time ago and was operating on what--raw nerves? My face felt swollen. I kept expecting a ringside doctor to call the fight, or a cut-man to start fussing over me. Or a cup of water at least, to calm the raging in my throat.

Nope.

The bell rang.
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It could've been the fifteenth round. It could've been the fiftieth, but I'd never gone this far before and I bet the Kid hadn't either. We were exhausted. We swayed together like two old friends, looking to end the relationship.

Carnahan had enough juice to throw a hard right. I caught it with the meat of my shoulder. He grunted, followed with a left. I dipped my head down so the punch glanced off the top of my skull. He grunted again.

Grunts of pain.

The sound I'd been waiting for.

Boxing gloves, see, aren't meant to protect an opponent's face. They're meant to protect the hands. The Kid had been so focused on knocking me out, landing heavy punches to my jaw and other bony places, he'd ignored his own bruised fingers, his torn knuckles. Until now. My hands, however, were still fresh.

A wave of sureness swept through me. All my hurts, all my doubts went someplace far away. My hands seemed to float up of their own accord. I let them fly--saw the surprise register on Carnahan's face as I marched him straight back with a series of left-rights. He tried to dance to one side. I cut him off. Hit him with a straight right, my signature, then a hook, then slammed the right again into his body. He tried to throw a counter, but when his fist connected his face spasmed in pain.

He couldn't hit back.

I surged over him and gave everything. I wasn't boxing anymore, just hitting. My vision narrowed, became a long tunnel with Carnahan's face at the other end. The only sound was the dull smack of flesh. Mine against his.

Time to end it.

I balled my right and shot an uppercut into Carnahan's chin. The punch lifted him. He fell against the corner and lolled there, tangled in the ropes. His blue eyes gaped empty as summer sky.

Knockout.

Needless to say, I didn't get any applause.
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The whole warehouse drained of sound. The only noise was my own ragged breathing. Then a murmur swept through the crowd. The mobsters looked solemn beneath the brims of their cheap hats. They were murderers, hustlers, and all-around schmucks, but for a moment I felt their primitive respect. I'd just beaten another man. That was something they could understand.

A group of them approached, disentangled the Kid's slack body from the ropes, and carried him off.

Drupczek watched with obvious distaste. He clenched his jaw and twisted at his rings like his fingers were about to fall off. I had the sudden hunch things weren't really over. Yeah, he might let me walk out of here tonight to save face. But I'd still crossed him. Embarrassed him. And he could set a button-man on my trail easy as blinking.

"Listen to me," I said, and raised my bruised arms to the crowd. "Listen."

The murmuring died away. Drupczek opened his mouth to say something, but I went on.
 "I've spent the past couple weeks in the D.A.'s office. I've overheard things. Things about your boss. You might be wondering why he's never been jailed, never even charged with a crime. Well, it's not because he pays off the cops."

"Delmonico!" Drupczek said, shooting to his feet.

"It's because he's an informant. A rat. What he does, he calls the police whenever he wants someone in the organization removed. He'll leak enough to get the guy pinched, so he doesn't have to go to any trouble--"

Vostov raised the heavy pistol. His face had all the expression of a Death's Head, minus the grin. I watched him squint for the shot that would take me either in the heart or between the eyes. Calm as I could, I said: "You might want to hold off there, Spider. Because the next guy on the chopping block is you."

He didn't flinch. His eyes stayed flat and the pistol steady. But he didn't pull the trigger, either.

"Your boss is fingering you for the murder of a woman. I don't know if you did it or not."

"Spider," Drupczek shouted. "Drill him, now!"

"Her name's Vera Gemeni."

The name meant nothing to me. I'd seen it written on a manila folder atop the D.A.'s desk, along with a dozen gruesome photos. For Spider, though, it meant plenty. He turned to Drupczek and the gun turned with him. Drupczek raised his hands like he was surrendering. His face quivered and he talked fast, and Spider slapped the barrel against the side of his head. Just above the ear. Drupczek stopped talking. Spider hauled him up by the armpits and tossed him out of the overseer's box.

For a heavy guy, he sure seemed to take awhile falling.

He struck the canvas with a thud. At the sound, the mobsters clustered around the ring started shouting and cursing. Some of them swung their fists. Maybe it was adrenalin from watching the fight, or maybe the signal for a long-awaited coup had finally come. But nobody approached to help Drupczek. Up in the box, Spider Vostov surveyed the whole scene with his arms folded, while my green-eyed beauty from St. Louis screamed and screamed.

None of it mattered to me. What mattered lay sprawled a couple feet away. Groaning, Drupczek craned his head up from the floor. He wobbled to one knee. I let him take a good look at the chaos devolving around us, and what that meant to his hard-won organization. His eyes flashed bewilderment. I got his attention by smacking my fist against my palm.

"One more fight on the card, Drupczek."

And now he paled with real fear. He wasn't up in his box anymore.

He was down in the ring with me.





















hungry samurai by bryon quertermous



The man in the mask attacked The Quarterback in an hourly motel nine minutes after Midnight on a muggy August evening in Detroit. A year ago The Quarterback would have seen it coming, would have been four steps ahead and had the man in the mask incapacitated within seconds without disturbing the hooker curled up on the far side of the bed. A year ago The Quarterback was a different person, a crusading vigilante with a chip on his shoulder who would have protected the hooker from a violent pimp or a drug-crazed john, not bartered her down to her bare minimum price then forced her into things she normally charged extra for.




A year ago he wouldn’t have been a fucking victim.




Reacting to each punch, The Quarterback kept finding himself in a defensive stance and couldn’t get the upper hand on his attacker. His instincts were good, but reactionary, swatting away punches instead of grabbing and snapping arms. And hopping over bad kicks like a ghetto jump rope jockey instead of containing the kicks and reusing the energy to his advantage.




Even with enough booze and coke in his system to tranquilize a herd of mutant bulls, The Quarterback wasn’t losing the fight. He just couldn’t find a way to win it. The man in the mask moved quickly, darting punches into The Quarterback’s ribs and head while keeping his legs off balance with sharp, cutting blows to the shins and ankles. A year ago The Quarterback would have realized the only reason he wasn’t losing was because the man in the mask was holding back. He also would have realized the man in the mask was someone he knew who had a major weak spot in his left knee.




Instead, he found out by accident when the hooker finally snapped awake and lashed out at the man in the mask. None of The Quarterback’s loose punches or wild kicks had been able to get to the man in the mask, but when the hooker flailed herself back to consciousness she clipped the man’s knee and he dropped like he’d suddenly been deleted from the game of life. That drop, and the scream of surprised agony, finally pierced The Quarterback’s haze and he realized who the man in the mask was seconds before trying to take his head off with the only chair in the room not bolted to the floor.




"You," he said to the man in the mask.




"Fuck," the man in the mask said. "It’s about time you remembered."




The hooker gathered her senses along with her panties while the man peeled off his mask. When she got an eyeful of his dark black skin, tenderized by scars and bruises. She punched The Quarterback.




"I draw the line at threesomes with niggers," she said.




The man holding the mask smacked the hooker and threw her out, locking the door behind her.




"I’m going to kill your coach," the man said. "And I'd like you to help."


   *




The man behind the mask was Marcus Shaw and he was a former elite defensive end from a rival football university in the state and part of the reason The Quarterback was screwing diseased and loaded hookers in sleazy motel rooms instead of prepping for the NFL draft.




"You’re walking again," The Quarterback said.




"Told the doctors I would."




"And you told me you wanted my help. But so far all you've done is kick my ass and scare away a woman I pre-paid for pleasure."




"We've both been out of the game a while. It was rough for me getting back into it. Thought it might be for you too. Wanted to make sure you hadn't lost it."




The Quarterback knew the game he was talking about wasn't football. Marcus Shaw looked good: clean, well-dressed, and soft. If he wasn't playing football he was doing something else for money and sanity.




"He cut you?" The Quarterback asked.




He was The Coach. Part Two of how The Quarterback ended up where he was. The Coach was a manipulative asshole and once had Marcus Shaw as his puppet.




"Cut me from the team, cut my scholarship, then sent his boys after me."




The Quarterback's charmed life ended a year ago with a blonde and two defensive ends in the alley behind the Detroit Music Theatre. The blonde was The Coach's daughter, Marcus was one of the ends. The other was a preppy douche named Nash who was fucking the daughter.




"I loved her," Marcus said. "And he turned her against me."




Marcus didn’t fuck her. He made love to her and wanted to marry her and have little mixed babies with her and cure racism with a fucking rainbow. She never had any interest in The Quarterback, didn't care much for white guys. He didn’t much care for whiny bitches so it seemed to work out.




"You went to play for him after I went away," The Quarterback said.




"Wasted a year of eligibility but The Coach said he'd play me and get me another scholarship. It's a good school, better scouts. More clout in the draft you know."




"You're one of the few who could get me," The Quarterback said. "NFL would have found you in Alaska if they had to."




Marcus shrugged. The Quarterback understood. It was the best school in the state. Good athletics, good education, well-connected alumni, nice campus with ivy and marble. And The Coach's daughter.




Marcus didn’t say anything for a while and The Quarterback didn't push it. He straightened the bed and put the rest of his clothes on.




Then Marcus said, "The day before training camp is supposed to start she tells me she's pregnant."




"Nash's?"




"She says yeah, it's his. I say bullshit. I know it's mine. So I propose. She laughs and tells me to grow up. Says even if it was mine ain't know way her daddy's gonna let her keep a mixed baby so maybe I should go find somebody more like me."




"Not the worst advice."




"Whatever. She wants to be like that maybe I do need somebody else. So I walk away. The next day, I show up at camp and her dad's waiting for me where I usually park. He's got a gun and a baseball bat on the hood of his car. But all he does is tell me to walk away and never touch his daughter again."




"My buzz is running off and I don’t have money for more booze. If you want to keep talking you better get to the interesting points real quick or I'm going to pass out."




"I've got my car here. Let's go drive to The Coach's place. We can get a six pack or something and some Red Bulls and I can finish my story."




"And the story ends with The Coach dead?"




"First the middle part though," Shaw said. "Where we get to his boys and nail their fucking scalps to the motivation board.




  *



The story went faster when we were moving. The Coach told Shaw to take the day off, clear his head and get his shit straight. Instead he went back to the daughter to apologize. She took him back and he took her dress off. The Coach came back when Shaw was up his daughter's ass. She said it was rape. The Coach hit Shaw in the head with his daughter's softball bat. Shaw threw The Coach out a second story window.




"Asshole landed on his head in a fucking bush." Shaw said. "But didn't die."




The Coach's sons showed up the next day at Mother Shaw's house during family dinner and put her in a coma then took Shaw to the basement and re-sculpted his face with a tire iron and a set of discount steak knives.




"You call the cops?" The Quarterback asked?




"White people don't come from college town to beat up on black folks."




They were near the University now, out on the fringes of the campus where a row of stately former manors turned Greek gave home to the spoiled and powerful seeds of industry, art, and commerce. Shaw pulled into a liquor store parking lot down the road and reached across The Quarterback to the glove box. He pushed a button to pop the trunk and grabbed two pairs of rubber gloves, handing one pair to The Quarterback.




"Surgical removal," Shaw said, snapping on his gloves. "The instruments are in the trunk."




The instruments were two baseball bats and a machete. Shaw handed the Quarterback one of the bats and took the other for himself along with the machete, which he strapped to his hip in a sheath so he looked like a cocaine field peasant or a pirate.




They walked to the front yard of the largest house on the street, a modernistic abnormality with sharp edges and glassy surfaces that mocked the more traditional homes on the block. Even approaching 3am, the party inside the house was still going strong with spillovers in the back yard, both side yards, and the front yard where The Quarterback stood next to Shaw.




"Hit 'em all," Shaw said. "But no killing."




"That's a rubber machete, then?"




"It's for trophies."




Shaw also pulled out two battered practice helmets and tactical style facemasks and handed one of each to The Quarterback. He felt himself focusing better as he slid the helmet on. The compression of the bonnet cushions always directed every part of his brain to the front, the football part of his brain.




Despite the rage running through them and their stripped emotions, Shaw and The Quarterback were still fiercely sporting competitors and couldn’t stomach the idea of a surprise attack. So they moved closer to the house and began shouting curses and insults at the house. As more guests began leaking out of the house to join the commotion or defend the home's honor, The Quarterback noticed these were not traditional preppy douche fraternity brothers. A couple of the guests were accessorized with minor animal apparel like dog collars or rabbit ears, but the larger the crowd grew the more elaborate the animal getups became until a large group came out together with nothing on except large, furry animal masks. They looked like mythical orgy creatures spawned by depraved college mascots. There were five of them. The dog, eagle, and horse masked creatures were muscular, well-endowed young men, while the leopard and the frog were tanned, artificially endowed young women.




"The fuck?" The eagle said.




"Animal control," Shaw said.




The Quarterback remained silent while he swung his bat around and played croquet with exposed appendages of the nearby revelers. It wasn't long before the less elaborately costumed guests scattered and the original five dirty mascots were joined by ten more males. The females stayed on the porch, holding hands and comforting each other with moves from the Penthouse Forum Guide to Emergency Management, but the men merged into an impromptu military formation and approached Shaw and The Quarterback as a single unit.




Shaw moved to The Quarterback's left, slightly to the front as the more aggressive fighter, and they prepared to take on the unit of masked nudes, but the unit began to break up and two of the men at a time approached Shaw and The Quarterback, drunkenly waving their fists and cocks at the invaders. As the rest of the masked cocks danced on the outskirts of the fight like henchmen from a porn version of the old Batman show, The Quarterback wondered if they were too drunk to charge all at once or if they were too afraid of their penises accidentally touching another guy's that they were willing to get their ass kicked to avoid the possibility.




But he and Shaw worked their way methodically through each pair of attackers, who seemed to have arranged themselves in order from least skilled to most skilled, again probably regurgitating hours of action movies and fighting fantasies. There was a brief moment when The Quarterback's time out of the game almost got them beat down. He'd missed the rise of UFC fighting and mixed martial arts so when he was doubled teamed by two ropy guys with throbbing muscles to go with their throbbing swords he didn’t immediately have a move to match them with. When the fighting switched to wrestling and they started groping him instead of punching him, The Quarterback couldn’t figure out if they were trying to pin him or rape him. His confusion cost him a few seconds of reaction time and Shaw had to come and rescue him while fending off two of his own fighters.




Drunk wrestlers eventually fall as easy as drunk boxers and drunk kick boxers, and Shaw and The Quarterback surveyed the carpet of blood and mascot stuffing spread across the yard. They had to remove the masks before finding The Coach's boys. One was lights out from Shaw's bat, but the younger junior was still squirming when Shaw pulled the machete and chopped his left hand off. He pulled a large freezer bag from his pocket and dropped the hand into it and motioned for The Quarterback to follow him back to the car.




  *



The Quarterback didn't worry about the social consequences of the fight. The combination of Shaw's family legal connections and the fraternity's own tendency to sweep their unpleasant business into the corners of life was enough to ensure their quest could continue unimpeded. But The Quarterback had other concerns about what they were doing.




"So we kicked some college ass," he said to Shaw on the way to The Coach's practice facility. "Good for us. The world is safe once again from the bane of cheap beer and self-important assholes with sexual identity issues. Now what?"




"We kill him."




"In his life he's been party to manipulation, racism, abuse, probably embezzlement, most certainly extortion, and any of a number of petty to minor felony charges," The Quarterback said. "None of which would ever draw a death sentence in a court of law."




"I don’t see any lawyers or judges," Shaw said. "You got a gavel in your pocket there?"




"We can still take him down. Make him wish he were—"




"Look at us. Doped up, bottom rung, riding around in the middle of the night looking to avenge our college experiences. He killed the guys we were."




The Quarterback grunted and let the conversation drop. He wasn't about to kill anybody, but talking about it wasn't going to do anything but piss them both off. He'd deal with Shaw later if the time came for it. His first month or so back from lockup threw The Quarterback for a loop and he briefly considered some darker uses for his skill set that would address his rage and lack of cash. But his conscience hadn't been fried as deep as he thought and it only took a few practice gigs to realize murder for hire sat wrong on his soul.




His conscience may not have been dead, but any feelings of joy or excitement as they approached the old stadium were. Shaw grew more visibly unstable as they pulled into the faculty section in the back, but The Quarterback still thought he could handle it. The hand in the freezer bag was already beginning to decompose in the humid air, so they moved quickly to get it into the locker room before it was too spoiled to work.




One of The Coach's favorite motivational tools was a large bulletin board near the team entrance to the field where he'd post news articles and web clips and anything else where an upcoming opponent said negative things about the home team. The Coach would put it up at the beginning of the week and use it to taunt them during practice anytime they made a mistake. It usually worked and Shaw hoped nailing the younger junior's hand to the board would taunt The Coach enough to drop his guard and let them get close enough to take him.




Inside the locker room, The Quarterback heard grunting and moaning and knew they weren't going to need the hand to drop The Coach's guard. He looked over at Shaw who also seemed to recognize the sound, but in a different way. Almost like he could recognize the person making the sound as well.




Fuck.




Shaw was already in the office off in the back corner of the locker room by the time The Quarterback caught up. The office stank of alcohol and body odor, both of which seemed to be radiating from The Coach standing in the middle of the office, naked and sweating. The Quarterback couldn't help but notice The Coach had let his body go substantially since they'd last worked together while Shaw couldn’t help but notice The Coach's daughter was the one on her knees making the dirty noises. They all noticed each other at once, but The Coach was the only one who didn’t react. His daughter pulled away and tried to cover herself with her hands, Shaw ran to grab her, The Quarterback braced for a punch, but The Coach just wobbled backward and fell over his desk.




The scene itself wasn't shocking. Nobody who knew The Coach would ever be surprised at any creature he'd been accused of fucking, including animals or his children. But what caught The Quarterback off guard was the disappointment at not being able to fight The Coach like he'd planned. Shaw didn't seem to care that their target was virtually incapacitated by his weight and drunkenness. He was dragging The Coach back from behind his desk and taunting him with the hand.




"This is your son," Shaw said, dangling the hand in The Coach's face. "Your weapon. Now it's your turn to—"




The Quarterback moved to Shaw's side and tried to pull him back from The Coach.




"Not tonight. Not like—"




Shaw fought against The Coach's dead weight and The Quarterback's tugging, not succeeding with either. When the Coach's body finally collapsed under it's own weight, Shaw turned his full attention to The Quarterback.




"You never wanted my help," The Quarterback said. "You wanted an accomplice."




"The moral vigilante. Fuck you."




"You knew he'd be here with her. You hoped I'd feel the same way as you."




"Your lips should be moving faster than your words," Shaw said. "Since you're apparently in an old Kung Fu mov—"




The Quarterback took the only opening he thought he might get and punched Shaw in the throat. He followed quickly with a knee to Shaw's groin, another punch to the side of his head, and a sweeping kick to Shaw's knees.




Shaw dropped to the ground and The Quarterback turned to walk away. After three steps he heard two gunshots and turned in time to see the daughter putting a bullet in her father's head the same as she'd done to Shaw.




The Quarterback had a split second to read her offense. Was she going to blitz him with the gun and point and shoot, or was she going to try an option read and talk to him, maybe try to justify her actions. He gambled on the blitz because she'd moved so quickly with the gun and hadn't said a single word yet.




It was the right move and he was in a good position when she fired. He wasn't fast enough to dodge a bullet or strong enough to deflect it, but he was able to twist himself enough to catch the bullet with his shoulder hoping it would go right through. But the round was a small caliber load that didn’t have the power to exit the body, but had plenty of power to tear up his muscles once it was inside. The Quarterback spun halfway around then fell to the ground.




The daughter was fast and was on top of him the second his head hit the floor. If she'd been interested in a fight, The Quarterback would have been screwed. But she wanted to finish him off with the gun, which, again, gave him one last grain of sand in the hourglass to ride to victory. He was able to use his legs to throw her off balance, though he was surprised to see how well she took the hit without falling. He was also pleasantly surprised to find that when a woman shot him it overrode the part of his brain that wouldn't let him hit a woman.




It also surprised the daughter too because The Quarterback was able to easily subdue her with a set of basic punches to her midsection and a chopping kick. Her patriarchal father and brothers had apparently taught her to fight well and screw well but couldn’t show her how to handle being in the dominant position. Her entire arsenal was dependent on being underestimated or seduced. So when The Quarterback treated her as an equal, fully capable of putting bullets in the rest of his vital organs, she crumbled.




The Quarterback unleashed a barrage of quick punches to her ribs and chest and face until he was absolutely certain she was still alive but wouldn’t be able to shoot him when he turned his back on her.




On his way out of the locker room, The Quarterback took a picture from Shaw's wallet, one of the few of Shaw and The Coach's daughter he was able to talk her into. He would put it on his own bulletin board as a reminder of what he was doing and what he could become if he didn’t keep himself in check.




Back at the motel, the hooker had returned and was passed out on the bed with the TV turned to the morning news. The Quarterback eased the needle out of her arm and cleaned her up. If the humidity broke later in the day he'd go see her pimp about getting her out. If not, maybe they'd go out to lunch and hang out at the cinema for the day. He fell asleep with the hooker wrapped in his arms thinking that sometimes you didn’t need to fight to be a hero.









































































































bring me the head of fredric wertham:

The Immortal Iron Fist

liam jose







FORGOTTEN CITIES


Kung Fu hasn’t been a fixture of mainstream American comics for decades. Superheroes and dramatic comics have all but dominated that sphere since the eighties. With the influx of Eastern film that came to Western attention in the seventies interest briefly fluctuated, with bigger publishers like Marvel and DC integrating the aesthetics through superhero-styled lenses, giving birth to characters like Iron Fist.

While never a huge hit, the character satisfied a niche for audiences at the time, and is fondly remember for his unlikely partnership with blaxploitation-flavoured superhero, Luke Cage, “Power Man” (one of the only black characters of the day to escape the embarrassing ‘Black’ qualifier).

Yet Iron Fist quietly disappeared – a fan favourite character, for sure - but only resurfacing in supporting capacities in other books from time to time, whilst being unable to carry his own title despite the attempts of a few abortive relaunches in the eighties and nineties.

After the speculative boom that left mainstream comics creatively bereft during the nineties, the industry went all but bust and comic publishers faced with bankruptcy found themselves able to experiment with their products as there was no fiscal risk.

The time seemed ripe to unleash a head-kick of Kung Fu to shake up those stalwart genres.







SECRET WEAPONS


In the mid zeroes, Marvel set about relaunching The Immortal Iron Fist. Ed Brubaker, hot from his recent stints on Captain America and Daredevil, was one half of the writing team tasked with the overhaul.

Along with Brubaker came Matt Fraction, who’d been generating buzz with his indie series Casanova.

With the art team of David Aja and Travel Foreman aboard, the series was good to go.







ANCIENT RITES


It would have been easy to churn out an action heavy kung fu flavoured comic, but instead, Fraction and Brubaker weaved an enormous mythology for the character.

Brubaker and Fraction realised that any Kung Fu story worth its salt is loaded with the heady calls of legacy, rites, duty and vengeance.

And, oh boy, do they fucking deliver.

The writing duo kick off by revising the traditional lore of the Iron Fist by revealing that Danny Rand (current Iron Fist) is not a singular superhero, but rather, the successor of the Iron Fist mantle that 88 others have bared before him.

Danny’s world is rocked when Orson Randall, WWI-era Iron Fist, returns after a 70-year self-medicated opiate binge.

From there, Danny finds himself in the middle of a hostile takeover bid for his billion-dollar company from a death cult.

To spoil any of the myriad twists and turns of the (sometimes convoluted) plot would be to spoil the fun. This is a book where anything can and does happen.

Legacy seems to be the word of the day. Each character is burdened by the legacy of their father, their predecessor or their responsibilities.

And some handle this burden better than others. Orson Randall collapses under the weight of the hefty mythology that is backing him. Danny’s father, Wendell, becomes absorbed by his sense of entitlement. And Danny tries to channel his guilt into pearls of altruism, which ultimately do damage to those around him as he forgets to remove his ego from acts of selflessness.

The writers play with the aspects of this legacy being a gift and a curse







SHADOW PLAY


The writing, particularly that of the characters, feels rather elliptical, as though Fraction and Brubaker present them in shorthand. When the series first came out, I tried the first issue or so, but couldn’t get hooked, largely because of this. Looking back now, with such a crowded book, I can’t actually imagine how the writers could have done anything differently, yet it still does make me wish for some of the depth of character that I would find in a Grant Morrison comic, for example. Although this cluster-bomb-development style that everything is presented in certainly sets the fast-kicking pace of the book, so I can respect the writers’ choices.

Nostalgia and familiarity will go a long way in determining your admiration for this book. If the sight of Luke Cage and Danny standing side-by-side smacking death-cult ninjas in the face makes you smile, you’ve got a head start.

That’s not to say that the series is shallow. Far from it.

It’s filled with flawed people battling to assert themselves - to prove their worth - yet all the while feeling inferior. Whether they are kings in kung fu cities, warriors, teachers or villains, all these men are struggling to live up to what they believe will make them whole: Packed just beneath the heavy gloss of pop are some seriously fucked-up individuals.

Danny is more likely to fight in a kung fu tournament than save his best friend’s mother. Luke will rejoin Danny for a re-enactment of the good ole’ days regardless of the cost to his family. Misty (Danny’s girlfriend) sticks with a bad relationship partly out of nostalgia, and partly because she’s sure that something good can come out of it.

However, the book seems aware of this, and progresses the characters, allowing them to come to grips with this cycle they compete in. Which, really, is the smartest way I’ve seen a superhero comic deal with the essentially cyclical nature of their narratives – superheroes can have no third act.







PROTEGE


During this run of Iron Fist, the creative teams seem to shift regularly, but a strong sense of continuity is held in place. Although issues may feature five artists and the writing duties were regularly shifted around, the stories all seem to organically flow from one another.

Brubaker and Fraction crank out idea after idea at a dizzying pace, allowing the audience to only breathe during their frequent flashback tales. At the time of the launch, Brubaker was the proven creator, while Fraction was a relative unknown. Ed Brubaker has in past interviews said he hadn’t done any significant writing since the tenth issue, and was really just there as “a second set of eyes.”

Like much of Fraction’s stuff, the pacing can be a little patchy in places, letting his manic crop of ideas loose at you at machine gun pace. But the ideas are generally pretty fucking magical, and once Fraction gets some momentum with his stories, he’s always able to reach the most perfect junctures in plotting.

As Fraction and artist David Aja left the book, Travel Foreman who’d been illustrating the integrated flashback elements in most issues, jumped aboard pencilling duties.

To join Foreman on art, writing went to a similarly green (for comics, anyhow) writer, Duane Swierczynski.

The series, somehow, didn’t lose a beat.

The incoming writer certainly brought his own sensibilities to the series, amplifying the pressure on Danny and the creepiness, by having Danny fight demons, curses and sending him to hell.

Like Fraction, Swierczynski often seems to rush through an arc. Although, much of this is due to the harsh mandates that would have been laid on him due to the book’s impending cancellation. And, certainly, all the ideas he heaps in are amazing, and for what it seems were the conditions he had to write under, it is hard to imagine how he could have pulled anything off any better.







HIDDEN KICKS


All the different art teams for the book are perfect. David Aja plays with tonal reduction and offers characters that feel organic in their environments, his talent is such that each movement feels like the next logical extension of the scene, giving pages a roundness that draws your eyes across them perfectly. His line work is so minimal, yet so perfectly placed, that you almost forget the incredible amount of effort that goes into it.

Foreman’s style is completely different. Filled with bombastic exaggerated lines that curve from one corner of a panel to another, he brings a kineticism to the layout that suits the book, and particularly Swierczynski’s take, perfectly. His angles and designs are always unpredictable, always managing to take the reader off guard. His techniques are some of the most innovative in recent memory, on par in that respect with Frank Quitely and JH Williams III.

In their own unique ways, they both make you feel every kick and punch, each subtle change in mood and always in a dynamic exciting way.







GOLDEN AGE


If there’s anywhere that Fraction and Brubaker stumble with in their work, it is in the flashback tales they pack the story with. Often during their stories, the writers will take us back in time and we’ll spend a third of an issue with a previous incarnation of the Iron Fist. While this sounds great in theory, and truth be told, is pretty fucking wild, they don’t hold the same weight for the audience.

While it is mostly awesome pudding, and it effectively brings the reader into the expanded world of the Iron Fist lore, they frequently pulled me right out of the story and didn’t act as the counterbalance to the main story that they may have hoped. All being said though, these criticisms are minor - I’m just being the kid who complains about getting a cramp during a sex party.

While the flashbacks to ancient Iron Fists weren’t my cup of tea, the flashback tales written about Orson Randall (WWI Iron Fist) were. The small bits and pieces we got of this are essentially like stumbling across a few lone issues of the greatest comic you’ll never be able to read more of. I found myself, as much as I loved Danny, just wishing that pulpy Orson Randall Iron Fist was the comic I was reading. All the time. That they managed to have every fucked up, crazy, disparate idea they could throw onto the page contribute to the central present day narrative with Danny is nothing short of breath taking.

The audacity of what is on display with the plotting is nothing to overlook, dear readers.

It could have been a tragedy when the original two writers had to depart the book if they hadn’t gotten Duane Swierczynski. Whatever minor weaknesses I may have nitpicked about with Fraction and Brubaker’s flashbacks are completed fixed in Swierczynski’s run. In the single-issue format he manages to truly take flight with his all-in approach and create some of the coolest short stories I’ve read in years. He paces the issues perfectly, and turns them into an anything-goes breather between his frequently intense stories about Danny.







HONOR KILLINGS


Yet the book, unfortunately, ended up on the chopping block. Whatever it was about the series itself, or the industry in general, Iron Fist got cancelled due to low sales.

Which is horrifying.

Swierczynski seemed like he was just getting going on the book, and barely had time to perform a satisfying ending (but, even lumped with an impossible situation, Swierczynski manages to pull of something fantastic and satisfying, if a bit of a compromise – much like Danny himself in the comic).

I hate that I missed this series when it first came out, and now that I’ve binged on it, that there’s no more like it. And even though that sucks, you kinda do owe it to yourself to check out one of the best mainstream comics in the last decade.

By mixing the Iron Fist’s kung fu elements with superheroics, pulp, sci-fi, horror and really, anything they could figure, and making it all work (even more astonishing when you consider the huge talent pool involved in making such a seamless product) the writers and artists on Iron Fist pay tribute not only to the traditional, sometimes awkward assimilation of Eastern stories to Western sensibilities, but also the mesh of influences that comics evolved from over the years.

This series celebrates everything that’s wonderful and exclusive to comics, and even when it doesn’t work, it’s still awesome. This is Comics with a goddamn capital C!

Kung Fu is dead. Long live Kung Fu. Rinse and repeat

spinning plates, crunching plots:

an interview with duane swierczynski



Duane Swierczynski once said that, on a good day, his amazing output includes four pages of comic book script and 1,500 words of prose. In the basement of his family's Philadelphia home, he cranks out an astonishing array of cross-genre work. From The Wheelman, arguably one of the most important crime novels of the last ten years, to his work on Black Widow for Marvel Comics, Duane is a man of a million pulp ideas – spend half an hour with him and he'll throw them away without even realising he's doing it. Cameron Ashley caught up with Duane between his deadlines at Noircon to talk about his run on Marvel's kung-fu book Iron Fist, following on from the acclaimed writing team of Brubaker and Fraction, crossing genres, workload and how his childhood was one long kung fu movie.




I'm kind of curious as to how you came to get the Iron Fist job...




Good question...I was writing a Werewolf by Night mini-series for Warren Simmons at Marvel and I think he knew that Ed Brubaker and Matt Fraction were so busy, Matt was taking on Iron Man, Ed was just, you know, going crazy and they had to leave the series just from sheer workload and they were looking for a replacement and Warren kind of floated it by me and I had some ideas and...you're never just given a job with Warren, you have to pitch for it, do your take on it. I was a huge, huge fan of Ed and Matt's run and I kind of at first panicked and though how can you follow that up? Then I just decided to have fun with it and what they created was an amazing story machine that goes beyond the “simple” Marvel Universe. It went into, you know, like pulp history and this whole idea of this Iron Fist legacy and generations which just fascinated me. So I approached it like, okay, let's just keep expanding the world they've already started to expand and have fun with that, so I pitched my ideas on how to bridge what they were doing with future plans and it kind of went from there. After some going back and forth, I got Ed and Matt's blessing...and the cash bribe to Warren and Matt helped too!




How did you feel about their climax? They basically left you a cliffhanger to follow on... 




Yeah.




Did they give you any indication of how you should perhaps follow it on plot-wise or was it just, “Here you go, Duane, go for it.”




It was the latter and I kind of appreciated that. They had a great set-up and they said run with it, which I do appreciate and I was tempted to ask them, well what did you have in mind, but I like challenges like that, I mean, if you were to go hand me ten bucks and say “Okay, go write a romantic opera set in Poland in 1540...”




I've got ten bucks here, Duane...




Yeah? Well out of sheer perversity, I'd go off and do it. So, I loved that cliffhanger, that you go and figure it out, the trains going off the rails, here you go, so that was great fun and it helped me, it sparked a lot of ideas as to where the series might go. So they were true gents about it and it's a nice hand-off.




Yeah, because I believe that's the first time you've directly followed on from someone else's run. 




Yeah, well, Cable was too. Cable was coming off “Messiah Complex,” that big crossover, and I had to really nail it where it left off and not contradict anything that came before and that's actually, with Marvel, you often have to be really aware of other books and where stories have left off...




But I think that's the beautiful thing about Iron Fist. At that point, I imagine you would've been pretty much free editorially?




Oh, yeah. Pretty much, yeah. I ran a few things by Warren and he was...a great cop, in terms of what The Fist would do and not do and for where we wanted to go with these things. But for the most part, a lot of freedom and the biggest freedom was telling those “lost” one-shot issues, those “lost” Iron Fist tales and a lot of those started just by joking around, going “Let's do an Iron Fist 2,000 years in the future. And he's a kid.” I love that stuff. I got a chance again to play around with time and space.




They do seem to be these little nuggets of perhaps the most fun, I don't know if that's the best way to describe it...




Yeah!




You seem even more free in those issues to really do whatever you want.




Totally. And even to this day, I do prefer doing the one-shots and the mini-series to the ongoings. Only because there's often a lot more freedom and it feels a lot more similar to what I do with novels and stories. With ongoing, it's arcs and ramping up and keeping readers interested, and that's fine, but I do have the most fun with the small stuff. I was given a Blade one-shot this summer, it was just fun, like “here's a little piece of the Blade story you should tell,” and I had great fun just...inventing characters to just kill them...and that's, you know, my own perversity I guess...




Yesterday at the Philadelphia Noir panel, I found very interesting, listening to you speak about your reverence for place. And how, in the books that you write and the things that you like to read, that you like to feel the realism. Like how you love Ed McBain's work but you're distanced by the fact that it's a fake New York. So I'm curious as to how you approach the world of Iron Fist....




(Duane laughs)




...and how much research you had to do in terms of things like the historical one-shots.




Well, I am a history nerd and I do my research and the Marvel Universe is really, to me, like one step to the left or right of what our reality is, so we have superheroes, but New York is still New York. And Danny's office is on Times Square and having a fight in Central Park, I love that. But in terms of history, yeah, I would really try and get a sense of what era I was writing about and just little things, not really showing off my homework, to have just enough details to where it feels real, and Marvel tries to make it as real world as much as possible. Even when the Hulk destroys New York city...




It's still New York City.




Right.




So how does that translate into the more fantastical landscapes like K'un L'un and The Eighth City?




That kind of thing is my love of horror and science fiction, I mean The Eighth City is hell basically and what kind of hell would it be? I had a lot of fun designing this particular hell for Iron Fist. I don't mind making up a place. As far as fantasy and horror, that's interesting. My preference though is to do something real world. I get turned off by science fiction on fake planets and, I don't know, it takes a lot of work to connect with it. I like the science fiction where it's on a ruined earth or, you know, Phillip Dick. He was doing stuff in places he knew and he may have had floating satellites and all this stuff, but it was always grounded in the US...




(Reed Farrel Coleman wanders over)




Hey, do you mind if I...? Are you guys interviewing one another?




Yeah, you can sit in if you want, man...




No, no, because I'll just cause an argument.




Fuck you, Reed!




(laughter)




(Reed wanders off.)




Okay, martial arts. Were you a martial arts fan and was there any kung fu film or pop cultural influence on Iron Fist?




Oh, definitely Growing up, my dad watched a lot of it on TV, the Saturday afternoon movie they'd show and watching the Kung Fu TV series. That was part of my landscape. It was that and Star Trek and horror movies my Dad would put on all the time. So all these things just kind of blended for me and...I don't remember titles or names, to me it's one long, endless kung fu movie. They were always bloodier than most other movies. It hurt, you know, these characters clawing each other and bleeding and still rising to fight again. That was just a big, big influence. The fights in these other movies, when you're a kid, they knock each other around and get up and dust themselves off and they're fine. There's no real violence. Whereas these kung fu movies, they left an impression on me that it really hurt and was more authentic and real, not that they're realistic. But it's funny, I don't go back and watch them, I'm not a huge fan of them today, I just don't seek them out, it's not my thing, but growing up, yeah, it was a big deal.




It's funny that you say that the TV was on and that you were watching Kung Fu and Horror and Science Fiction movies and that all blended together. To me, that just sounds like Iron Fist.




Yeah! It is. Honestly it is. I love cross-genre books, you know, that let's just not play with one thing, let's have a few toys in the mix and see how they collide. It's interesting to me. You're right, Iron Fist is great, especially after Ed and Matt's run. They introduced all this history and legacy and it became way more than just kung fu. It's hard to name a genre that it didn't touch...I'm trying to think of one...it even had romance. I love that. I mean, my personal goal, before I die, is to hit as many genres or sub-genres as possible, just to try them, hot rod with them. So at some point, I'll do a proper kung fu western.




You kind of already did, but please, please...I have to say, it's a very different thing, but when Frank Miller took over Daredevil in the Eighties, he really turned it back into a pulp book. I think of Iron Fist as the new version of that, taking all that history and making it into this complete pulp animal.




Yeah, definitely. And again, that's really Ed and Matt. I really have to credit those guys. Ed has a really deep sense and knowledge of pulp history and is fascinated by it, and Mat...his mind is one of the most fantastical minds I've ever met. Really, he is an idea machine and the things he puts together in his head both stun me and amaze me. I've been in story conferences with him for X-Men stuff over the years and it's just fun watching him put things together. The two of them on that book was a dream team, and then I come along and ruin it!




Do you know how they worked?




I really don't. They must've hashed out the beat sheets back and forth, but I'm not sure who took on scripting duties. At the time, Matt was still kind of the rising star and Ed was kind of the top dog and I'm talking out of my ass obviously, but I think Ed brought in Matt to help him out with it and they both really took it on equally and created this really cool thing.




I'd like to talk a little about Travel Foreman and how you worked with him. Particularly choreographing these fight scenes. How much direction did you give him in terms of perhaps Iron Fist poses or special strikes or anything like that?




Oh, he ran with it. My thing is to not give the artist too much so they feel handcuffed. I want them to feel as though they are equal creator on these things. I describe when necessary for a plot point, but almost always, Travel especially, had ideas far better than the lame images I had in my own head. And it's funny, he lives in the Philadelphia area I believe [where Duane lives], but we never met. I never spoke to him. It was all through script. I think, by choice, he just works alone in a solitary kind of way. So it was me writing these scripts and then seeing the results. There's one I remember, I had a crazy idea. There's a fight in The Eighth City where Danny's fighting an opponent who grows every time he hits him. I just thought it would be fun to see, but what Travel did with that, the sense of scale he put on the page, I was stunned by it.




And those beautiful panels of those repeating fists in the same fight sequence....




Oh, yeah, again that's his. Again, I'm not like Ed and Matt. They, I think, they would have those moments far more scripted than I would. They have a keener sense of the visual than I do, so I love that, getting that stuff. It's disappointing when I work with an artist who takes me too literally, doesn’t feel free to kind of go off and show those cool moments that I wouldn't think of cause I'm a word guy.




Are there any untold Iron Fist stories you have that you didn't get the chance to tell?




Yeah, there are a few. I hope maybe someday I can get to do a couple more. I knew where we going with the series, how to continue past The Eighth City, but that didn't happen. But with the one-shots, I have at least a half-dozen ideas for other Iron Fists that I want to tell, but I'm going to save them for now. Just in case, you never know.




Fair enough. Wrapping up, why comics? What is it about the medium that you clearly love so much?




I grew up with it. It's a fusion, that mid-point between books and movies, you have such a cool visual element to play with and it's a different way of telling a story. I was really influenced by them when I was a kid, but I guess I really started buying them again when I got a job that actually paid money where I could afford to buy these things. I mean, it was ten years ago when I started buying them again seriously and was really blown away by the quality of what was going on. Once you start reading a lot of something, the story-telling machine in your brain starts to seek those other formats. I don't know if that makes any sense, like, you know, you read a lot of mystery/crime novels and you start your ideas and go, you know I could do that too, almost by imitation. You see someone playing in a rock band or something and you want to try it yourself. I don't know, I guess that's the creator in me. So, I've always wanted to badly and my agent is also the agent for Greg Rucka and all these other comics guys and I always thought I'd try something to pitch, but never thought I'd pull the trigger on it. It seems daunting actually, to break in. and it was only with a chance email exchange with Ed Brubaker and we hit it off and he said, “Did you ever want to write comics?” and I said, “Yeah, hell yeah,” and I just thought he was being polite, and he passed on my name to Warren Simons at Marvel, I sent my books and it just kind of went off from there, which was a pleasant surprise. A huge surprise. I really thought that if I ever did break in, it'd be through begging somebody and doing, you know, four page back-ups in the back of some comic and that would have been fine. I would’ve been happy with that. But, it's a dream, to be able to do this.




How does your workload break up?




It varies. Like right now, I'm writing a book, plotting a book, and I have (laughs), I have two...uhh..a...no, I have two mini-series I'm actually working on, but it's different stages, you know, edit deadlines, artist deadlines...I picture plates on pencils; keep them spinning, make sure that none are wobbling or about to crash off. And it's fun. It's great fun spinning those plates, but there is danger sometimes where you have like eighteen plates and it's like, fuck, what am I gonna do? (laughs). But so far, so good. I thrive under pressure, it seems.






























nerd of noir’s kung fu/crime sleepers




Crime Double Feature: Klimactic Kung Fu: Sam Peckinpah’s Killer Elite (1975) and Sydney Pollack’s The Yakuza (1975)

There are a number of factors that connect the two films in this edition of the CSDF: both are from great American directors working outside of their comfort zones, both are concerned with San Francisco and Japan, both are about the yakuza and strong male friendships, and they both were released in the U.S. during the year of our lord nineteen and seventy-fucking-five.  That’s all well and fucking fascinating, but for the purposes of this special issue of Crime Factory, the Nerd is mainly concerned with the fact that both have crazy-ass East-meets-the-fucking-Wild-West showdowns in their final minutes.  Samurai swords and shotguns, dear reader - that shit is like peanut butter and chocolate to the Nerd.

Let’s kick off the night with Sam Peckinpah’s dangerously overlooked Killer Elite.  James Caan plays Mike Locken, a mercenary working for a shady outfit that does the CIA’s dirty work in San Francisco.  His best friend, co-worker and roommate George Hansen (Robert Duvall, whose real-life friendship with Caan no doubt informed their great chemistry in this film) betrays him early in the film, killing their current client and shooting Locken in the knee and elbow.  After months of painful rehabilitation and specialized judo and karate training that caters to his new mobility impairments, Locken’s old boss hires him to guard a Japanese politician named Chung visiting San Francisco. The deal sweetener is that Hansen (along with a shit ton of yakuza) has been hired to assassinate Chung, and fuck yes does Locken ever want the job.  Within hours Locke enlists Burt Young and Bo Hopkins to help guard Chung and the bullets and blood starts fucking flying.

The story is solid stuff, with Peckinpah establishing a cool world of jaded soldiers for hire with no illusions of national pride or any other childish bullshit, the highest bidder the only institution that holds any water.  Peck’s San Francisco is a groovy place where chicks are down for whatever and people practice karate in public plazas and on rooftops.  But fuck, let’s be real: the main draw here is the climactic battle.  Locken and his crew wait on an old naval ship for Chung’s transport to arrive only to be ambushed by a bunch of ninjas in full gear with samurai swords.  Locken does his crazy-looking judo-with-a-cane shit but a great deal of the fighting is Peckinpah’s classic multiple-speeds action  
editing as ninjas fly out at our heroes to be met with a fucking shotgun blast to the stomach, sending them toppling in slo-mo into the fucking Pacific.  It’s nuts, it’s thrilling, it’s fucking awesome.

After the battle subsides some, Chung’s rival challenges him to a traditional yakuza sword fight, a gesture of old world honor.  Locken opposes such theater, insists Chung just let him shoot the guy and then they’ll be done with it.  While the two Japanese men fight, Caan and Young crack jokes and take bets on the winner, driving home the point that in their world nothing is sacred but money.  As a counterpoint to this hilarious scene comes our next film, The Yakuza, which treats the traditions of the yakuza far more reverentially than Killer Elite.

San Francisco PI Harry Kilmer (Robert Mitchum in a top five performance) is hired by his old buddy George Tanner (the great Brian Keith in a fucking terrible rug) to get his daughter back from yakuza crime boss Tono, a fearsome man who Tanner fudged a gunrunning deal with.  Kilmer goes to Japan to call on Tanaka Ken (Ken Takakura), an ex-yakuza who owes him a debt from their association in the Occupation following WWII.  Turns out Ken can’t use his old connections to get her out, but he does his duty to Kilmer and help him steal the girl back.  When two yakuza die during their rescue, both Kilmer and Ken become targets of Tono, and the only way out is for Ken to kill Tono and his men the traditional way: with a fucking awesome katana.  Of course, Kilmer not being a yakuza, he’s free to help out with a semi-automatic and a shotgun...

The two greatest screenwriters of the seventies, Robert Towne and Paul Schrader (a team that makes the Nerd fantasize what would have happened if Budd Schulberg and Paddy Chayefsky had written together in the fifties), teamed up for this script that is endlessly fascinated with the rules and traditions of the yakuza.  But while there are plenty of informative scenes about what this philosophy means and that tattoo represents, I like to imagine that they secretly put all that shit in there just to justify the final shootout - that they wrote backwards from the climax, if you will.

Because no fucking fooling, dear reader, the scene is a fucking beaut.  Sydney Pollack, amazing talent that he was, is not remembered as a great action director, but here he proves that he could hold his own with Peckinpah, Walter Hill, and Tarantino.  The pacing, the suspense, the gravity, the shot choices - it’s all fucking breathtaking.  You’ve got big clumsy Bob Mitchum stumbling through paper walls and blowing chunks out of motherfuckers with a monster shotgun while Ken Takakura carefully and deliberately cuts down dude after dude with their arterial spray soaking the tatami mats.  It’s one of the all-time climaxes, and one that’s followed by a heartbreakingly perfect denouement that I wouldn’t dare ruin here.

Even without the balls-out guns and swords finales featured in this pairing, the Nerd would still be able to recommend The Yakuza and Killer Elite with no qualms.  These are two gloriously off-beat offerings from American directors that have given us some of the greatest films in the last half century - essential viewing no matter what.  But, you know, shotguns vs. katanas doesn’t exactly hurt either.



















































"I can't beat him..."

the dark science: rocky as noir by addam duke




If boxing is a sport it is the most tragic of all sports because more than any other human activity it consumes the very excellence it displays - Joyce Carol Oates

Boxing is a dark and glorious sport. No activity demands as much or takes as much from the individual as boxing does; it is a world of lies, a world of hard truths, of victory, defeat and pain and it is for this reason that the art of pugilism is a sport perfectly suited to the world of noir.

Boxing has appeared in the works of authors such as James Ellroy, David Goodis, Eddie Muller and F.X Toole (pseudonym of cut-man Jerry Boyd). Boxing movies abound with films such as John Houston’s Fat City (1972), based on the Leonard Gardner novel of the same name, or Requiem for a Heavyweight (1962) starring Jackie Gleason and Anthony Quinn.

Though arguably the most popular film of the twentieth century on boxing is Rocky which, when released in 1976, was nominated for ten academy awards in nine categories, winning three for best film, best director and best editing. Rocky constantly tops the list of best boxing movies; it recently ranked number two on the AFI top ten sports movies of all time beaten only by another boxing movie; Scorcese’s Raging Bull. It is also regarded as one of the most inspirational films of all time and is looked upon as a classic rags to riches tale of an underdog given a once in a lifetime chance.

Yet if you look beyond the sentimentality (and remove the uplifting strains of Bill Conti’s hit Gonna Fly Now) the film takes on a darker tone and conveys all the elements of a classic noir tale. Filmed on location amongst the docks, abattoirs and dilapidated tenements of Philadelphia, Rocky conveys a film noir aesthetic. The exterior shots are composed of washed-out colours and long camera angles which amplify the bitter chill of winter and set Balboa against the industrial and urban backdrop of Philadelphia. Those scenes shot in daylight emphasise the bleak, grey winter while those at night display wet streets littered with the detritus of urban decay. The interiors of Balboa’s world; his apartment, the gym in which he trains and the arenas he fights in are filmed with tight, restrictive camera work and dark lighting which accentuates the confines of the world in which he exists.

As Lee Horsley observes in The Noir Thriller, the noir narrative often takes place as “a specific time bound struggle with doubtful meanings in a world of deliberate deceptions.” It is also a subjective genre which relies not only upon the environment and circumstances of the narrative but also the protagonist’s reaction and interpretation of the events occurring within the social space which surrounds him or her. In the world of noir, often the “utter disintegration of the human” is required in order for truths to be exposed and for the individual to either be redeemed or, more commonly, destroyed.

These elements of noir are beautifully embodied within the “sweet science of bruising,” for what is it to feign a left jab and lure your opponent into a straight right? A feint is a lie crafted to deceive and the boxer, like any character of noir, must learn to read the lies of his opponent faster than his opponent can weave them while constantly constructing his own if he is to have any chance of leaving the ring, or in the case of the noir protagonist, emerging from the events which surround them, victorious.

In On Boxing, Joyce Carol Oates comments on how inconceivable the punishment a fighter must endure – to the mind, body and soul – is to the average person. The boxer must be geared to face the reality and consequences of this physical and mental destruction whenever he steps into the ring. He must also confront the possibility of defeat and the sometimes irreparable damage to ego that comes from being brutally beaten by another.

Rocky illustrates all of this and many other elements common to the noir genre. The reality of the social position of the protagonist, Rocky Balboa, is that of the outsider. He is employed by a local gangster as a collector, a hired goon paid to break men who don’t repay their debts. However, the audience is expected to ignore the darker side of his character and instead focus upon his down-to-earth and kind-hearted nature. Yet even his innocent simplicity is, in part, the result of being “punch-drunk” – an obvious consequence of being repeatedly beaten in and out of the ring. Rocky brain-damaged, is forced to rely solely upon his body and his will in order to prove himself.

Rocky’s status as an outsider is also compounded by the constraints of his poverty. His claustrophobic one-room slum apartment is permeated with his failure, stemming from his inability to utilise the only tools he has to escape his status; namely the strength of his body and his skill as a fighter. Noir as a whole is riddled with guilt and Rocky's particular guilt stems from his failure to capitalise on his talents and manifests in his lack of conviction in his ability to win.

From the moment he is offered a shot at the Heavyweight title by challenging Apollo Creed, Rocky recognises the futility of the fight and initially refuses. Yet despite this initial reaction, Rocky knows that cannot continue the way he is – slowly decaying in his urban environment, knowing that both time and nickel-and-dime fights will soon leave him unable to fight. And without the fight, what does he have left?

Challenge accepted, Rocky pushes his body to the limit, conditioning himself to take unimaginable amounts of punishment in order to simply “go the distance” in a fight he knows he cannot win:

“I can’t do it. I can’t beat him...I mean who am I kiddin’?

I ain’t even in the guy’s league...It really don’t matter if I

lose this fight. It really don’t matter if this guy opens my

head either. Cos all I want to do is go the distance. And if I

can go that distance...I’ll know that I weren’t just another

bum from the neighbourhood”



This is Balboa’s darkest hour – here, the night before the fight, he openly admits to himself and to his partner Adrian that he will be beaten.

And he is.

It is common for works of noir to end bitterly and, in doing so,focus upon a grim or sardonic reality as opposed to the positive and uplifting. There is no denying that the finale of Rocky is an uplifting moment but it is also a moment which, similar to most noir, subverts the Hollywood formula by rejecting audience expectations; in this case by not only having the protagonist lose, but also by having him reveal the ending well in advance.

Rocky follows Balboa as he navigates his way through a dark and uncaring world and, like any good example of noir, it is only by confronting fear and guilt and by being broken that he is able to uncover the truth about himself and the world around him.












































Man Goes Crazy, Man Transforms, Violence Ensues

Shinya Tsukamoto’s 

Tokyo Fist by Cameron Ashley



In the climactic scene of Shinya Tsukamoto’s Tokyo Fist, a main character is beaten so badly that he is rendered virtually post-human, a spurting, swollen, monstrous thing, appalling to those who paid to watch him fight. He doesn’t care-he raises his arms and bellows in triumph as loudly and clearly as his mashed, ruined mouth will allow. He’s alive in a way his audience is not. There is no vicarious thrill of the fight for him – metamorphosed by the fight, he is the fight.

On the surface, it’s a pretty simple, oft-told story: milquetoast, attempting to win back the girl he’s lost, mans-up in the face of greater, more imposing masculinity. Pretty much as formulaic as it gets. However in Tokyo Fist, writer-director-actor-practically-everything-else-too, Shinya Tsukamoto brings his particular thematic preoccupations to this well-worn plot and creates arguably the most unique and twisted piece of fight cinema ever.

Tsukamoto is best-known for the bizarre industrial body-horror of the groundbreaking Tetsuo: The Iron Man (1989). A post-humanist’s wet dream, Tetsuo features body modification on an epic scale, bizarre fetishism, man-machine melding, an industrial score and relentless breakneck editing. Endlessly influential, Tetsuo was followed by Tetsuo II: Body Hammer in 1992 and several lesser-regarded efforts before Tsukamoto returned to form with Tokyo
Fist in 1995. Although superficially a boxing movie, Fist contains all the Tsukamoto hallmarks – the body modification, the fetishism, the industrial score. In fact, in his review of Tsukamoto’s 2009 Tetsuo: The Bullet Man (found here: http://www.beyondhollywood.com/tetsuo-the-bullet-man-2009-movie-review/ ) Todd Rigney compares the similarity of Tetsuo 3 to the original by saying, “Man goes crazy, man transforms, violence ensues,” but this is a thematic pattern not just limited to the Tetsuo movies. Flesh may slam into flesh instead of metal, but Tokyo Fist is very much a product of the same mindscape as its maker’s preceding work.

It’s a film that’s themes allow it to also fit snugly next to the work of David Cronenberg and JG Ballard. In fact, Tokyo Fist is, in many ways, a Japanese Crash with fists instead of cars and fights instead of fucks.

Opening with the sound of punches rattling off a speedbag, hinting at the industrial beat to come, the film’s first image is of perhaps a dozen fighters together in a dimly-lit ring, shadow-boxing like pistons in some great machine.

Tsukamoto himself plays Tsuda Yoshiharu, an insurance salesman who’s not only watching his father die but is also worried that something is physically wrong with himself. A typical salaryman, everything is an insult to Tsuda’s manhood: he’s bossed around by his office-dwelling superiors, his girlfriend Hizuru (a brave performance by Kaori Fujii) flaunts her sexuality in magazines (whilst their own relationship is sexless) and insists that she can continue working after their impending marriage to support them both. Hobbled by his existence, Tsuda is constantly trapped in tiny interiors. His exteriors are always framed against a backdrop of glass and steel or broken down industrial sites. He’s bored and lost and dehumanised by the landscape and his need to function within it.

A chance encounter with a former high school junior, Kojima Takuji (played by Tsukamoto’s own brother Koji), propels the plot forward. Kojima, now a boxer, takes an interest in Hizuru and, faced with this odd man with his hard, strong body, Hizuru responds to his advances.

Interestingly, at the gym, Kojima himself is out-manned and ridiculed by his trainers for being “soft” (a label Hizuru applies to Tsuda after feeling Kojima’s firm muscles). After his first scuffle with the now-jilted Tsuda, however, Kojima is transformed into a monster of ripped-muscle and sinew, empowered and energised through this conflict. It’s a sudden, surreal, metamorphosis -- suggested by mood and acting rather than special effects -- and gives us perhaps the first real glimpse of the twin realities at play in the film; the “dream world” created by the city and the “embodied” world created through pain and violence, rage and conflict.

In an interview with Mark Schilling (found here: http://japanesemovies.homestead.com/tsukamoto.html), Tsukamoto says:

“... I was saying that this body of ours is not a dream in the concrete city, that it really exists. I was stressing the feeling you get in boxing, of being hit. When you get hit the pain is not a dream -- you know you're alive! I was into violence, into people who are looking for proof that they were alive in the city by experiencing suffering and pain.”

The city Tsukamoto presents us with in Tokyo Fist is a Tokyo stripped of its trademark neon and cartoon garishness – it is a hazy blue-grey, a drab architectural trap of concrete, steel and cyclone fencing. Tsukamoto also strips the city of much of its bustle, people seemingly only existing as shuffling salarymen, wandering shoppers on an endless commute or as ripped, shadow-boxing animals, clustered together in the tiny boxing gym, furiously sparring. It’s a world primarily populated by our trio of characters, for the most part, alone in this world as their psychotic love-triangle plays out. It is at this point, that certain similarities between Tokyo Fist and JG Ballard’s Crash become apparent – the numb, empty existence of the day-to-day world, the unveiling of a new “reality” thanks to an encounter with an unusual psychopathology, the re-territorialising of the body to suit this new reality through extreme measures, the increasing distance from, and inability to relate to, the previous “existence.”

In fact, Kaori Fujii plays Hizuru as flickering between the kind of bored, affectless numbness that Debra Unger gave Catherine Ballard and the intense post-human freedom that Rosanna Arquette gave Gabrielle in David Cronenberg’s 1996 adaptation of Crash.

Hizuru, enamoured with Kojima’s physicality, attracted to the violent, embodied reality he represents, begins her own physical transformation, tattooing and piercing herself to greater and greater extremes, often in the most painful ways possible. Both Tsuda and Kojima become oddly feminised in her presence, particularly as her transformation becomes more intense. Hizuru becomes something of an emotional dominatrix, cold and aloof with both men who, in turn, want nothing more than just to please her. In her presence they are frequently weak and insecure and the further into her own transformation she goes (piercing herself with iron rods), the more this increases. At one point, Hizuru even says to a cowering Kojima (as she towers over him like something from a fetish video, hands on hips, powerful and very much alive), “You’re not scared of me, are you?”

Both men, however, come to life at the boxing gym. Tsuda, who shows up there to train alongside his rival in preparation to destroy him, becomes so transformed by his own increasing physicality that he begins to switch roles with his rival – it’s Tsuda who slowly becomes a fistic monster, going from a man who can barely swing his gloves to a pugilistic machine of such demented focus that he utterly destroys a sparring partner, screaming “KOJIMMMMAAAAAA!” as he does so.

As our sympathies surprisingly shift towards Kojima, facing down Tsuda, dealing with an increasingly bizarre Hizuru, having his next professional fight set up against a legitimate killer named Kumugaki, we find out that Kojima and Tsuda have more of a history than first thought.

After witnessing the murder of a young girl, the then-high school students attempted to hunt down her killers and exact some violent retribution. The police found the killers before the boys, so Tsuda and Kojima vowed to become consummate fighters, so that when the killers are released, a better prepared and far more lethal pair will await them. It’s a vow Kojima took incredibly seriously. Tsuda, not so much, reneging and creating for himself instead a life of insurance sales and corporate drudgery, becoming, in Kojima’s words, a “nobody.”

It’s a relationship that has been defined and contained within a context of violence from the get-go and as the blood spurts and pools like a ‘70s samurai flick and faces swell and grotesquely burst with each blow, pain becomes the only thing that all three characters truly share. The film’s violence is outlandish and cartoony, with rivulets of blood and snotty goo, yet it’s perfectly suited to the surrealistic edge the film has and at the same time it’s perfectly, typically Japanese in its extreme, over-the-top presentation. Despite the black humour, the dark irony, the fight scenes are still brutal and grotesque. People punch with either mechanical, piston-like precision, or swing wild animalistic haymakers. There is nothing graceful about these battles – Tokyo Fist is concerned with punch thrown and impact felt and resulting damage. That’s it.

Before the inevitable showdown with Kojima, Tsuda is beaten into a thing unrecognizable by Hizuru. It’s a moment of violent catharsis and revelation for both characters. It’s also an oddly tender moment, even in its perversity – Tsuda seeks pain, Hizuru gives it to him. It’s more intimate than any other sequence featuring these two characters. Tsuda laughing as he explains how much healthier he feels these days, even though he looks like Sloth from The Goonies after Hizuru’s assault, is as honest a scene as we get from the character. Conversely, in a sex scene between Hizuru and Kojima, Hizuru simply lies there like a corpse beneath Kojima, until he yanks on a nipple piercing to such extent it causes her pain. From there, Hizuru, aroused, becomes the dominant sexual partner.

Tsukamoto’s skill at weaving all his conflicts and complex relationships together, building the tension and deferring the inevitable conflict is masterful and as the film builds to its somewhat surprising final bout, the blood gets thrown about in buckets, leaking faucet-like from wounds on misshapen heads, and our characters’ metamorphoses are completed.

If you haven’t seen Tokyo Fist, do. It looks like it was made for about ten dollars, it’s initially off-putting and jarring in both style and content, but persevere, let it into your head and you will be surprised by its power, how way ahead of its time it was and how it twists an old fight plot, and its characters, into something strange, new and post-human.
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