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      No one said going into a bar was a good idea. You plan on impairing your brain and decision-making skills in front of a bunch of strangers while spending money, you’re taking a gamble. My problem was I picked the wrong bar, compounding my problem.

      I had just finished a day’s work. Now some people work a day job typing in code, others sell things, and a few others do good works for the communities in which they get paid far too little. Me, I hustle. Maybe the game is a little crooked, I admit, but people want the excitement of trying to outwit the guy who’s trying to take their money. It’s a part of the tourist experience, or part of a hot streak. Most times I play the game straight because I’m fast. Other times I cheat. Depends on the customer. Depends on the day. I provide a service to society like anyone else. If I didn’t, would I be making a living at it?

      So I had been at work all day hustling, running the card games with the tourists, playing it straight mostly, cheating when I had to, and I was thirsty. It was late summer and I had started heading back east for the oncoming fall and winter. The fall colors may be beautiful, but when your game is sporadic and based on—tourists like mine was—you want open night air which doesn’t threaten to kill you. Anyway, I had been in the new city for about a month, walking down random streets, trying to familiarize myself before jumping south again, and I got thirsty. Not the kind where you want water, the kind where you want to relax after a day of hustling and, wouldn’t you know it, right in front of me  there was a bar, the Dark Horse. No other cars in the front or other vehicles. Just an ugly strip of building with a bad paint job on dull concrete.

      Walking in, I saw my mistake. The place was filled with bikers who must have had their hogs in the back. The bar, like the men, was salty, with a rough exterior and more than a few splinters and edges to cut yourself on if you rubbed them the wrong way. There was a bar counter on the left with five stools and a cut to hell top without a mirror. If I looked like the average patron here, I would have blended in better. They were downright ugly. And white, not that the two were inclusive.

      The not being white part was why they were giving me the evil eye, though. The bartender himself was a thin wasp with balding hair, a leather vest, and a few tattoos on his arm. A big swastika dangled from the chain on his left earlobe.

      I should have gotten out. I think about that sometimes, if I had had the logic to walk away from it all, where I might have ended up. But segregation had ended sixty years ago and I wasn’t about to let these cocksuckers have their way just because they didn’t like a caramel-colored guy like me. Walking to the bar I sat down on a stool. “Shot of whiskey, please.”

      “That’ll be ten bucks,” the bartender said, flashing a set of mossy green teeth. The guys in the back, built like wild boars, snorted and howled behind me.

      I bunched up my shoulders, which wasn’t much. Tall I may be, but not big. Not skinny either, for that matter, and the black leather jacket I rounded out enough in the shoulders to help intimidate. The bartender and I locked eyes for a second. An itch came from the chest pocket of my vest where my cards were. Today I was wearing the Looney Tunes one with Bugs and Daffy right on the square pocket where I held the tools of my trade. A dark part of my brain told me to do it, to make this guy sorry he’d crossed me.

      Instead, I slid the money over. A few whispers came, a few of them racial epithets. I stayed cool. The guys were my height or smaller, but together they were going to be difficult. I took one quick look behind me. Six of them. There was one girl too. All of them, except for the girl, wore big patches on the back with silver wolves snarling under a full moon. I wasn’t able to read the name thanks to the bar’s shitty lighting.

      My shot came back, making me turn around. I suspected the tiny bubbles at the top of it were spit. “There you go,” the bartender said, slamming it down, letting one-third of the contents spill out. A few more snickers out of the back.

      I took a deep breath, and as I did I heard an argument start up in the back between the girl and one of the guys. It started like a Mustang; going nowhere and then tearing off. The man growled a command and the other three guys split, going out the back door, probably for smokes. I chanced to turn around one more time.

      The guy was a pig. I don’t mean in the sense of how he was acting, though that fit too; I mean in the sense he was a large, overweight guy with pink skin, bald, with big ears which hung out. Tattoos covered his arms and some were on the top of his head. All of them were Nordic or Aryan. A large vest covered his worn to hell black T-shirt. The emblem on his back said Teutonic Timberwolves and underneath, President.

      The girl was different. She didn’t appear your average biker bait. She was young, for one thing; thin and short. I would have believed her to be the guy’s daughter before I picked his girlfriend, except they didn’t look anything alike. She had on a black T-shirt as well with some jeans and what I was guessing were steel-toed boots. She had long blond hair, a cute button nose, and some tired blue eyes. As if she was a cheerleader who had grown up and gone to hell. But she was still a looker which was one-third of the reasons I did what I did.

      The other two were the bartender and the fat slob of a boyfriend who was screaming at her.

      Okay, it was also what they were talking about. She said they didn’t need to call minorities ethnic slurs, that everything should be separate but equal (I didn’t say she had the moral high ground by much), and the guy told her to shut her mouth. Except he said it with a few more colorful euphemisms.

      By now, the deck was burning in my pocket, and I felt my own blood rushing. I wanted to pull out my deck. I wanted to make these guys pay. Turning back around, I checked to make sure none of the other bikers were back and that the bartender wasn’t watching. He was focused on the fight, grinning, flexing his fingers as if he was going to hit the girl.

      One last aside. I grew up without knowing who my dad was (Mom never talked about him, some weirdo from the Bayou was all I ever got), but he did give me a gift. My cards can give me an extra boost. Pull the right one and you can tear through a bunch of men like a tornado through a clothesline.

      Sliding my hand into my pocket, I pulled out the deck of red playing cards. Maybe it rose the last half inch to greet me. Taking them out, they began to shuffle. If you saw it without staring or getting close, you would say it was me, swear on your life, on your mother’s grave I was the one doing it. I wasn’t. Never had. Oh, I do it when I play shell games with the folks downtown, but for what I was doing at the moment, I was allowing the Forces—as I like to call them—to make their own decision. It’s how the powers work. I can’t pick what I get. The Forces do.

      They stopped shuffling and the first card drew itself towards me a pinky nail’s length. Grabbing it, I smiled. The Ace of Clubs. Hell, now I was hoping the other bikers came back. Putting the card back, I felt the power flowing through me, strengthening my muscles, giving me the power to break down doors or smash jaws.

      Getting up (I hadn’t touched my drink), I walked over to the bartender. He glared at me for taking his attention away from the domestic squabble. “What do you want, ni—.” The crunch of his nose and the sound of him hitting the back wall, breaking the bottles and cracking wood, was a symphony to me.

      Mentally I started the countdown. An ace meant I had eleven supercharged strikes. I had ten left. Porky was barreling towards me, having forgotten his spat. “What the hell you think you’re doing, boy.” The last word was said with emphasis. He started winding up the haymaker. Before he got in range, I gave him a solid kick to the front of his swollen stomach. It was like watching one of those inflatable beach balls lose air. At first, it swung at me, then back, and took the rest of his corpulent self with it. He didn’t go far, landing on the first table.

      I have to admit, I was surprised to see him struggling to get up. I was impressed. Most guys go down from the first shot. Porky was holding on, his lungs sucking weak amounts of air, his legs twitchy, and his eyes glazed. But he was still awake. He was President of the Timberwolves for a reason. Walking towards him, marveling how a table so worn out could support his weight, I drove another punch into his nose, breaking it and putting him out of his misery.

      Glancing up, I caught the girl staring at me. Closer, I saw she was prettier than I had thought. Not stunning, she wasn’t a model or anything. She was more of your girl next door type. Her eyes were blue, and they were wide with panic. She couldn’t have been a few years out of high school. “What have you done,” she whispered. Then, without giving me a chance to tell her, she grabbed my hand and started pulling. “We need to go.”
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      There I was in a neo-Nazi bar, having just decked the bartender, the president of a biker gang, shaking hands with his girlfriend, and all I could do was think about how her skin felt. Her skin looked soft, her hands being much tougher, the kind which a mechanic had. This was a girl who knew what she was doing. She had steel in her spine. The girl’s entire frame pulled me towards the front door of the bar, her arctic eyes glancing to the back door as she moved in a jerky fashion.

      I fought her. “I can take the other three.”

      She gave her head a furious shake. “I’m not worried about that. Haven’t you heard of the Timberwolves?”

      “I just got into town.”

      For a second her shoulders sank. “The Timberwolves are the meanest biker gang in the city. They’ve got forty members, all of them vicious to the bone. The others are going to be here any minute.”

      The math was instantaneous. “You have a car?”

      She bit her lip. Of course not. She was going to have ridden here on Porky’s back. We were screwed. Unless… “Can you ride a motorcycle?”

      She drew herself up, fire blazing in her eyes, her blond hair going wild. “Of course.”

      “If I get you to one, will you take both of us out of here?”

      She hesitated for a second; I saw it in her eyes. She was staring at my skin, all the thoughts about what she was doing, what she was about to do, playing out in front of her eyes. She was not weighing her options, she was weighing her moral choices. This was a girl who had thought out where she had gotten in life. “Okay. You sure you can take the other three?”

      I gave a big grin, the kind my mother says got me all my girlfriends in high school and a mess of trouble out on the road. “You know it ma’am.”

      “Fine,” she said, pulling the keys from her boyfriend’s pockets and then heading to the back door, expecting me to catch up. “But it’s not, ma’am. It’s Sharon.”

      “Nice to meet you Sharon,” I said. “I’m John Noir.”

      And then, pushing the back door open, hit with the warm air, hearing the squawk of the men tossing their cigarette nubs, and moving closer, we were in the mix.

      And all I’d wanted was a drink.
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      The men went down like matchsticks, one right after the other. An elbow, a punch, a knee, they were all out. Unlike Porky, these boys weren’t getting up or even conscious. The blonde went over to a

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/pulp-noir.jpg
BEN MASON






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


