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Kneeling, Ray stares through the scope of his rifle. The view is a grisly one. A little red-headed girl in pigtails and a polka-dotted purple dress is picking pieces of skull and brain out of the top of a man’s head. Then she eats the pieces, chewing on them slowly as if enjoying the finest French cuisine. She smiles. And digs in for some more.
Ray spits to one side. A few months earlier he would have thrown up his breakfast of dry eggs, but now he was too familiar with such sites.
He stares down the scope again.
He pulls the trigger.
Blam!
In a blink the bullet travels the distance from the top of the record store to the front stoop of the Chinese restaurant across the street. The lead slug slams into the girls’ shoulder, ripping through the little arm and spinning her away from her lunch. She lands on her stomach and lays there.
“Dammit,” Ray says.
Then the little girl sits up, spins around on her stained, bunched-up dress and goes back to eating brains and skull.
That was why he’d said, “Dammit.” Because it had been a shoulder shot.
He levers another round into the .30-30. Aims through the scope once more.
The little girl is munching, stuffing gray matter into her flaking lips.
Blam!
This time it’s a good shot. A red dot appears in the girl’s forehead just above the left eye.
She plops over.
Ray knows this time she will not get up, but he keeps a watch on her for two minutes. Finally satisfied, he racks another round into the chamber and leans back on the rooftop, practically sitting on one booted foot.
“Get her?” Lance asks from the other side of the rooftop.
Ray glances over his shoulder. There’s Lance at the gas grill, basting pork ribs. How could the man eat that stuff? Especially now.
Ray nods.
Lance smiles and holds up a bottle of Sam Adams. “Want one?”
Ray shakes his head and turns back to the view beyond the record store. He raises the scope to an eye once more and scans.
The view is the same as it had been for weeks now. Walking dead people everywhere. They come in all sizes and colors and conditions. Some are in good shape, freshly dead and seemingly whole, but many have limbs missing or chunks of flesh missing or jaws missing or any number of body parts missing. A good number are in awful shape. There are a few walking around who look like burn victims, nearly all their flesh gone or crisped black. Some are little more than skeletons, all the flesh and nearly all the muscle missing, only crusty sticks held together by drying sinew. A couple have no legs and pull themselves along with claw-like hands.
They shuffle around as if they had lost something, perhaps the keys to the car or their cell phone or … something. They roam in circles and in lines, in packs and alone. They mix with one another, then sometimes wander off separately.
They come and go. Rarely do the same zombies remain in the spot for more than a day or two, usually lurching in with that hinky walks of theirs, roaming around for a while, then hobbling away.
Ray believes they are searching for their next meal, and then move on when they can’t find one or realize they can’t get to the group in the record store.
Lance says they are just stupid bastards.
Either way, the guys are taking turns taking them out. It pays to be right next door to a gun shop. It pays even better that an underground sewer line ran from the record store to the gun shop, and that the guys had figured this out early on. More than a little work with a sledgehammer and blowtorch had provided entry to the tunnel below, then more work had created a rough portal up into the gun shop. Another bonus to having the tunnel below was that it emptied out near a grocery store a few blocks a way, and the guys had made sure to keep the generator there full of gas. Food and ammo, it was all a growing boy needed in the new world.
And with tons of ammo, one by one,the dead are falling to their shots. A wall of them had already been built up around the walls of the store. They never seemed to stop coming.
The roof door opens and Jorge comes strolling out, a .45 pistol hanging from one hand and a bottle of Jim Beam in the other raised to his lips.
Ray looks up from his rifle and frowns.
Jorge lowers his bottle and strolls toward Ray, leaving the roof door standing open. Strains of Rage Against the Machine can be heard from below. Zack de la Rocha is screeching that you can’t understand how he can just kill a man.
Ray can understand. Yes, indeed.
Jorge stops at the edge of the roof and looks down into the shambling masses below. With a shaky hand he raises his pistol and lets off a shot. Then another. He hits only blacktop.
“Get anything?” Lance asks from the barbecue.
“Not shit,” Jorge says, his words slurred.
Ray looks up at his friend next to him. “You really shouldn’t be mixing whiskey and guns.”
Jorge glances down and grins, his teeth grimy and his eyes swirling in his head. “Aw, come on, man. It’s hard liquor and handgun night at the ole ballpark.”
Then he snickers, as does Lance across the roof.
Ray ignores them and stands, glancing down at the dead moving about below like bees in a hive.
Jorge drops his bottle, the glass shattering at his feet. His now empty hand snakes up and unzips the fly to his jeans.
Ray sees this and grimaces, then turns away and walks a couple of steps toward Lance and the roof exit.
The sound of Jorge urinating greets Ray’s back, the steady stream curling to one side in the wind. Only drops make it to the hungry, upturned faces below. Most of the wet mess splashes along the side of the building.
The stereo in the store below has gone silent. It must be the end of the disc.
Ray turns to Jorge once more and raises his rifle outstretched in one hand. The end of the barrel is but inches from the back of his friend’s head.
BLAM!
Jorge’s brains explode out his forehead and scarlet sprays the undead waiting below. He crumples to the roof dead, one arm hanging over the side of the building.
Ray levers another round in his rifle.
“Holy Christ!” Lance tosses aside his beer and rushes over, his wide eyes looking from Ray to Jorge and back again. “Why the hell did you do that?”
Ray looks out upon the masses once more. The blood has affected them. They begin to howl and their clawing hands rake at the sky. “Because we’re no better than them.”
He turns to Lance.
“No, man, no!”
Three shots ring out.
Sporting two new red blossoms on his yellow shirt and one on his forehead, Lance stands there for a moment. He gurgles, scarlet trickling down from one corner of his mouth, and he looks down at the bleeding mess that is his chest. Then his pleading eyes look up at Ray. They are a deer’s eyes, caught in headlights and seeking escape. But there is no escape. Lance collapses.
Ray doesn’t look at his friends. He looks over the city, or as much of it as he can see from his vantage point. A line of black smoke drifts across the tops of brownstone buildings to the north. Even beneath the day’s sun, the glow of a large fire can be seen on the horizon to the west. A brown river clogged with bodies, debris and abandoned boats rides his view east. To the south can be seen downtown in the distance, skyscrapers jetting up to the sky, some windows now missing and also black-soot signs of there having been fires there as well.
The wind shifts and the stench assaults Ray’s nose for the first time that day. He sighs, then retrieves a stale pack of Pall Mall’s from a back pocket of his jeans. He drops his rifle next to him and fishes out a yellow Bic lighter. A flick later and he’s puffing away.
The moaning below continues.
He bends over and picks up Jorge’s dropped .45.
A shadow overhead. A dark cloud. Rain suddenly looks likely. Thank God.
Ray finishes his smoke, the red coal nearly to his fingers before he flips the cigarette and strides away to the door.
He comes off the dim, creaky flight of steps and out into a back room of the music shop. Not bothering to glance at the Hendrix and Counting Crows posters lining the wall of the small chamber, he opens another door and walks through into the main room of the store.
He’s surrounded by row upon row of discs and cassettes and vinyl as he makes his way through the maze to the store’s entrance, a steel door with multiple bolts from the inside. The front windows of the place have been layered with sheets of metal, the only light coming from a thin, grated, glassless window above the door.
Ray throws back the bolts to the door.
No further incentive is needed. They will come.
He then turns and makes his way over to the counter where a prehistoric, mechanical cash register sits between short stacks of CD cases. He reaches past the register and punches a button on the stereo there.
A CD is spit out. He tosses it to one side, then inserts another into the stereo and pushes Play.
The speakers come alive slowly with gentle hints of sharp strings and a slow beat. A voice sounds, a voice mystical and ancient but at the same time also young. It is a voice from another age, an age in many ways more innocent and carefree but still troubled with its own flames and passions.
Ray lifts a wooden chair from behind the counter and flips it around so it presents itself to the door. He sits, his elbows on his knees, the . 45 dangling from one hand between his legs.
The mythical, ethereal voice of Jim Morrison continues to flow forth from the speakers, whispering about a primeval snake and resolution.
A bump at the door.
Ray stares at the door, his hair hanging in his eyes, sweat glistening on the ends of his dark strands.
Another bump.
Morrison croons about an ancient gallery and a killer walking down a hall.
The bumping noises turn into a hammering, then a wild thrashing. It is as if wild boars are on the other side of that door, rutting and tearing in hope of breaking through a wall of bone to the marrow inside.
Ray’s grip tightens on the pistol. A drop of sweat falls to the floor between his boots.
And still Morrison sings, the music building and building.
A crack. The door cracks. And creaks.
Ray eases back in the chair and raises the pistol.
The music explodes in a cacophony of cymbals and symbols, hurt and hate and pain and terror.
The door bursts open.
Ray stands and takes aim at the first face. It’s missing flesh and teeth and eyes.
Jim moans, “Kill. Kill. Kill.”
The dead things stumble their way into the room. Arms outstretched, maws gaping and chomping.
Ray screams with each pull of the trigger.
All four of them.
Backwoods of Pennsylvania
Summer of 1981
My fingers claw at the muddy dirt, dead cracked insects and soggy worm chunks digging in beneath my nails, bit by bit pulling me from what should have been my final resting place. My face breaks ground and my mouth screams in air, huge gulps of air that bring renewal and fresh awakening. I palm the mud from my eyes and blink away tics and termites to find darkness.
Well, almost darkness. The moon still lingers over the horizon, its pale glow slinking through cracks in the forest to reveal trees and shrubs and dead leaves surrounding me.
Planting my hands flat in the muck, I push slowly, grindingly forcing my body up from the depths. Out of the hole, I roll over on my back. The air continues to slide down my lungs, feeling like freedom and life itself. My eyes are wide, glaring at the towering, drifting treetops high above.
Someone was going to pay. You don’t plant Johnny Thirteen in the ground, walk away and expect to live. Johnny Thirteen isn’t that guy. The kind who dies easily. He’s the kind of guy who rises up and tears your fucking head from your neck with his bare hands. He’s the kind of guy breaks into your house, ties up your family, tortures them one by one in front of you until you’re screaming for it all to come to some kind of thrashing, orgiastic end. And then he’ll kill you, slowly, probably with the smallest knife or razor Johnny can find. He’ll drag out your pain for days, weeks, even longer. That’s the kind of guy Johnny Thirteen is.
That’s me.
I prop myself up on my elbows and stare about further. Mud’s everywhere. There’s a nice circle of the wet, brown stuff right where I was buried. Heavy, booted tracks sunken into the mud lead away from the spot. I count four sets of prints.
I shake my head, more insects and yuck sprinkling from my long hair. The memories are slowly coalescing in my mind’s eye, building up piece by piece, block by block. It’ll continue this way for several minutes until everything is right in my head once more. It’s always like this after I’ve been killed.
My jacket! A recollection stabs into my brains. I roll onto my knees and sit up, yanking off my jacket. I roll the black leather over and over in my hands, seeking and searching. Then I find them. Four holes. Right in the back of my jacket.
I sniff. The lingering hint of gunpowder wafts upon the air. I stare at the holes again. Big holes. Must’ve been a .45 at least. Funny, I don’t feel any pain. Then again, I never do. The bullets are probably in the bottom of my temporary grave. That’s what happens when you can heal from just about anything.
Cursing, I pull the jacket back around my shoulders and onto my arms.
I stand.
The moon sits still, enveloping me.
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