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  To Monica:




  Still the only member of the family ready for the zombie apocalypse




  
 Bring Me The Head Of Pepe Cortez!





  by J. Tanner




  





  Horace Bloom tiptoed best he could in his squeaky boots toward the palomino hitched to the rickety cemetery gate.




  “Hold it right there, boy.”




  Horace turned to see the owner of the voice.




  The man stood a good twenty paces off. Under the shadow of a Stetson, the white of one eye gleamed and a patch covered the other. The man’s hand hovered near a holstered pistol.




  Why hadn’t he drawn it?




  Confidence, Horace decided. The man was confident in his ability to outdraw anyone he encountered. A gunslinger, then. First Horace needed to lull him into letting down his guard, then he could draw on him.




  “Name’s Deadeye Smith. Don’t even think about drawing on me. I can blow the pecker off a man at fifty paces. You aiming to steal my saddlebags, boy?”




  “Name’s Horace, sir. I’m eighteen. Ain’t no boy.”




  “Fine name, boy.” He twitched the fingers on his gun hand. “Now, about stealing my saddlebags?”




   “No, sir.” In essence, it was the truth, since Horace had intended to steal the palomino, not the saddlebags. He’d told himself more than once that his undue desire to own a palomino would get him into trouble.




  “I was just admiring your horse, sir. He’s a beaut.”




  The tension in Deadeye Smith’s shooting hand seemed to relax. “Thirty-three? Just another horse. Never looked at him too much.” Deadeye walked toward Horace.




  “I’d say this is one of the finest horses I’ve seen in months, sir. If not the finest.”




  Deadeye Smith closed to within three feet—too close. His face matched the barren California valleys, as if the wind and dirt had whipped their way across his face for years. Horace sensed a burning eye staring down at him from behind the patch.




  “You know how to butter a man’s bread, boy. I’ll say that for you. You ain’t lying about my saddlebags, are you?”




  The smell of whiskey rode the man’s breath.




  “No, sir.”




  “Well, either you’re telling the gospel, or your momma raised a weasel with a fine set of manners.” Deadeye turned his back on Horace.




  Now, Horace thought. Now was the time to blow him away. But he couldn’t do it and the opportunity passed.




  Deadeye grabbed Thirty-three’s reins and pulled himself up in the saddle. He tipped his hat good-day. After trotting the palomino only a few steps he jerked it to a stop.




  “Boy,” he said. “You know the whereabouts of Dover’s Crossing?”




  “Yes, sir. But it’s a couple days off.”




  Deadeye grimaced. “Got business there with a man name of Pepe Cortez. You interested in making five dollars by showing me the way?”




  





  * * *




  





  An offer like that Horace could hardly refuse. Took him an entire week of picking tomatoes in that coot McDougal’s fields to earn his last five dollars. He rode his filly, small and frail looking next to the palomino, a few lengths ahead of Deadeye.




  He still wanted to steal the horse. But he was working for the man now and you don’t steal from your employer—that would be dishonest. So stealing the palomino could grudgingly wait. Besides, he was genuinely interested in Deadeye. He had never met a real gunslinger before.




  The courage to talk to Deadeye took a few hours to build. What could he want with Pepe Cortez? Horace had heard stories about Cortez—a desperado who’d burnt the local church, priest and all, to the ground. But Cortez was dead. His head was supposed to be in a jar in a Dover saloon. Wasn’t it a bit late for a gunslinger to get involved?




  Horace decided it was not the best topic to start with, so he said, “Why’d you name your horse Thirty-three?”




  “After four or five, I ran out of good horse names. Seemed easiest.”




  “You’ve had that many horses? What happened to them all?”




  “Had a few get old, some died, two got shot out from under me. Lost a bunch in card games, and just plain lost one after a night of too much boozing in Kansas City. Plain forgot where I hitched Twenty-six and never could find him.”




  “You been in a heap of gunfights?”




  “Too many.”




  “You killed a lot of men?”




  Deadeye adjusted his hat, which didn’t particularly need adjusting. “Your momma ever tell you that every question you ask brings you one closer to asking the wrong man the wrong question?”




  Horace decided Deadeye’s question wasn’t meant to be answered. He snapped the reins and gazed at the parched land and a thin trail of smoke far in the distance.




  





  * * *




  





  Horace took a swig of the whiskey. He was going to need more than a few tugs at the bottle if he expected to get any sleep in a boneyard. The whiskey burned just as much the second time. He choked and his eyes watered.




  Deadeye Smith grinned, a smile short one tooth.




  “Why do you bed down in cemeteries?” Horace said.




  “Sane folk won’t go near them at night. Safest place to be.”




  Deadeye turned out to be much more amenable to questions after he had done some drinking.




  Horace already learned that Deadeye had been hired by a rich fella out of New Orleans who ran some kind of museum for gunfighters. The big attraction was a pistol that he claimed once belonged to Billy the Kid. This fella had heard stories about the jar with Pepe Cortez’s head and Deadeye was supposed to find it.




  “Cortez,” Deadeye explained, “was a cattle rustler and all-around mean hombre. Shot up an entire posse by hisself and killed three men.”




  “That ain’t nothing like what happened.”




  Horace tried to set Deadeye straight, but Deadeye just shook it off and said, “I’m getting paid to bring back the head of a cow-thieving, sheriff-shooting son-of-a-bitch and that’s what I aim to deliver.”




  After Deadeye was good and liquored up, Horace pressed the question Deadeye dodged earlier. “So how many men did you say you killed?”




  Deadeye seemed to sober for a moment, but his one visible eyelid soon sagged again. “I like you, boy. Gonna show you something mighty few have seen.”




  Deadeye took off his hat. He reached for the patch over his right eye.




  Horace had seen a man in a bank once with a glass eye that stared straight ahead no matter where he looked. Horace guessed that it was expensive.




  Could a cowboy like Deadeye afford a glass eye? He certainly wouldn’t wear a patch if he could. An empty socket then?




  Deadeye removed the patch. He kept his right eye pressed shut for two, three heartbeats then opened it wide as the Mississippi. And inside was—




  Another eye.




  But while the left eye stared directly at Horace, the right pointed out over the horizon.




  Deadeye Smith was cross-eyed!




  Horace tried not to look too stunned. He choked down a mouthful of whiskey and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. “How can you shoot straight like that?”




  Deadeye laughed. He took far too much glee in his misfortune, Horace thought.




  “Can’t shoot no straighter than a mongrel’s hind leg.”




  “So you haven’t really shot anybody?”




  “Oh, I shot a few in my youth. Shot one fella right in the gun-hand. Course, I was aiming for his ticker. Nobody knew and I didn’t pipe up about it. But I ain’t never killed anybody. Ain’t had to. When you got a rep and a name like Deadeye, people steer clear. Men’re all too eager to back down from a gunfight when they expect to catch a bullet.”




  Horace had to admit he felt that fear himself when Deadeye had stared him down only a few hours past, but it left a cold lump in his stomach that an excess of whiskey couldn’t warm.




  He could have ridden off on the palomino and not a single bullet would have come within spitting distance…




  The night’s revelations mixed with liquor and thoughts of resting on another man’s grave conspired to keep Horace from a decent slumber.




  





  * * *




  





  As the speck of Dover’s Crossing grew into the definable structures of a frontier town, Deadeye voiced his plan.




  “You go into town and find Pepe’s head. Should be in the saloon. Once you find it, you get yourself a drink, and mention that I’m in the area. Talk me up like I’m the meanest S. O. B. that ever walked God’s earth. You do a good job and we’ll be able to walk outta there with thank-yous for not shooting up the place.”




  “What’s in it for me?” Horace said.




  “Another five dollars.”




  





  * * *




  





  Horace sat at the oak bar nursing a beer. A shot of whiskey waited beside it.




  The bartender was a woman, a woman with the kind of bosom that a man had to make a conscious effort not to ogle. Horace made the effort only one time to take in Pepe Cortez’s head floating in a pickle jar filled with yellow liquid. Pepe’s mouth hung open, full with a bloated tongue, and his eyes, rolled back into the skull, were open as well.




  Five or six of the locals were gathered around, listening to Horace’s tale of the twelve-foot-tall gun-toting demon called Deadeye Smith bearing down on their home.




  “Wh-wh-what’s this fella want with us?” said a local named Stuttering Bob. It was the only one of their names Horace could remember.




  “Don’t know. But whatever it is, I suggest y’all give it to him.”




  Silence followed. Stuttering Bob’s hooknose dripped sweat on the bar. The woman behind the bar wiped it up with a rag and a lean that Horace enjoyed.




  “Hogwash!” she said. “No outsider is coming into our town and pushing us around. Boys, go get your rifles.”




  Horace didn’t like the sound of that one bit. The locals scrambled out before Horace could think of anything worth saying.




  He wished he’d collected his five dollars in advance. Still, if they gunned down Deadeye, Horace might be able to buy the palomino from them.




  Horace discarded the thought. Deadeye had grown on him, and his momma didn’t raise no boys that welch on a deal, especially one he had shook on.




  He would find a way to help Deadeye somehow.




  He knocked back his shot and tipped the glass over.




  The bartender set down another glass and filled it.




  Horace pointed at the jar containing Pepe’s head. “What did that fella do?”




  “Witchery. Drinking pig blood and raising a big stink with the preacher every Sunday. Got hisself possessed by the devil or somesuch. One night the preacher shows up here skunk-drunk with that jar and begs me to take it. Made me promise not to open it. Wouldn’t say much more about what happened that night except it was too gruesome to speak on in front of a lady—meaning myself of course.”




  “Of course.” He raised his glass to her and nodded for her to continue.




  “I wasn’t too happy, but what could I do? The preacher baptized all five of my children. Owed him.”




  Horace nodded. The stories he’d heard about Pepe Cortez hadn’t been true, but they were sure a lot closer than Deadeye’s tale.




  “What’s the head floating in?”




  “Goat piss.”




  Horace shuddered. “I’ll drink to that,” he said.




  





  * * *




  





  The local boys returned soon enough hefting rifles. Stuttering Bob had a Winchester that was polished till it gleamed. Horace wondered if it had ever been fired. Maybe Bob had been saving it for a special occasion.




  They spread themselves out in the small saloon, arranging chairs and tables to be used as makeshift barricades if necessary.




  And they settled in to wait.




  





  * * *




  





  The sun blazed near the horizon through the swinging doors to the saloon when the sound of hooves echoed through the room followed by footsteps on the board sidewalk. A long shadow slid into the saloon.




  The doors parted and Deadeye Smith stepped in. He looked madder than a drunk on dry Sunday.




  Rifle hammers clicked back.




  Deadeye Smith didn’t even flinch. His one eye flicked around checking every potential target.




  Horace held his breath and rested his gun-hand on his Colt’s handle. He had drunk too much. His head was light and his bladder was full.




  Nobody moved.




  Deadeye’s gaze came to rest on Horace. Horace looked away.




  Finally, Deadeye Smith spoke. “Y’all may gun me down, but I’m fast enough to get one of you for sure and I done decided on that boy right there.”




  Horace looked up again. Deadeye Smith leered directly at him.




  “H-h-h-he ain’t even local,” Stuttering Bob said.




  “Fine,” Deadeye said. “His death’ll still be on your heads.”




  Silence again.




  This time the bartender broke it. “What’s your business here, mister?”




  “I come for the head of Pepe Cortez.”




  “That’s all?”




  “Yup.”




  “And you’ll go back where you come from?”




  “Yup.”




  “It’s yours. Be glad to have that ghastly thing outta my sight. Take it.”




  “Boy,” Deadeye said, nodding at Horace. “Get the head and bring it over here.”




  Horace didn’t move.




  “Do as he says,” the bartender said.




  Horace grabbed the jar and walked slowly toward the exit. Deadeye backed his way out and Horace followed.




  “Nice work,” Deadeye whispered, the sarcasm evident.




  “Sorry.”




  “I should’ve shot you just on principle. Letting me walk in there like that. Let’s get moving ‘fore they change their minds.”




  





  * * *




  





  They rode at a full gallop out of Dover’s Crossing.




  Horace’s head still swam from the alcohol. He felt dizzy. The world spun—




  Next thing he knew he was blinking hard and staring straight up at the sky. He felt cool wetness spreading across his chest. At first, he thought he’d been shot, but then he realized he still held the jar to his chest and the lid was leaking.




  Leaking goat piss. The smell of it made his eyes water.




  He righted the jar and set it aside. Pepe stared blankly, the surrounding liquid rising to just below his eyes.




  Horace rubbed the new bump on the back of his head. His horse had stopped just down the trail in the shade of a gnarled tree.




  The compromised jar probably wouldn’t cause trouble. Horace didn’t want to take any chances though. Deadeye was on edge already.




  And Horace still had to go…




  He removed the lid, dropped his trousers, and filled the pickle jar back up.




  As he fastened the lid, he heard a gurgling from inside. He looked in. Pepe’s head spun somberly in its tomb.




  Hoofbeats.




  Deadeye Smith rode up. “Problem?” he said.




  Horace checked the jar again. Nothing. “No, sir. Just had to stop and take a piss.”




  Deadeye pointed at the wet spot on Horace’s chest. “You got worse aim than I do.”




  





  * * *




  





  Deadeye Smith stopped at the small cemetery near a grove of elms four miles out of Dover’s Crossing.




  “Sure we don’t want to get a bit further?” Horace said. “Still a lot of light left.”




  Sleeping in a cemetery had been bad enough, but sleeping in a cemetery while in possession of a severed head was too creepy.




  “Better here where no sane folks will bother us.”




  That still left the insane, Horace thought. He sighed and said nothing.




  





  * * *




  





  Deadeye Smith had been sitting on a tombstone staring into the jar with Pepe Cortez’s head for at least fifteen minutes. The sun rested on the horizon, threatening to vanish completely, and the full moon was already visible in the darkening sky.




  “Boy,” Deadeye said. “You better come on over here and take a look at this.” He tapped on the side of the jar as Horace approached. “Watch.”




  Horace did. Aside from the fact that it was a severed head in a pickle jar, Horace didn’t see anything unusual and said so.




  “Hold your horses. Watch.”




  Cortez’s eyes moved. “Cripes!” Horace said. He took more than a couple steps back. Then reason took hold. “Maybe the eyes are just loose from being bounced around on horseback.”




  “Don’t think so. There’s more. There—”




  Cortez’s mouth opened, emanating a stream of bubbles.




  “Holy Moses!” Horace said. “What in the devil’s going on?”




  “I been thinking on that. Near as I can figure, Pepe is trying to tell us something.”




  “That’s crazy. He’s dead!”




  “Maybe so. But that makes me mighty interested in what the man has to say.” Deadeye unscrewed the lid and set it aside. “Little goat piss never hurt no one, I suppose.” He pulled the head out and set it on a tombstone.




  With water from his canteen and a sliver of lye soap, Deadeye washed his hands while waiting for Pepe Cortez to speak.




  “Gracias por devolverme a mi cuerpo, pero todavía tengo que matarle.”




  “Damn!”Deadeye said. “You know any Spanish, boy?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Well, that’s that, I reckon. Deadeye put Cortez’s head back in the pickle jar. “Best get some sleep.”




  “Sleep!Shouldn’t we do something about this?”




  “Yup. I’m going to take this head back to New Orleans as durned fast as I can, and get paid for my trouble. Man’s going to get more than his money’s worth for a talking head, but a deal’s a deal. You’re welcome to stay or go as you please. I owe you what—ten dollars?”




  “Don’t you want to find out why a lopped off head can talk? Or why it talked to us?”




  “Nope.” Deadeye counted coins from his pocket. “The head can talk ‘cause I heard it. And maybe it talked to us ‘cause we moved it from where the preacher done put it.”




  Actually, Horace thought, it probably started talking because the goat piss the preacher had put it in had been diluted with Horace piss, but that wouldn’t really help make his point so he didn’t mention it.




  Deadeye handed him the money. “We square?”




  “Square,” Horace grumbled. Except for the small matter of a palomino.




  





  * * *




  





  Knowing that he wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink for the second night in a row didn’t make it any more pleasant for Horace. He watched the sky and imagined every scratching, every skitter in the night, to be something horrible. He could feel Pepe Cortez glaring at him. He kept his gun belt within reach.




  An owl hooted; Horace started.




  A particularly distinct scraping noise, prairie dogs digging probably, continued for what seemed like hours.




  Deadeye had long since fallen asleep. He snored peacefully a few paces away. All Horace needed to do was get up, sneak over to where the horses were hitched, and ride off on the palomino. Deadeye couldn’t react quick enough to stop him, and Horace’s filly wouldn’t be up to the chase. So why hadn’t he done it?




  He couldn’t answer that.




  





  * * *




  





  Footsteps. Horace’s brain snapped into focus; he’d been dozing. He opened his eyes. Someone hovered over him, a shadowy form.




  Before he could shout, a knee jammed his belly, knocking the wind from him, and a hand clutched his throat. Clods of dirt fell off his attacker, some into Horace’s eyes and mouth. A rotten smell, like the farmhands’ outhouse, assaulted him.




  Horace grabbed at the hand around his throat. He patted down the ground with his free hand, searching for his gun belt. Nothing. It had been there. Right there.




  Then he caught a glimpse of moonlight near his attacker’s waist. Among the dirt and ragged clothing was a familiar Colt, holstered on a familiar gun belt. Horace looked up to see who his attacker was.




  The man had no head.




  Everything started to fray at the edges then blur. His lungs were on fire. Consciousness began to slip away.




  “Don’t know if you can hear me, mister,” Deadeye Smith said, “seeing as how you got no ears, but I’d suggest you let go of that boy right quick.”




  The headless man let go of his throat. Horace choked in air.




  A gunfight was brewing and sitting next to one of the gunfighters was not a good idea. With Deadeye’s aim, it might even have been a worse position than the opponent’s. He scuttled toward cover.




  Horace glanced over his shoulder. The gunfighters, shadows among the tombstones, squared off at twenty paces under the high moon. Only the chirp of crickets interrupted the silence.




  The headless man moved first, but Deadeye Smith drew quicker and got off the first shot—a miss.




  The headless man missed, too. A flurry of gunfire followed.




  Bullets buzzed through the cemetery. One ricocheted off the tombstone right next to Horace, whizzed by his ear. He ducked completely behind the tombstone.




  When the gunfire ended, Horace popped his head up to see who was still standing.




  They both were.




  Deadeye seemed to be in a daze; he fumbled for more bullets.




  The headless man pulled the trigger repeatedly, clicking on empty chambers. He opened the revolver and began to reload.




  Gunfire sang again, and, still, neither man fell.




  Horace half-expected the sun to rise on this duel. He wondered who had more ammunition. Would Deadeye, knowing his own skill, carry more bullets or fewer?




  Suddenly, Deadeye screamed and crumpled to the ground. By the way Deadeye fell, it looked like a leg wound, but Horace didn’t stick around to check. He ran for the horses, dodging his way around tombstones, stepping on graves rather than around them.




  In the darkness, his foot came down on nothing—a hole—and he stumbled, collecting a mouthful of dirt. He wiped his face and got up. His ankle twinged, sprained maybe. He’d tripped on a dug-up grave. He didn’t even need to check the name stenciled on the grubby sign hung from the cheap wooden cross—without a doubt it read: Pepe Cortez.




  Horace limped the rest of the way back to the horses. Two gunshots echoed behind him. He approached the palomino, his for the taking. His for the taking.




  It just ain’t right, he thought. No more taking the easy way out.




  He pulled Deadeye Smith’s rifle from its holster, stuffed a handful of shells in his pocket, and limped back into the cemetery, cursing his squeaky boots.




  Cortez’s body fired bullets into the ground, randomly it seemed. He was a good five or six paces from Deadeye, who lay in the dirt clutching his thigh. The body made a half turn, again in the wrong direction, and shot into the ground.




  Horace cocked the rifle.




  Without warning, the body turned and fired right at Horace, but missed. Horace ducked behind a tombstone.




  So the body could see him, Horace thought, but not Deadeye Smith. Then he realized that he wasn’t quite correct. Cortez’s head could see him. Instantly, everything made a sick kind of sense.




  Horace dashed across the cemetery, taking note of the head in the jar and which way it faced. Cortez’s body snapped off a couple stray shots at him as he ran.




  It only took a few seconds to get out of Cortez’s limited view. The body fired again, but it was aiming far to Horace’s left.




  Resting the rifle on a tombstone, Horace shot at the body. It lurched backwards with each hit but the bullets had no other effect on it.




  Horace worked his way over to Deadeye, who had torn a sleeve from his shirt to bandage his thigh. Blood soaked it.




  “Good to see you boy,” Deadeye said. “I thought you’d jackrabbitted on me.”




  “Can’t say the notion didn’t cross my mind. But I couldn’t let you die alone, could I?”




  “Ain’t funny, boy. How much ammo you got?”




  “Two in the rifle, four my pocket. How’s the leg?”




  “My days of kicking dogs is over I reckon.”




  Horace watched the body. It stopped shooting, and, with seeming purpose, walked toward the head in the jar. It knew…




  Once reunited with its head, it would be able to hunt them down in no time. He couldn’t let it get to the head.




  Horace took careful aim and unloaded the rifle into Cortez’s body, but it did not fall. The body staggered to within a few paces of the jar as Horace reloaded.




  Horace fired at Cortez’s head next. The jar shattered and Cortez’s head rolled off its perch.




  The body stopped walking. It reached out a hand, grasping at air. Then it fell out of site behind the row of grave markers.




  “Got the sonofabitch!”




  “Good shooting, boy.” Using the closest tombstone as a crutch, Deadeye struggled to his feet.




  A quiet settled over the cemetery. Only a rustle of leaves in the breeze disturbed it. An owl, just a shadow in the darkness, flapped by overhead.




  “We’d best get a—”




  The words died in Horace’s throat.




  From behind the reminders of dead men, one of their brethren rose, clutching its severed head by a handful of wet, tangled hair.




  “Boy, I think we’re in a heap of trouble now.”




  With its head held aloft in one hand like a lantern guiding the way, and a pistol in the other, Pepe Cortez staggered toward them.




  “Adios,” Cortez said, and grinned as he opened fire.




  Horace and Deadeye ducked back behind the tombstones. “Don’t much like the idea of being killed with my own gun,” Horace said.




  “Don’t like the idea of being killed at all. We ain’t finished yet, though. How many bullets you got left now?”




  “Three.”




  “Plenty! All you gotta do is shoot his eyes out so he can’t see us no more.”




  “That all? Didn’t know you were such an optimist.”




  “Either that or be a stiff.”




  “Suppose so.” Horace rested the rifle on a tombstone to steady his aim. Bullets zipped by. Horace aimed and pulled the trigger. The rifle kicked into his shoulder.




  The bullet took a chunk out of Cortez’s chin. Horace cussed.




  “Let it go, boy. You got two left.”




  Horace aimed again and fired.




  Cortez’s left eye exploded into a grisly mush. The head let out a sickening wail as it rocked back and forth from the impact.




  “One more, boy.”




  Horace lined up Cortez’s right eye in his sights. Suddenly, it jerked away.




  “Damn. It knows,” Deadeye said.




  It waved the head around, making itself a harder target.




  “How am I supposed to hit it now?”




  It was almost upon them. Downwind, Horace could smell the dead flesh.




  “No time for questions,” Deadeye said. “Just shoot.”




  Horace focused on the head, letting the flow of motion sink in, trying to forget his life rode on this bullet, this shot. He fired.




  He waited. And waited. It seemed to be taking forever for the bullet to hit. Then he realized why.




  He’d missed.




  Cortez approached and pointed the pistol at Horace from less than ten paces. No use in trying to run now, Horace thought. He’d done his best and it wasn’t enough.




  Horace watched the hammer pull back on the Colt he’d received as a Christmas gift from his father. The hammer flew forward. And clicked on an empty cylinder.




  “He’ll never be able to reload with his hands full like that!” Deadeye shouted.




  Horace snapped out of the daze. He rushed Cortez and slammed into the body, knocking the head loose. The body flailed wildly. Cortez’s head cursed him in Spanish; even Horace recognized those words. Horace, using the rifle like a club, smashed the body repeatedly in the arms until they were broken beyond recognition. He went to work on the legs next.




  When the body appeared pretty well immobilized, Horace retrieved one of his blankets and wrapped Cortez’s head in it, muffling the string of curses.
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