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“Only the dead are without fear.”

—Tomas,
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One



The wormboy cut in close, trying to sideswipe him, but Slaughter was ready: he brought out the big .357 Combat Mag and let it bark a couple times. It was like thunder in the still air. The first round went wild, the other right on target. The wormboy cried out—the side of his throat blasted to hamburger—and flipped off the shit-brown Duo-Glide Panhead and hit the pavement, skidding on his face and leaving a greasy smear on the road. His bike went careening away, flipping over, spinning away in a shower of sparks.

Slaughter circled him, then brought his hog to a stop.

He hopped off, a tall wiry man in a greasy, road-weary jean vest emblazoned with club patches, his bare muscular arms sleeved with prison tattoos. He wore a black bandanna on his head and steel-toed motorcycle boots. On the back of his vest there was an oval logo patch with a horned death’s head over crossed pitchforks, a snake hanging from the fanged jaws. Above it, the top rocker read: DEVIL’S DISCIPLES, M/C. And below it: PITTSBURGH.

“Let’s finish this,” Slaughter said.

The wormboy didn’t stay down dead, of course, but scrambled to his feet, his graying worm-holed face contorted in a mask of anger. He pressed one gnarled, fleshless hand to his wounded throat, trying to stem the flow of black bile which passed for blood in the walking dead.

He made a low growling sound like a kicked dog, gnashing yellow teeth together, anxious to sink them into something warm and pink and full-blooded.

Slaughter put another round in his chest, then planted a third right between his eyes before he could pull the SS dagger in his belt. What was in his skull sprayed across the road. He folded up, dropped to his knees, then went face-first to the pavement. As an afterthought, he shuddered and vomited out a slime of green drainage. There were maggots in it.

“Fucking wormboys,” Slaughter said under his breath, spitting tobacco juice into the ruined, blood-speckled face.

But it wasn’t done and he knew it.

He pulled his Gurkha knife from the black leather sheath at his belt and went to it. The Kukri, as it was known, had an 18” curved blade that was sharp enough to shave with. Hardcore outlaw bikers—1%ers—called it a Ginsu and with good reason. Like some kind of deadly hybrid between a knife and an axe, you could slice a tomato clean or de-limb a tree with it.

But that wasn’t what Slaughter was going to de-limb.

He hacked off first the right arm, then the left. He hacked through both legs and then decapitated the wormboy. It was nasty, dirty work. And when he was done, there was blood right up to his bicep and spattered over his face. He got a towel out of his bag and wiped the rancid blood clean, polishing the Gurkha knife to a lethal gleam before sliding it back in its sheath.

Satisfied, he walked over to the wormboy’s remains.

The arms were still moving, fingers clawing.

There was still life in the head. Yellow-white glazed eyes stared up at him. The teeth gnashed.

Slaughter kicked the head and it rolled into the gravel.

He fired up a cigarette and waited there, crouched by the side of the road.

The wormboy was dead, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t anything still alive inside him. And there it came, right out of the left eye socket: a twelve-inch segmented worm, glossy red and shiny with brain goo. It deserted the head like a rat leaving a sinking ship, slithering off in search of better pickings. Although it couldn’t see much better than your average brick—didn’t have any eyes—it knew where Slaughter was. It sensed him. Smelled him. Picked up his body heat, something. It raised its ugly bulbous knob of a head in defense. The head opened up like a flower, the worm heaved, and let fly with a stream of brown juice.

Slaughter ducked away from it.

He didn’t know what that shit was, but it had a weird narcotic effect like getting shot up with a Thorazine cocktail. You got hit and you were done. Within seconds, you were down on your knees, your limbs rubbery and ungainly, your eyes glazed over. Like some kind of a heavy sedateve. And once you were nicely numb and doped, the worm would pay you a visit, slide right in anywhere you were open—nose, mouth, eyes, ass…they weren’t picky. After that, death came within six hours and within twelve, you woke back up with a real nasty appetite for human flesh.

There were stories making the rounds that junkies were squeezing out worms for juice, cutting it with heroin and coke and shooting it. Maybe it was bullshit, maybe not.

Slaughter crouched there, smoking, thinking of eighth grade American Lit. They all had to memorize a poem and old fat ass Mrs. Buntz gave him Poe’s The Conqueror Worm. Crazy shit, but he could still remember it, still hear those words running through his head:

But see, amid the mimic rout

A crawling shape intrude!

A blood-red thing that writhes from out

The scenic solitude!

It writhes!—it writhes!—with mortal pangs

The mimes become its food,

And seraphs sob at vermin fangs

In human gore imbued.

“Yeah,” he said, blowing smoke out through his nostrils. “Dig it.”

Still fresh in his mind and never had those words made sense like they did now. The point of the poem was about human mortality, he knew, about people carrying on like death was not a solid, grim inevitability when in fact its shadow was cast over every living thing from the point of birth. For in the end the worm conquers all.

“The play is a tragedy and it’s called ‘Man’,” he paraphrased. “And its hero is the conqueror worm.” He stood up. “But you won’t conquer shit today, my friend.” He stomped the worm to paste, looking down that lonely stretch of highway snaking away through the green Wisconsin hills towards Minnesota. Somewhere out there was the great Mississippi and on the other side, the Deadlands. Like the name implied, a great wild wasteland of roving gangs, scavengers, nomads, mutants, and the walking dead that stretched clear to the Pacific Ocean. The cities out there were cemeteries and the towns were tombs. Some of that was from the Outbreak itself and some of it was from the ten megaton nukes used to contain it. Deadly clouds of fallout and radioactive dust storms were still blowing around out there, they said. Back east, things were secure. After the Outbreak—the worm infestation that brought the dead up out of their graves—and the wars that followed, the military had reorganized and launched one cleanup op after another until nearly all the zombies were exterminated. You got west of Pennsylvania, then it was the Wild West all over again. The frontier. The politicians kept saying that the army would continue the cleanup, pushing ever westward, but as things stood, the army had enough problems securing the east.

Which was just fine with Slaughter.

He was out in Wisconsin because it was lawless. Out here, the dead walked, and psychos and paramilitary whackos would kill you for your guns, your women, or a can of fucking pork-and-beans. But that was okay. As a blood member of the Devil’s Disciples and a veteran of countless biker wars, he understood killing and attrition and the politics of survival just fine. Out here, Darwinism was law and he fit right in.

Besides, he was wanted on three counts of capital murder back east and was currently the only member of the Devil’s Disciples living fancy free. The others were dead or in prison.

He finished his cigarette and flicked it in the ditch.

He longed for the good old days when you patched with a good club, pushed some blow and crank, took to the road on your steel horse with your brothers, and your enemy stayed down dead when you shot him.

Those were the days.

Rumbling with the Pagans in Maryland and the Outlaws in Chicago, blood wars with the Angels and Mongols in California, nothing but pussy and booze and blood.

Lots of turf battles. Ugly affairs to be sure, but at least they were men fighting against men. Ever since the worm rains, it wasn’t the same for the 1%ers. Pickings were thin. The old boys all dead. And things walking that should have moldered in graves.

Kicking the wormboy’s body a few times, Slaughter scavenged the corpse, taking the SS dagger from the torso. It was deadly sharp. He used it to slit the wormboy’s colors from the back of the filthy leather vest. He held them up into the sun. A white jawless skull, fanged, set in a field of red, one socket empty the other with a staring bloodshot eye. The upper rocker read: CANNIBAL CORPSE, M/C. And beneath the skull, the lower said: KANSAS CITY.

He stuffed them in his road bag.

He had taken the colors off a dozen of them in the past three days. The farther west you got, the wilder things were. Back in the day, Slaughter remembered, the Devil’s Disciples had gone to gun against the Cannibal Corpse Nation. It had been violent, bloody warfare right from the first, a drug war, a turf war, riders and soldiers on both sides gunned down, beaten, stabbed, strangled, burned. Clubhouses blown up, chapter presidents and officers assassinated. The Outbreak had brought a cessation of hostilities, though. And that was the funny part, when you came down to it. Cannibal Corpse. They all died when Kansas City and St. Louis got dusted by tactical neutron weapons, but the worms brought them back so that in death they were what they claimed to be in life.

Slaughter went over to his bike.

He figured he better get back to the farm. Dirty Mary, his old lady of the moment, was probably waiting for him. He’d gone out on a run to do some scavenging and found an untouched case of Dinty Moore beef stew. Mary was going to like that.

The problem was that Slaughter was already feeling restless.

Dirty Mary was all right, but the road was calling to him and he wanted to ride, keep going west, right into the black heart of the Deadlands. The longer he sat still the more he could feel the walls of his cage narrowing even further. It had been like that ever since he was a teenager. He had to keep moving, keep doing something or he got bored and crazy after a while. The longer he sat still in one place, the more he envisioned gallows being built in his mind, boards being nailed into place and a noose strung from a scaffold. And he knew it was his noose and when he started seeing it, when it got into his dreams and laid a chill along his spine, he knew it was time to move.

He jumped on the hog and opened her up down the road.

Something to the west was calling to him, but he couldn’t hear the voice yet.

But soon…


Two



Slaughter’s scoot was a stripped-down, night-black Harley FLHTC with a hardtail frame, straight drag pipes and a high compression ironhead stroker. It was loud as hell and could be heard rumbling a mile away, but she was fast and maneuverable, and when you were in her saddle, she had plenty of meat.

He shot down the I just outside Black River Falls, rode the clutch and cut onto the county trunk which was more gravel than pavement, potholed and rough. It cut through the green hills of western Wisconsin and, sometimes when you were high enough, you could see Minnesota out there to the west, hilly and mist-choked like some fairy tale never-never land and in Slaughter’s mind it was beginning to take on that kind of mythic quality: it was west, west into the Deadlands and that’s where he wanted to go and where it would happen…whatever it was.

Back roads like this…open fields, clustered thickets, deep-cut ravines…it reminded him of the old days when he was chapter president of the Pittsburgh Devil’s Disciples and he took the pack out on a road run.

He was thinking about Dirty Mary.

If he went west, she’d want to tag along because that’s the kind of girl she was. She was a veteran biker bitch for sure, a long-time club lady, fast with her mouth, good with a knife, slick and mean. But under all that she was weak. She was terrified of being alone. Slaughter figured that if he was going, he’d have to ditch her in the middle of the night. He knew Dirty Mary didn’t love him anymore than he loved her. They were in it together for bonding, for protection, for sex. That’s how it worked. You stripped that away and they were barely friends. First time he hooked up with her outside Milwaukee, she tried to put a knife into him.

It was that kind of relationship.

The sex was good: rough, raw, violent, but that’s all there was. Slaughter scavenged for food and Dirty Mary cooked it up, he protected her and she took care of him. They got it on, but they could barely stand to be in the same room together. She liked to tell him he wasn’t as smart as Jibb, her last old man, a sergeant-at-arms for the Warlocks out of Florida. And he liked to tell her she couldn’t cook or give head like Joseline could, his ex who had died back in Scranton.

Fun, fun, fun.

There was a diabolic chemistry between them and he could feel it bubbling in him like acid whenever they were together and not slapping skin. Like belladonna and mandrake root mixed, real poison, venom seething and hissing and looking for lives to take. And it was going to happen. Sooner or later, that evil temper of Mary’s was going to piss him off and he was going to hurt her or she was going to slit his throat while he slept.

Blood was most definitely in the offing.

He rumbled up a tree-lined hill, waiting for a break in the foliage because when it opened, he could see the farm down there in the hollow and he would breathe easier. He always breathed easier when he saw it. Like home sweet home, dig it, made him feel relaxed. That was, until he got in the door and Mary and he started going at it, dosing each other on hate and circling one another like mad dogs.

Jesus.

Slaughter shook his head. What kind of fucking life is that? What kind of shit is that to be—

What the hell?

He was grannying the hog in low gear, moving slow and easy, when the trees parted and the bushes squatted down and he could see little home sweet home down there. Barn, silo, farmhouse, all knitted up in yellow late-summer fields like a shawl.

He brought the hog to a stop, then rolled it beneath the overhanging branches of a big oak. He hopped off and peered down into the hollow. There were two pick-up trucks parked down there. When he left three hours before to eat some road, there had been no trucks of any sort. So either Dirty Mary had visitors or made some new friends—Slaughter found that hard to believe—or she was in a spot.

He figured the latter.

He went back to his bike and loaded the Combat Mag, slid it in the Army web belt holster, and strapped it on. He scanned the farmyard below, figuring out how he was going to do this. He should have been scared and he knew it. But with the life he’d led and how goddamned pent-up and bored he’d been for weeks now, this was escape. This was a kick. This was getting into the shit and getting in deep.

He moved down the hillside smoothly, going down into a crouch and crab-crawling his way through the yellow grass of the orchard until he got amongst the old crabapple trees and found some camo. He waited a few moments to see if anyone was on the watch for him.

Nothing.

“All right,” he said under his breath. “Let’s light this shit up.”

Crouching again, he moved from cover to the silo, stepping easy to the barn and waiting, his heart thumping in his throat. But it wasn’t fear. It was exhilaration. It was excitement. Man, it was like the old days creeping up on a Cannibal Corpse clubhouse to throw some lead around and bust some heads.

He edged around the barn, smelling the pure Wisconsin air. Sweet and fresh. You had to love it. There. He saw a guy standing out near the back door having a smoke. Just a kid. He was dressed in Army-issue camo fatigues which marked him either as a member of the Red Hand of Freedom, a paramilitary terrorist sect that had splintered from the regular Army during the Outbreak, or just some dipshit hanging with another G.I. Joe combo.

Didn’t much matter; Slaughter was going to take him out.

The kid just stood there. He had a rifle with him, looked like an old M-1. Like him, it was just leaning there. He wasn’t much of a sentry and Slaughter figured he hadn’t trained down in Fort Bragg.

Slaughter moved around his blindside and slipped up behind him and it was so fucking easy he thought for one mad moment maybe it was a trap and the kid was laid out as bait. The kid kept smoking. Not a care in the world. He made a slight grunting noise when Slaughter quickly took him by the hair, yanked his head back and put the SS dagger against his carotid.

“Move and I slit your throat,” he told him.

The kid didn’t move other than the shaking that went through his limbs. Slaughter slid the knife against his Adam’s apple, wondering if he should just do him or get some intel from him. He decided on the latter. Kid couldn’t have been more than nineteen, just a cherry. He had green eyes like the depths of a pond. Naïve. Innocent. Slaughter figured if it hadn’t been for the Outbreak, kid would probably have been the high school track star with those long legs of his. But fate had changed all that. No track, no school, no copping a feel down Mary Jane’s pants in the back of his Camaro.

Every time he made to open his mouth, Slaughter pressed the knife up a little tighter.

“C’mon…man,” the kid finally breathed, “don’t kill me…please don’t kill me.”

“Tell me what happened here.”

“I don’t know…ah…”

Slaughter pressed the dagger in until it tasted blood, just piercing the skin of the kid’s throat.

“You get one more chance.”

“We…we came down the road, pulled in here and this crazy bitch started shooting at us, screaming names at us.”

Slaughter smiled. Yeah, that was Dirty Mary, all right.

“Who are we?”

“Red Hand, man. If you’re smart, you’ll just let me go and get out of here. There’s some pretty bad dudes in that house.”

“Ratbags,” Slaughter said, which was the general term for members of the Red Hand of Freedom.

The kid scowled.

“They having their fun with the woman?”

“No…not yet. But I think they’re going to take her with.”

“No shit?”

“Like I said, man…we’re the Hand, we’re fucking Red Hand. You don’t wanna fuck with us.”

“Who’s your leader? What’s the puke’s name?”

“Snake,” the kid said. “They call him Snake.”

Slaughter considered it. “How many?”

“Five.”

“Six with you.”

“Sure.”

Slaughter already had the kid figured for a screamer, but he decided out of the goodness of his black little heart that he was going to be compassionate today.

“Okay, kid. I’m going to let you live. When I take the knife away, you run. You run out into the field. You run up that hillside. You keep running and running and you never come back. That sound fair?”

“Sure.”

Slaughter sighed, pulled the knife away and right away the kid scrambled towards the door, calling, “Mike! Rich! He—”

But by then Slaughter had him and he slit his throat with one quick slash and the kid hit the dirt, gagging out blood and trembling in the grass. He didn’t tremble long.

Slaughter took his rifle and moved along the side of the house, ducking under windows until he began to hear voices. They were in the living room and Dirty Mary was really giving it to them. Slaughter peeked through the corner of the window. She was in a chair. There was blood on her face like she’d been hit. The Ratbags were gathered around her, but not too close. Mary’s shirt was torn and one of her breasts was hanging out. Not that such a thing would bother her, he knew. She liked to flash them like a cop flashed his tin. She had a lot of stories about getting thrown out of bars for showing them around so people could appreciate the inking she had on them.

Yeah, she was some kind of girl.

The Ratbags were probably thinking on raping her, but they didn’t know Dirty Mary. She liked to hand it out like candy at Halloween; you didn’t have to take it by force. But if they did, if those sorry shits put the moves on her…man, were they in for it. In close, Dirty Mary was a real animal with her nails and teeth. And that wasn’t even counting the razor she kept in her belt.

Slaughter decided he’d let it play out a bit, see what happened.

He figured it would be good.
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He met Dirty Mary at a roadhouse outside Milwaukee called Angelz, a hardcore biker bar where the juke played renegade country and hard rock and the clientele were all patched members of various clubs and they wore their colors proudly. Most of the clubs had been decimated by the Outbreak and the resultant blood wars, but there were still some pretty mean cliques in there—the Outlaws and Highwaymen, Grim Reapers and Blood Brothers, even a few Vagos from California that had headed east to avoid the trouble west of the Mississippi.

The beauty of Angelz was that it was solid road warriors and street-eaters, no RUBs—Rich Urban Bikers—or weekenders on their Honda or Yamaha rice rockets. No wannabes or pretenders, only the real thing: blood members of various clubs along with their prospects, supporters, and hang-arounds. Lots of tough biker bitches and plenty of sheep making the scene, flashing their titties and shaking their asses. Nothing else. The police didn’t bother going there because these days they had enough trouble without trying to roust seventy or eighty juiced-up bikers.

Slaughter had gone in there, picking his way west, needing to get away from the citizens and the John Laws which had his number and wanted to put him away. He wore his Devil’s Disciples colors and he knew a lot of people from the other clubs. The booze was flowing and the boys were snorting coke and meth right off the bar and challenging anyone to mention the fact. Slaughter chatted with some old friends, got his beak wet, and watched the shit hit the fan because the moment he walked in there, he knew it would…and it did.

Hard to say whose buttons got pushed first, but a Vago and a Reaper got into a punch-up and pretty soon a dozen others were drawn into it and it became increasingly brutal as knives and shanks, chains and broken bottles found their way into hands. Pretty soon you had blood and broken faces, stab wounds and fractured limbs, bleeding skulls and boys spitting out their teeth.

Slaughter stayed out of it for the most part.

That was until some 300-pound maniac from the Blood Brothers—eyes like white diamonds from all the meth he’d been spiking—came at him with a bloodied chair leg. Slaughter stepped under his swing and kneed him in rapid succession in the balls and belly and then gouged his knuckles into the Brothers’ eyes, burying them in there and twisting them with a violent motion while the man went down screaming. A boot to the head finished the job and as Slaughter did that, turning to see if any more action was coming his way, the woman he’d came to know as Dirty Mary came at him with a hunting knife. She was like a panther out of a cage, smelling blood. He got the knife away from her, slapped her down…then another big boy from the Reapers slammed into them and knocked them both under a table which took them out of the fight.

But Dirty Mary wasn’t done.

She fought under Slaughter with teeth and nails, burning hot and turned on from the blood and action, so he shoved her aside and she came right back for more so he gave her want she wanted right there under the table and when she came she bit into his shoulder and drew blood.

So that was their first date—dark, sleezy, and smarmy like a five-dollar peep show.

When the soldiers started dragging their club brothers off, Slaughter told her, “My scoot’s outside. Be on it.”

“Fuck I will,” she said.

But five minutes later they were choppering down the highway and Dirty Mary was holding onto him tight and pressing her breasts into him and he knew he had an old lady.
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The first night together they spent in an abandoned motel just outside Sun Prairie. There were people—real people—in the town itself, but that’s not what Slaughter wanted. He tolerated zombies only slightly less than he tolerated citizens with their rules and laws and hang-ups. The deserted motel was fine. They had a suite with a fireplace and plenty of logs to feed it. After they killed a bottle of wine and got it on proper, they laid there in bed watching the firelight reflected on the walls.

“So tell me about it,” Slaughter said. “Lay it all on me.”

“Jibb,” she said. “You mean Jibb? My old man?”

“Sure. If that’s what you want.”

“He was a mean dude.”

“I bet.”

“He was. He was sergeant-at-arms and he broke a lot of heads and kicked a lot of ass.” Dirty Mary let that lay like it was the best epitaph she could come up with or the only one that Jibb might have appreciated. “He was tough and he was smart. Then he got funny.”

“Yeah?”

“He started getting religious. He’d been through so many scraps and wars and hard-time lock-ups and never came out of any of it with much more than a scratch. He started thinking he was God’s chosen son.”

Slaughter laughed and Dirty Mary swung on him. He had to fight her back down and tell her he didn’t mean anything by it. In the firelight, her big breasts were all he could see besides her shining snake eyes. He wanted her again right then, but he figured he’d better listen to what she had to say.

So he smoked and tried to keep his mouth shut.

“He really did,” Dirty Mary said. “He thought he was God’s chosen son. And once he started believing that, there was no talking sense to him. He was crazier than before. Meaner. He thought he was ten-feet tall and bulletproof, man. You know?”

“Yeah.”

“That was about the time of the Outbreak. People were dying. A lot of ’em were rising back up. Jibb decided it was his personal mission to kill zombies being that he was God’s chosen and they were things from hell. So, he killed them. All day long he killed them. Day after day.”

“And then?”

She sighed and he could see the tears glistening in her eyes. “Then, one night, he got caught in a worm rain. He could have made it to cover. That’s what Stumpy told me. Stumpy was his club brother. But Jibb didn’t believe the worms could touch him. Well, he was fucking wrong, wasn’t he?”

Slaughter could see it playing out in his mind. Jibb all messed-up with a fucking messiah complex, thinking he was invincible when he was only just crazy and deluded. Lot of ’em got like that, though. People would stand out in the worm rains, laughing. Christian fundamentalist congregations would do the same, acting like it was some kind of baptismal or putting the might of their god against the one that made the worms. In the end, it was always the same—they came out of their graves looking for something to chew on, usually their friends and neighbors. He figured it was probably the same with Jibb.

“I was there when he came back,” Dirty Mary said, lancing a sore of memory and letting the bad blood run. “It was three days after the funeral. The man was saying all bodies had to be burned…remember that? But they didn’t enforce it. Not then. Not at the beginning. Not like they did later when the dudes in the white bio-suits came with guns and took the dead.”

She said that for the first two nights, Stumpy and some of the other Warlocks and their old ladies stayed with her in case something happened and they had to sort out Jibb. But after a few days and he didn’t come back, they figured it was cool. Then the first night she was alone, he was at the door.

“It was the middle of the night, man, the dead of night,” she told Slaughter. “It was a weird night. Kind of warm with a hot wind blowing. Dogs were barking. I heard the front door jiggle and I thought, oh, it’s gotta be one of the Warlocks, probably Stumpy had a load on and needed somewhere to crash. Maybe he was looking for a piece of ass. You know how the brothers get sometimes…”

She said she went to the door and was about to call out to whoever was out there when she felt something go right up her spine. The knob was turning. She’d forgotten to lock it. Not the first time, but when your old man was sergeant-at-arms of a 1%er club, you didn’t worry much about locked doors. But Jibb was dead and somebody was coming in and she had a pretty good idea of who it might be.

The door opened and Jibb was standing there. “Daddy’s home,” he said.

“I backed away. I screamed. All I remember is the clump-clump of his motorcycle boots. We buried him in his rags, his colors, and they just hung on him…he was a big guy and by then he was only a big corpse like a skeleton wearing skin. His face was white and blotchy. There were maggots in his hair and beard. His eyes were all red like they were filled with blood or filled with something worse. I got this real perverse idea, man, that he hadn’t come home just to put his teeth in me but to get me in bed, to do things like we used to do.” she broke off for a moment, breathing really hard. “He said he was going to eat me. He said he was going to start with my pussy and work his way up. There was green slime coming out of his mouth and cockroaches—I think they were cockroaches—crawling out of holes in his face. He smelled like death, man. Like roadkill. Dirt fell from him as he walked. He was grinning like a sewer grate. I did the only thing I could do and took up his .44 Magnum from the kitchen drawer—he had guns hid all over the house—and I shot him. I shot him right in the chest and that fucking .44 almost broke my wrist with the recoil. Jibb made a growling sound and came at me, so I shot him in the head the way Stumpy had told me to. Jibb shook and squirmed, the top of his head gone…then he dropped to his knees and vomited out this black bile that looked like crude oil. Then he fell over and he was dead again. He was still grinning.”

Slaughter held her tight and she trembled. She had opened her soul to him and that night he really loved her. Maybe it didn’t last, but that night he really loved her because she was open and vulnerable and no woman had ever needed him so much. He held her as she shook, listening to the wind howling out in the deserted lot, the rain speckling the windows. After a time, she calmed and she wanted him again or maybe she needed him, needed something physical and exhausting that would wipe the slate of her mind clean the way only good sex or good drugs could.

Later, she said, “Tell me now if you’re like that.”

“Like what, baby?”

“Like Jibb: crazy.”

“I’m crazy, all right. I don’t have a lick of sense, but I know I’m not God’s chosen. I’m a Devil’s Disciple, man. Does that mean God hates me and the Devil loves me? No, it just means that neither have any use for biker trash like me. But one thing you can be sure of: I don’t stand out in worm rains. I’m scared shitless of them and that’s the truth.”

“I think you’ll do then.”

“Any port in a storm?”

“Something like that,” she said, putting her head on his chest.
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They took it easy for a few days after that. No hurry. Just pushing along slow down the pavement. In Sauk City, which was mostly empty except for some Army units patrolling the streets that paid them no mind and the locals who were armed behind their fenced-in yards, Dirty Mary decided she wanted some candles of all things. She had a real love of candles. She didn’t like getting it on unless candles were burning. That’s the way she was. So, Slaughter pulled his hog over before a big gift shop and in they went.

He stood around paging through dusty magazines while Dirty Mary looted the candle section and that’s when a form came shambling out of the back. A big man in a dirty khaki uniform and a badge. “I’m the law around here and I caught you,” he said. “I caught you and you’re mine. Winner, winner, chicken dinner.”

The cop had been dead a couple weeks at least, still he was a big boy that was boiling hot with rot. His stiff white crewcut was patchy as was the scalp below like birds had been picking at it. His face was gray, mottled, and scabrous. There was no skin from his nose on down like something had chewed it away and loops of black slime foamed from his mouth and stained the front of his uniform shirt.

It was nothing Slaughter hadn’t expected.

What bothered him was that the cop still had his service pistol on his hip.

“We can come to an agreement,” said the cop, his voice scratchy like something from a wind-up phonograph. “Suck my cock and we’ll call it an even trade.”

For one second, Slaughter thought John Law was talking to him but that’s when he realized that the cop did not even seem aware of his presence. He was addressing Dirty Mary. He had eyes for nothing or no one else. Maybe in life he’d once been sucked-off by some runaway or desperate woman and that was just replaying in the rotting spools of his brain.

“You suck it, woman,” he said, a long white worm coming out of his ear and dropping to the floor. “How’s about it? Winner, winner, chicken dinner.”

Dirty Mary could have panicked and made it all worse, but she kept her head and did not once look over at Slaughter who the cop had not sighted by that point.

“Okay,” she said.

The cop unzipped his pants and took out a cancerous-looking trouser snake that was bloated black-red like a blood sausage. It was singularly the most vile-looking thing that Slaughter had ever seen. And what made it worse was that it was moving from the larval action within.

Dirty Mary, cool as December ice, went down on her knees and she was absolutely believable and for one crazy—and disturbing—moment, Slaughter thought she was really going to take that hose of rotten pork in her mouth, but it was just a play.

“Pull you pants down,” she said, wrinkling her nose against the stink.

The cop did and that was real sharp thinking on her part because his gunbelt went down with his pants. He stood there, his penis engorged. A few flies lit off the bulbous head.

That’s when Slaughter stepped around the magazine rack with the .357 Combat Mag in his hand. The cop saw it. Saw him. And a dopey sort of look came over what remained of his face. His teeth gnashed. His penis shrank. Black foam came out of his mouth and it was honestly hard to say at that moment whether he was angry or embarrassed…again, he was probably just playing out some past memory. Maybe he’d gotten caught in the act with his pants down way back when.

Regardless, he was certainly caught this time.

“Winner, winner, chicken dinner?” he asked.

Slaughter shot him in the forehead and the slug pierced his brain, tumbled around in there and exited the side of his head taking his ear with it. He stumbled around and then went over like a nine pin, his skull shattered and loose from the slug so that it blew apart when it struck the floor.

Dirty Mary collected her candles and they got out of there.

She was really something. Slaughter had a lot of respect for the balls the woman had. And other than breaking a bottle over his head and trying to stab him once or twice, she was good to him in those rare moments when they weren’t fighting. Like the old song said, she was dirty-sweet, oh yeah.


Four



The dead kid had an Army-issue rucksack so Slaughter went through it. Mostly, it was food in there and a few well-thumbed fuck books. A carton of cigarettes that were probably stale as hell. Taking his time, Slaughter helped himself to a can of Franco-American Spaghetti with Meatballs, a couple Hershey bars, then he smoked a few of the kid’s cigarettes, checked the load on the M-1 and almost laughed when he realized the kid only had one bullet. Barney Fife here.

He was thinking about checking out.

Just climbing back up the hill—with the kid’s food, of course—and jumping on his scoot, eating some road. It wasn’t like he was in love with Dirty Mary. That crazy bitch would have sold him down the road first chance she got if a better offer came along. That’s the sort of mama she was. But if he did that it would mean he would miss out on the entertainment when the Ratbags tried to bust a piece off her and he figured that was going to be really good.

So, he stayed.

Maybe for Dirty Mary.

Maybe for the Ratbags in case they needed medical attention.

But mostly for himself. He’d been looking for a little action for a long time now and he wasn’t about to duck out on it now that he had it. Besides, he wasn’t much on running unless things got itchy so he was going to stay and break a few heads, relieve some of that tension building in his chest.

Taking the kid’s ruck with him, he went around to the living room window so he could voyeur the fun in there. No internet or DVDs anymore, so a man had to get his porn wherever he could. He almost laughed at that. That was good. That was funny.

He peered into the window.

Okay, now it was getting good.

Dirty Mary was playing games and those stupid fuckers didn’t even realize that they’d been baited and pulled into the spider’s web. By the time she started sucking the blood out of them, it would be too late. But for the time being she was content on sucking something else. One of the Ratbags—maybe that boy Snake—was standing there and Dirty Mary was on her knees in front of him, bobbing on him, showing him how good she was with her mouth. The other four were gathered around and a couple of them already had their flies unzipped in preparation for coming attractions. They were real gents because they’d even let Mary wipe the blood from her face. Real Christian gentlemen they were.

Mary was putting on a good show and the Ratbag she was blowing was off in la-la land, never knowing it could be that good. The others had forgotten their guns and that’s exactly what Mary wanted. She wasn’t stupid. Sex for her wasn’t like it was for most women. With Dirty Mary it was like a handshake; you sealed every deal with it. She could do more tricks with a good length of dick than a rodeo cowboy with a horsehair lariat.

And she’d be sealing their deals, all right.

Slaughter lit a cigarette, wishing he had some popcorn.

You could go in there and help her, he thought then, but instantly dismissed the idea. Mary didn’t need help. She might even get pissed if he broke up the party. Let her have some fun. Already her free hand was sneaking around the back of her belt and going for that razor.

The Ratbags weren’t even aware of it.

Except maybe the short, Hispanic-looking guy in the back. Maybe Mary wasn’t his kind of thing. Maybe he liked to drop his worm in a different sort of pond.

Here it comes, Slaughter thought.

Just about the time the guy Mary was working on was about to loosen his load, his eyes all glazed over, and his three compatriots were sweating with anticipation and that other boy was looking a bit uncomfortable with it all…Mary went in for the kill. She grabbed the guy’s sack and squeezed it to pulp just as she sank her teeth in his business like a shark chomping down on some good red meat.

The guy screamed.

Sure, it was bloody murder.

He knocked Mary aside and fell back, his dick nearly bitten in half, his hands trying to stem the flow of blood. Mary came out with her razor and sliced another guy that tried to take hold of her, laying his hands open and almost blinding still another.

But then they had her.

“Shit,” Slaughter said, crushing out his smoke. “She must be losing her touch.”

He went around front and kicked open the door and stepped right in with the Combat Mag in his hand. It was a big, bluesteel piece of death and they saw it. Saw how their guns—three M16s and two hunting rifles—were not within easy reach.

“Who the fuck are you?” one of them said.

Dirty Mary had been beaten down now and the men had knives in their hands. What was coming for her next wouldn’t be pleasant. The dude she’d bitten was writhing on the floor, bleeding all over the damn place. He was not screaming now, but moaning and sobbing and it was such a pathetic spectacle that Slaughter almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

“Name’s Slaughter,” he said. “Mary? Get up.”

“Fuck took you so long, you prick?”

“Got here soon as I could.”

Dirty Mary’s brown eyes were simmering like hot molasses. She wiped blood from her lips with the back of her hand. “Oh, really? I bet you were standing outside looking in through the window, you goddamn asshole. It would be so like you to think this was all a joke. Think it was funny that these limp-dicks were raping me.”

“Didn’t look much like rape to me.”

“You asshole.”

“How’d that shit taste?” he asked her and when she made to come at him with more castration in mind, he waved the gun at her. He put the Mag back on the Ratbags. “Wait a minute…were you fine citizens raping this woman?”

The biggest of them, the guy who’d been next on the train, managed a smile that was thin as a paper cut. “We weren’t raping anyone. She volunteered.”

“THE FUCK I DID!” Dirty Mary shouted at him. “DON’T YOU BELIEVE THAT SHIT, SLAUGHTER! THEY FORCED ME!”

Slaughter nodded. “Sure. Now grab their guns, Mary.”

She did.

“Now take them and throw them out the door. Eject the magazines and throw the bullets into the bushes.”

She did that, too.

“Now we can be civilized and talk business.” Slaughter smiled at them. “First off, who said you could mistreat my old lady?”

“Fuck are you talking about?”

“Her, I’m talking about her. You ain’t got no right to be doing that. If you would have been civil, I would have sold her to you. Maybe a carton of cigarettes or a bottle of good booze. I’m not a scalper.”

“Hey, fuck you, Slaughter,” Dirty Mary said, still making no attempt to cover up her breasts. “I’m not for sale.”

“You’re always for sale, woman.”

She glared at him. “I’ll kill you. I swear, I’ll fucking kill you.”

Slaughter believed her. That’s one of the reasons he made her throw the guns out the door. There were things in life that didn’t go together real well like open flame and dynamite or…guns and Dirty Mary. You had to keep them apart in order to keep the body count low.

The Ratbags just watched him. What kind of game was this? Was he fucking with them? He wasn’t really going to sell them the woman, now was he?

They didn’t know Slaughter was all. They didn’t know the kind of shit a man like him was capable of. That he had once sold his old lady to another biker for a dollar and then bought her back for a pack of cigarettes. That’s the kind of guy he was.

Slaughter turned his attention to the bleeding man on the floor. “Your friend…that Snake?”

“How’d you know?”

“The kid out back told me.” Slaughter looked down at the dickless wonder groaning and moaning. “Sorry, Snake, but I think you’re gonna need a new name.”

With their leader so unfortunately incapacitated, the Ratbags just didn’t know what they should do. The biker and the woman were some kind of couple apparently. The biker had a gun and he looked plenty mean.

“How much will you give me for her?” he asked them.

Dirty Mary sneered at him. “You rotten
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