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chapter one
The end of the world wasn’t a good day for Jimmy. It started off bad, and as you can probably guess, it only got worse.
6:45 AM, he awoke to the flashing blue screen of his cell phone – a text from his girlfriend. Grumbling, barely awake, he reached over to his night table and flicked it open.
DEAR JIM, it read. I M TXTING THIS 2 U AFTER MUCH THOUGHT. WE ARE
VERY DIFFERENT PEOPLE – Oh lord, Jimmy thought, sucking in his gut as if bracing for a punch – AND AFTER VERY MUCH THOUGHT I THINK WE SHOULD C OTHER
PEOPLE. I MEAN WE SHOULD BREAK UP. IM SO SORRY!!! DONT B MAD OK?
“Seriously?” Jim wondered aloud. He sat up, now completely awake. His insides were an unpleasant fluttering of irritation and hurt pride. He texted her back, What? Why? What did I do?
She didn’t respond. Twenty minutes later, he was still staring at the screen, willing it to come to life with a message to the effect of JK LOL OMG COME OVER
JIM MY PARENTS ARE AT WORK AND I MISS YOUR SUGAR KISSES followed by the obligatory winky face.
“Unbelievable!” he finally exploded, to no one in particular. “This is frickin’
unbelievable!”
Dialing with pad crunching ferocity, he called Dylan, his best friend and confidante.
“…Hello?” croaked Dylan. “Jimmy?”
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“Dill! Dude!”
“What? What…what’s going on? Is everything okay?”
“No dude!” Jimmy barked into the phone, “I just got dumped! With a text!”
“Oh, well…that’s too bad. I’m going back to sleep.”
“Dill! Dill! Dylan!”
“What? Jesus, what?”
“A text, dude!”
“I heard you man,” Dylan mumbled. “Whatever though, Stacy was lame.”
“Her name was Tracy.”
“Oh yeah, yeah. She was lame too. I mean, the girl cheated on you twice, bro.
What’d you expect?”
“What? ”
“Wait…you didn’t know?”
“No I didn’t know!”
Jimmy could hear Dylan struggling not to laugh on the other end.
“Jim, dude, I thought everybody knew. We all just thought you were being really cool about it.”
A shrill electric screech clawed at Jimmy’s ear from his phone and he tossed it away like some sort of grotesque insect. The earth shuddered, the walls of his room jerking violently back and forth as he clung to his sheets, gritting his teeth and waiting for the quake to end.
The screeching stopped and the world ceased to move as one. Comic books and worn paperbacks were scattered across Jimmy’s bedroom floor, along with a few other Barger/JIMMY AND THE PIECES/3
odds and ends, but other than that there didn’t seem to be any serious damage to the house.
“Suck it, Universe,” Jimmy said, “We’ve got retrofitting.”
Sitting up, Jimmy saw that his alarm clock lay on the floor beside his bed, the glass cracked down the middle, the time frozen at 7:07am.
“Are you okay, honey?” his mother called from the hall.
“I’m alright!” he called back. “I think I’m gonna be late for school though.”
His mother appeared in the doorway, wearing a faded blue bathrobe and looking calm (if a little frazzled).
“Anything broken?”
“Just my heart!” Jimmy cried out dramatically, clutching at his chest and flopping onto his bed. “Tracy dumped me. With a text message.”
“Oh, I’m sorry dear. Love’s a battlefield, and all that. It’s probably for the best though. I mean, she did cheat on you. Twice, right?”
“What? Even you knew? Why didn’t you tell me? How do you even know about that?”
“Oh my, I’m sorry dear, I thought everybody knew. Your father and I, well, we just thought you were being a gentleman about it. Turning the cheek and all that. Very Christian of you.”
“Yeah,” Jimmy sighed, “that’s me; gentleman cheek turning sucker extraordinaire. I’m going to take a shower now.”
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His mother went to clean up the kitchen. Jimmy hit the shower. Hopping into the stall, he turned on the faucet and let out a cry. It was like ice! The shower head began to sputter and shake – dark, red-brown water spurting into Jimmy’s face.
“Ah, gross! Gross gross gross!” Jimmy leapt from the shower stall, spitting and swearing, his mouth tasting like rust. So much for a shower.
Throwing on his school uniform, he sprinted down the stairs, snagging a Pop-Tart and yelling a quick goodbye to his mom. It was a crisp autumn day, and the faintly peeling paint on his big yellow house looked sickly and gross in the strange purple light.
Jimmy hesitated on his lawn, gasping as he looked up and saw the moon hanging like a blister full of blood against the mottled skin of the grey-blue sky. It was twice its normal size, red and wrong looking, seemingly out of place as it hovered near the early morning sun just over the horizon.
Remembering the time, Jimmy made himself move, shouldering his bag and bursting into a slow run. He lived in Ingleside, a suburb in southern San Francisco. His school was in the Marina, located in the northern edge of the city. He’d catch the BART
train to Market, where he’d catch a Muni bus, and hopefully make it in time for the morning bell.
He stopped, panting, at the back of a large, uneasy crowd waiting for the train.
Jimmy wiped the sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his jacket, annoyed that he had apparently rushed for no reason and relieved that he hadn’t missed his ride. The BART
was running late. Probably because of the earthquake.
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There was an anxious, unhappy air about the people waiting with him. Everyone was strangely quiet, seemingly shaken up by the earthquake, the moon, and the sickly, unnatural light of the morning.
Twenty minutes after its scheduled arrival the train finally pulled up with a slow whine of un-oiled steel. Jimmy piled on along with the rest of the commuters amidst terse muttering and unusually aggressive elbows as people fought to get on.
One arm raised to hold onto the support bar overhead as he stood, he sniffed his armpit self consciously.
“Is it just me,” Jimmy said to an attractive young businesswoman standing beside him, “or is the hobo stink on this train unusually potent today?”
She crinkled her nose and smiled.
“Oh the unwashed masses,” she sighed. “Almost makes me wish I had to drive to work instead.”
“Yay for being eco-friendly?” Jimmy shrugged.
“That’s what I keep telling myself,” she laughed, “but sometimes…”
Her face went slack, her eyes oddly dull.
“Sometimes…?” Jimmy urged.
She whispered something, too quiet for Jimmy to hear, and moaned.
“Excuse me?”
She was starting to drool, a long trickle of spit running down her cheek, then neck, collecting on her collar in a darkened spot of wetness. Further down the train, a man began to scream and claw at his face.
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Jimmy backed away from the woman, edging towards the exit. “Um, this is my stop.”
He darted through the panicking passengers, out into the open. With claustrophobic urgency, he rushed up the stairs to get to the surface. Finally reaching street level, he gulped down air like a man on the verge of suffocation.
Hands grasped his shoulders from behind, turning him around, then clutching the front of his jacket. To Jimmy’s surprise his assailant was a distinguished looking man with neat, steel grey hair and an expensive suit. His eyes were wild, bloodshot and streaming tears as he screamed into Jimmy’s face.
“You have to believe me,” the old man cried, “I didn’t want to do it! I had to follow orders, I had no choice! I burned them, I burned them all, but I’m not a monster! I swear to God I’m not! I’m a patriot! A patriot, do you hear me?”
“Get off me!” Jimmy shouted, shoving him away. The old man fell back into a puddle, where he remained, blubbering. Sirens wailed, blaring from countless police cars and ambulances in every direction. Most people moved along quickly, focusing on the ground directly in front of them, pointedly ignoring the huge red moon above. But here and there people were fighting, or dancing, or shouting nonsense.
For a moment, Jimmy considered going back down to the BART to catch the next train home, but a gunshot and a scream from below quickly changed his mind. He burst into a run as he caught sight of his bus down the street. Shoving his way through the increasingly irrational crowd, he beat feet, sprinting to the Muni, barely making it before the door swung closed behind him and the bus pulled away.
“Some day, huh Jimbo?” the driver said, cool as could be.
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“You’re telling me, Mr. Mills.” Jimmy breathed, dropping his coins into the fare box.
“I’ve had to kick five people off this morning already. Five! Getting into fights, actin’ up, actin’ crazy…it’s the moon, Jimbo,” Mr. Mills said sagely, “the moon ain’t right, so people ain’t right. Take your seat, son, drivers is as crazy as the walkers today, although that ain’t nothin’ new. Ain’t safe to stand, Jimbo, so take your seat.”
The other people on the bus seemed scared, but nobody was acting strangely.
Jimmy took a seat on an empty bench near the middle of the bus.
The ride was uneventful until they approached the school, when the ringing began. Like a gong striking, it pierced the air. One long, low noise, felt more than heard.
Everybody but Jimmy screamed in pain, clutching at their heads. Mr. Mills let out a surprised bellow, gritting his teeth but holding onto the wheel, blinking through tears.
The bus swerved violently and people fell from their seats, still clutching at their skulls, helpless from the sound. Moaning, Mr. Mills brought the bus to a screeching halt along the side of the street. All around them cars were crashing and people were falling to the ground.
Jimmy held on tight, trying not to fall from his seat like the others. He was scared, but hadn’t been affected by the noise like everybody else. Shakily climbing from his seat, he only vaguely wondered why.
The sound had only rung out for a split second, and its effect faded quickly.
People began to climb to their feet, dumbfounded and confused by what had just occurred. Jimmy carefully made his way through the groaning, dazed crowd to the front of the bus.
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“You okay, Mr. Mills?”
“I-I’m alright…” he replied, slurring slightly. He rubbed his temples. “I don’t know what that was. It was like everything skipped for a second, like the world just cracked. I ain’t never felt nothin’ like that before.”
“You need help with these people?”
“Nah, Jimbo. You just get to your school, you just get off these streets. Get somewhere safe before things get really bad.”
Jimmy nodded. “Thanks Mr. Mills.”
Mr. Mills forced a tight smile and opened the door, letting Jimmy off, and then went to check on the rest of the passengers.
The school was only a short walk away. To Jimmy’s surprise he saw that the front gates were locked and chained. The principal was standing before them, shouting to a crowd of students in black uniforms, purple faced and shiny with sweat.
“—all need to go home!” He was yelling over the protests of the students. “You all need to just go home today, the school is closed, you can’t stay here—”
A pale girl with a short shock of wild red hair shoved to the front of the crowd and got up in the principal’s face.
“Where are we supposed to go?” she demanded. “Have you seen it out there?
Some of us barely made it here alive, we can’t just go back! It isn’t safe!”
“I’m-I’m sorry, Rose,” he stammered, looking harassed. “But the school isn’t any safer right now. The earthquake broke a gas main and a water main this morning! It’s flooded, and full of gas, and we can’t get any one out here to fix it right now.” He shook Barger/JIMMY AND THE PIECES/9
his head. “You all just need to go, the sooner the better. Even here, we’re too close to the building. If something sparks…”
“Jim! You made it!”
A tall boy with closely cropped curls and rich, red-brown skin broke from the protesting crowd of students and ran over to Jimmy, relief flooding his features.
“Well Dylan, what can I say?” Jimmy said with as much bravado as he could muster. “Academics are important. Nothings gonna stand between me and my learning, not even the end of times.”
Dylan couldn’t even manage a smile. The girl came up beside him, fuming.
“Can you believe this?” she hissed. “What are we supposed to do now?”
Jimmy suddenly felt weak. Dylan and Rose were his best friends. His crew. Being with them injected just enough normalcy into the recent insanity that he felt like himself again. The fear that half paralyzed him before subsided, if only for the moment.
“What we need to do is--” Dylan started, the rest of his words drowned out as a fire engine and two cop cars roared by. “What we need to do,” Dylan started again, shouting this time, “is get somewhere with less people.”
“What about them?” Rose argued, gesturing at the small crowd of students huddled together nearby, wide eyed and terrified, like a flock of sheep in a thunderstorm.
“Dill,” Jimmy asked, “Did you drive today?”
Dylan nodded.
“Well unless you can find a way to fit thirty more people into Dylan’s Camaro, there ain’t nothing we can do for them now. We need to get out of here, like now.”
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Without really thinking about it, Jimmy took Rose by the hand and started to pull her towards the school parking garage down the street. Cheeks flushing to match her hair, she let him lead the way. Realizing that Dylan wasn’t following, Jimmy stopped, looking back to see that he was standing there, staring at the sky, looking scared.
“Dylan, come on!”
“The moon, man, do you see it?”
“Yeah I see it,” Jimmy growled, “How could I not see it?”
“It’s moving man. It’s moving slow, but it’s moving. It’s gonna block the sun out.
Do you see that?”
Jimmy looked up, despite his urgency. Dylan was right, it was getting closer to the sun, which was a weak, dull yellow compared to the feverish crimson of the moon.
The sound of automatic rifle fire ripped through the air, and the three of them dropped to the ground instinctively, covering their heads. The other students screamed and started to disperse, melting into the urgent, ever growing crowds on the sidewalks.
“Come on come on let’s go!” Jimmy barked, jumping up and pulling Rose and Dylan to their feet.
That sound from before rang out again, like a great, heavenly gong that seemed to make the air quake and shudder. Everyone collapsed, a chorus of screams rising from across the city, a hideous sound that made Jimmy tremble in spite of himself as he alone remained standing. Rose and Dylan writhed on the ground beside him, clutching at their heads and weeping.
Roughly pulling them to their feet, Jimmy pulled Dylan’s keys from his jacket and put his arms around both of them for support. They stumbled along beside him as Barger/JIMMY AND THE PIECES/11
they slowly made their way to the garage, trying to avoid the people still collapsed on the ground.
The garage was a welcome respite, its cool darkness relief from the ugly mingled light of the sun and moon, thick cement walls deadening the cries of the people outside.
Dim fluorescent bulbs flickered along the ceiling, but remained lit. As they approached Dylan’s shiny black Camaro, he and Rose had somewhat regained their senses, no longer needing Jimmy’s support to walk.
They got into the car and locked the doors. Jimmy slid the keys into the ignition, but didn’t start the engine. Simply sitting there in silence for the moment, the three of them caught their breath. Rose sat in the passenger seat beside him; Dylan had sprawled out as best as he could in the cramped backseat.
“Well,” Jimmy finally said, forcing a smile. “Looks like we have the day off from school. Pretty awesome, huh? All in favor of spending it at Chuck E Cheese’s? All the pizza you can eat? Countless children to steal tokens from? Huh? huh?”
“Hilarious,” Dylan said, humorlessly. Rose just sighed, shaking her head.
“Hey, you think you guys had a rough morning? I got dumped. With a text!”
“I swear Jimmy,” Rose said, “you and your brother both. If the two of you were in an airplane crashing to the ground, you’d be cracking jokes, trying to make light of your impending deaths.”
“I should call him,” Jimmy said, pulling out his cell, “see if he knows what’s going on, or if things in New York…”
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He didn’t finish the statement, the gravity of their situation creeping up on him once again. Whatever was going on…whatever was happening…what if it was happening everywhere?
It was no good. His phone couldn’t even get a faint wisp of a signal. No way to contact his parents. No way to contact his big brother in New York. Rose had her phone out too, and Jimmy assumed she was also trying to contact his brother. She’d been dating Julian for just about two years. He had gone off to college in New York a couple of months ago. She was a year younger than him, in Jimmy’s grade, so she still had another year till she graduated. She and his brother were trying the long distance thing, and although Jimmy had never told them so, he thought it was idiotic.
She shook her head. No signal. She flicked on the radio. Shrill electric noise crackled from the speakers. She turned the dial, rolling through the FM and the AM, but there wasn’t a single station to be found.
The awful gong-like sound rang out again, louder and stronger than before. Dylan and Rose couldn’t even scream this time, they just spasmed and shook like they were having seizures. Jimmy could feel the noise rumbling in his chest, could feel the air trembling around him. The ground jerked violently, and went still. The lights in the garage died, and a sound like ice cracking filled Jimmy with dread. Turning the ignition and switching on the headlights he punched the car into reverse, turning and roaring away towards the exit, two levels up.
Second sublevel, first sublevel…he held up his arm, trying to ward off Rose’s thrashing arms as she continued to spasm, silently, foaming at the mouth. Dylan, lanky Barger/JIMMY AND THE PIECES/13
and strong as he was, inadvertently kicked Jimmy in the head, almost sending them careening into another car.
The Camaro rolled out into daylight, and Jimmy stopped for a moment. He put the car into park just outside the entrance of the garage, out of sight from the street.
“Are you guys okay?” He asked hoarsely. Rose and Dylan didn’t respond, sitting up straight and staring blankly ahead of them. “Guys, this isn’t funny. Rose, Dylan, come on!”
Wordlessly, without expression, Rose opened the car door, got out, and began to walk away. Dylan pushed her seat forward and climbed out after her, following mindlessly.
“Oh no, oh no you don’t!” Jimmy snarled. He jumped out after them, running ahead of Rose and standing in her way. “Stop! Stop! What are you guys doing?”
They didn’t respond, merely walking around him, zombie-like. He grabbed them by the shoulders and spun them around roughly.
“Rose! ” he screamed. “Dylan! Snap out of it!” He slapped Dylan across the face, hard. Dylan stumbled, blinking rapidly.
“What, what happened…” he muttered, as if waking up.
“Sorry Rose…” Jimmy said, grimacing, and then he slapped her across the face as well. She gasped, as if surfacing for air.
“What did we…? How did we…?”
Jimmy embraced her, trembling.
“That was so not cool,” he said, “SO not cool guys…”
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Dylan sat on the ground, cradling his face in his hands. Jimmy held Rose at arms length, looking into her eyes.
“Jimmy, I’m okay now…” she said quietly, looking a little uncomfortable.
“I’m-I’m sorry,” he stammered, releasing her.
“It’s alright…” she said, looking away.
“We need to get out of the city,” Dylan said, slowly pulling himself to his feet.
“Whatever’s happening, to us and to everyone else, we need to get out of here. So many people, losing their mind like this…it won’t be long till the whole city burns.”
“The Golden Gate and the Bay Bridge are probably out,” Rose said. “There’s no way they’ll be safe to cross with all this going on. They’ll either be jam-packed or collapsed, who knows. But we can’t risk it.”
“We’ll have to go south,” Jimmy said. “Across the city. None of the main streets, side streets only. We’ll drive on the sidewalks if we have to. But we need to get away from people right now. You guys…you guys lost control for a second. I don’t know where you were trying to go, but that sound, it’s doing something to everyone. Like it’s breaking their minds.”
“Not everyone,” Dylan said. “It doesn’t seem to bother you at all.”
“Yeah, not even a little,” Rose agreed. “Why is that?”
“I dunno,” Jimmy admitted, “but Dill, I’m gonna drive. Just in case it happens again.”
They got back into the car, closing the windows and locking the doors. The tank was three quarters full, Jimmy was relieved to see. More than enough to get clear of San Francisco. Slowly, carefully, Jimmy drove out onto the street.
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It was completely deserted. Cars scattered the roads and sidewalks, but not a single living person was to be seen.
“Where....where did they all go?” Rose said, her voice hushed. Jimmy shook his head, feeling cold and unsettled.
Rose let out a cry.
“Oh God, look!”
Twisted up and broken on the sidewalk beside the locked gates of their school was a body. It was a girl, a classmate of theirs – recognizable only from the bloodied remnants of her uniform. Her face was caved in against the cement. She appeared to have been trampled.
Rose began to cry, tiny whimpering sobs she quickly stifled. Jimmy felt sick, gripping the steering wheel tight as he struggled not to puke. Dylan was stone faced.
“Just keep driving man,” Dylan urged. “There’s nothing we can do for her.”
“But--!” Rose said, but Jimmy shook his head.
“He’s right. We gotta go. I’m sorry.”
Carefully navigating around cars left abandoned on the street, they began to drive south. They saw a lot of bodies on the streets and sidewalks after that. It wasn’t long before the three of them began to feel numb to it.
There wasn’t a single living person to be seen, though. Street after street, there were fires and wreckage, but it was as if the surviving population had somehow just…disappeared.
“There should be a riot right now,” Dylan said. “Not this. This is wrong, this is all so wrong…”
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Jimmy maneuvered lane to lane, sometimes having to drive onto the sidewalk to get past a particularly troublesome obstacle, but getting through the city wasn’t nearly as difficult as he thought it was going to be -- not nearly as difficult as it should have been.
It was as if everybody had just up and left, or gone into hiding after that last pulse, that last resonation that had robbed Rose and Dylan of their wits.
Something began to tickle at Jimmy as they traveled, something too subtle to be recognized by any of his normal senses, but sensed nonetheless. He stopped the car, rolling down his window and turning off the engine.
“Jim, my man, what are you doing….” Dylan asked, desperation creeping into his voice.
“Shhh, do you hear that?” Jimmy whispered, straining his ears.
“Hear what?”
“It’s…music,” he said. “I can hear music.”
“I can’t hear jack, man.” Dylan hissed, “Come on, let’s keep going.”
Jimmy started the car, and turned west on the next street instead of continuing south.
“What are you doing, Jimmy…” Rose asked, carefully. “This isn’t what we agreed to…”
“How can you not hear that?” Jimmy asked. “It’s so clear now; it’s coming from this way. We need to check it out. Maybe…maybe it’s someone else who wasn’t affected by the sound. Someone like me. That might be useful, right?”
Rose and Dylan looked at each other doubtfully.
“We don’t hear anything, man.”
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“Not a thing,” Rose agreed. “Come on Jimmy, please…
Jimmy ignored them, continuing towards the music. He could hear it clearly now, a strange sounding guitar, not too distant. He didn’t know why he was following it.
Something about it just compelled him. He needed to find the source of it. The why didn’t matter.
“Look, look there!” Rose cried out. Two blocks down the street was a large crowd of scared, albeit conscious people. Noticing the car, one of them let out a cry and the others ran around the bend, out of sight. There was a flash of light and a brief burst of screams. Ignoring Dylan and Rose’s desperate protests, Jimmy punched it, twisting and turning around stopped cars, roaring along cracked black asphalt and skidding to a halt before the street down which the crowd had fled.
The street was clear, empty. The tar was cracked and steaming, looking warped and freshly molten. Putting the car into park, Jimmy opened the door and jumped out.
Rose reached for him, trying to catch his sleeve.
“Jimmy, what are you doing!” she demanded. He ignored her, standing at the edge of the steaming tar. There was no sign of the people, no sign at all. Taking a deep breath, he took a cautious step onto the crackling blacktop. Rose and Dylan both cried in alarm.
“It’s alright,” he assured them, “The street’s fine. It’s hot, and a little gooey, but it’s firm.” He walked a little bit out onto it, and jumped up and down. “The music, we’re almost to it,” he continued. “It’s down this street, just over that hill. We need to keep going.”
“We can’t hear anything dude,” Dylan insisted. “Not a thing!”
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“Well I do,” Jimmy snapped, “and obviously I hear things differently than you guys, or we would have ALL been zombified by that sound earlier. Please, just trust me.”
Dylan and Rose looked doubtful, but kept silent. Jimmy got back in the car, shifting it into drive and slowly bringing it out onto the steaming, freshly hardened tar.
“The street,” Rose whispered, her voice quavering, “Look, it looks like faces…”
Looking, Jimmy saw it too, in the twisted, melted mess of the street. Faces, thousands of them – horrible, contorted faces. He laughed nervously.
“Yeah right,” he said, “and I saw the Virgin Mary’s face burned onto my Pop-Tart this morning. Somebody call the Pope.”
The street cracked beneath them under the strain of the car, and collapsed. They screamed as the car sank a foot down, as if into a tar pit, bubbling black pitch spraying every which way. Pushing the pedal down as far as he could, Jimmy realized it was hopeless, the car was stuck.
“Oh Lord, please tell me this isn’t happening,” Dylan pleaded, burying his face in his hands. “Oh God oh God oh God--”
“Knock it off, ” Jimmy growled. “Minor setback. We’ll just have to walk. At least there doesn’t seem to be anyone to bother us. And we’re almost to the music. We’ll be okay if we get to it. I know we will.”
The doors were stuck, so he climbed out the window, soon followed hesitantly by Dylan and Rose. Going to the back of the car, he popped open the trunk, careful not to step in the liquid tar. Looking around for a moment, he pulled out a tire iron.
“Just to be safe,” he muttered, closing the trunk. Eyes on the hillcrest, he began to make his way towards it, trying not to look at the faces in the asphalt as he trod on them.
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“Jimmy,” Rose entreated one final time as she came up beside him and took him by the arm. “I don’t think we should go to the music. I think it’s a trick. A trap. Let’s go around it. We can steal another car. We can get out of the city!”
Jimmy looked up at the sky, mulling her words over. The music was clear now, close. It was sad, and beautiful, and…and it aroused another feeling within him that he couldn’t name. But one thing was sure. He needed to find its source.
The edges of the moon and the sun kissed above. It was strange, but he could look into the sun now and it didn’t hurt. It felt wrong. Nauseating – like staring into the light of a microwave as it cooked, but the light itself was somehow too weak to hurt his eyes.
Soon the moon would cover it entirely – a full Solar Eclipse. And yet the moon somehow still burned a powerful red, as if it had become a dwarf sun itself.
Shaking his head, he continued forward, ignoring Rose’s dismayed whimper. He crested the hill, and there it was.
The music flowed from a guitar of glittering steel. It was cradled in the arms of a red-haired man lounging in the branches of a tall, white-barked tree sprouting from the center of the street. It had big crimson leaves, like a maple in autumn. The guitarist wore ripped jeans and a dark blue t-shirt. He smiled at Jimmy and his friends, as though he’d been waiting for them.
He stopped playing and propped his guitar on a nearby branch.
“Well, it’s about time,” he called with a voice like silk. “Jimmy, Rose, Dylan!
Come closer so I don’t have to yell.”
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Jimmy cautiously began to make his way down the hill, stopping a short from the tree. Rose and Dylan lagged behind, Rose shaking and pleading quietly for Jimmy to run away, Dylan desperately muttering prayers.
“Here,” the man said, holding onto a branch with one hand while leaning out to offer the other to Jimmy. “Take my hand. You and your friends will be safe up here.”
The man was beautiful. His smile was perfect, warm, inviting…
Hungry.
“Who are you?” Jimmy asked, trying to keep his quavering voice steady. “Why did you call me here? What’s happening to everybody?”
The man laughed.
“You really want to know?” he said.
Jimmy nodded.
“Alright then. The world is ending, the fall has come, the lions are not only lying with the lambs – they’re spooning. ”
He shrugged.
“The parade will be here soon, Jimmy. You better take my hand, you and your friends. You’ll be safe up here with me.”
More music began to play from just out of sight, over the hill and all around them.
Trumpets, tubas, flutes and drums; men and women singing, screaming, shouting. Jimmy wasn’t the only one who could hear it this time. Dylan and Rose wheeled around, looking terrified, trying to find its source.
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Jimmy stared up at the man, and looked into his eyes. He could see fire there.
Fire that was alive. Glancing at the outstretched hand, he looked back at his friends and then at the man again. Jimmy shook his head.
“No,” he said firmly.
“You’ll die down there, if you don’t let me help you,” the man crooned, “they’ll tear you limb from limb, you and your friends. I called you here to help you. All you have to do is take my hand.”
Jimmy backed away from the tree, shaking his head. Finally, the man shrugged and sat back, grabbing his guitar and adding its music to that of the oncoming parade.
“Fine,” he said. “Suit yourself.”
The gibbering, cackling masses spilled over the hillcrest like an insect swarm in black and red, their faces covered, their instruments flourished. Leading the mob was a flatbed truck with a gallows behind it, a fresh, grinning corpse swinging in a sick mockery of death. Atop the cars and the trucks that followed, people were laughing and fornicating like animals.
Here and there couples brandished blades and cut at each other as they went at it; here and there a couple used only their teeth, eating one another without protest from either party – insane, lustful cannibals. On the streets they twirled and danced and would periodically converge in a mass of painted, costumed bodies upon one of their own to tear them apart like a piñata, pulling hungrily at their innards as if it were candy.
“Run! ” Jimmy screamed, “Run, run, RUN! ”
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Rose and Dylan needed no urging. They sprinted past the tree as more people flowed from the side streets, dozens and then hundreds slowly joining the black and red parade.
Jimmy followed Dylan and Rose closely as they ran, but slipped on a pool of oil splashed from a car wrapped around a light post, dropping the tire iron as he fell. As he stumbled and tried to pull himself back up a man in a rumpled tuxedo rose up from nowhere and tackled Jimmy, grinning madly.
“Drink with me!” the man cried, shoving a bottle of wine into Jimmy’s face, pouring bitter red fluid into his mouth as Jimmy struggled and sputtered. “The universe is dying! Let’s celebrate! We made it to the end, so drink, drink, drink! ”
With a roar Dylan pulled the man off Jimmy, shoving him to the ground at his side and kicking the man in the face. He pulled Jimmy to his feet and turned to run, but was struck down by a group of women in red, their faces covered in sheets of leather.
With blood-spattered clubs they surrounded him and began to beat him savagely.
Jimmy tried to cry out, but his cry was choked off as a noose was suddenly slipped around his neck, and he found himself being dragged along the street and up onto the gallows on the truck that led the parade. His feet left the ground, and the noose tightened.
He clutched at the rope, the muscles in his arms straining to hold his weight so he could keep breathing, if just for a little longer.
In the distance, he saw Rose being held down by a group of women covered in black paint, pouring bucket after bucket of bubbling pitch upon her face as she struggled and screamed, drowning in it.
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Vision blurred with tears, Jimmy averted his eyes, looking to the sky as his grip slowly weakened. The moon inched across the sun, red over yellow, until the yellow was finally completely blotted out, and the city looked suddenly as if it were painted in blood.
There came a flash around the moon, like a burning halo, and its edges began to crumble.
The sky pulsed, the grey-blue going purple and then black, revealing the stars, as if the sky was a sheet that had been magically whisked away. The lights in the sky pulsed again, and the gong-like resonation rang out one final time, bringing the members of the black and red parade to their knees, screaming in pain and ecstasy. Jimmy watched the moon, weeping and dying, as a spider-web of fissures began to run across its pockmarked surface.
The moon exploded.
Gravity went strange, up and down ceasing to mean anything, and everyone began to float. Flaming shards fell down to the earth, streaking across the sky. A huge chunk plummeted to the west, taking up a quarter of the sky as it fell.
Jimmy found himself floating near the red-leafed tree with the man sitting in it, still playing his guitar. Eyes of fire met with Jimmy’s, and the man laughed.
With an unimaginable roar, the massive chunk of moon struck the ocean to the west. A wall of flame and mud and steam that towered above the atmosphere came at them like a solid thing, and burned the world away.