
  
  Praise For Dead Tide (then and now)


“Dead Tide is a fast-paced journey full of zombie mayhem in which ordinary people encounter the most gruesome monsters, both living and dead. Any fan of zombie fiction should enjoy this page-turning romp.” ——- Dr. Kim Paffenroth, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of  Gospel of the Living Dead, Dying to Live, and Dying to live: Life Sentence

“I would suggest Dead Tide to all fans of the zombie genre, especially those who like a more character driven rather than zombie mutilation driven tale.” —-Heather Meloy, Doubleshot Reviews 

“A character driven zombie epic full of heroes and great darkness!” ——- Eric S. Brown, author of Bigfoot War and Manhunt

“A brilliant zombie novel that, like all good zombie novels, bares the predatory nature of mankind. [Dead Tide is] a wonderfully brutal debut for Library of the Living Dead.” ——- D.L. Snell, author of Roses of Blood on Barbwire Vines

“Dead Tide is kind of like a zombie soap opera: lots of characters, a rotating POV, and plenty of dramatic scenes with the undead. Usually I struggle with a cast this size, and I have to write down notes just to remember the individual survivors and their backgrounds, but somehow North managed to create several unforgettable personalities within the multiple storylines. Even the drastic change in settings with each POV switch made the book more exciting, creating the sense of total chaos surrounding the survivors through spectacular action scenes. The best part is the unpredictable nature of the novel; I never knew who was going to live or die, and I never knew what particular obstacles each character would face.” ——- AstraDaemon’s Lair

“Saint Petersburg, FL, is filled with hungry, soulless monsters. Also, zombies.” —— C.T. Phipps, author of Cthulhu Armageddon 

“One of the most professionally written zombie novels I have ever read. I recommend this book to all!” ——- Michael Gardner, author of Death In The Times Of Madness

 “A fast-paced trip into the apocalypse.” ——- Scovilleater in Seattle

“Well-worth the read and I look forward to more…” ——Tony Faville, author of Kings of the Dead

“A Realistic Zombie Apocalypse Novel” ——- Scott 

“Dead Tide ... a worthy zombie tale!” ——- Reading Horror

 “Keep those zombies... errr humans running!” ——- Rogzombie

 “Zombies Gone Wild” ——- Jeffrey S. Barrett

“Dead tide is not a dead ride!” ——- Sherry

“Could you survive the rising Dead Tide?” ——-Colleen Wanglund 

“Dead Tide, buy this book and read it NOW!” ——- Terrence Patrick Rooney

Dead Tide a must read for all zombie afficionados!“ ——- Pam Briar

“Reads like a Lee Child with zombies...” ——- Craig Saunders, author of Rain and Spiggot

“Dead Tide is Dead On!” ——- Michael Johnson

“Great Stuff” —— Patrick D’Orazio, author of Comes The Dark

“A thrilling tale of zombie horror! Stephen North is someone to watch! If you like fast-paced walks into terror, you will love this book! North weaves a scary and exciting tale that sparkles with realism and characters you can really care about. I can easily see this being made into a movie. Action, dark humor and plenty of chills makes this a hard book to put down! Stephen North is on my radar now (and should be on yours too!)and I can’t wait for his next effort. When reading this book, make sure that the lights are on and the doors are locked. What’s that sound from outside the door? Maybe someone from Dead Tide has come over for a late-night snack!” ——- Craig & Mary Campbell

“With all the zombie novels flooding the market, it’s getting harder to find one that not only has a good plot and compelling characters, but is also unique. Stephen North does just that in Dead Tide. The novel takes place during the opening days of a zombie outbreak in St. Petersburg, Florida, and follows how several characters deal with the crisis and the government’s efforts to contain it. Unlike a lot of other books in the genre that focus primarily on the zombies, Dead Tide is written in the same style as The Walking Dead where the focus is on the living rather than on the living dead. You won’t like all the characters, but Stephen develops each of them in such a way that you can relate to each and every one, and you want to know what happens to them. Dead Tide is a gritty, violent, and realistic novel about the zombie apocalypse that will have you turning pages and wanting more.” —-Scott M. Baker, author of Nurse Alissa Vs. The Zombies series

“A book you cannot put down…” —-Susanna Parrish Gullickson, author of A Genealogical History of the Bolden-Parrish Families from Forest Township, Vernon County, Wisconsin

“Get swept up by Dead Tide!” ——-Jamal Morgue Luckett






  
  Dead Tide Book Description


THE WORLD IS ENDING, BUT THERE ARE SURVIVORS! 

Nick Talaski is a hard-bitten angry cop. Graham is a newly divorced cab driver. Bronte is a Gulf War veteran hunting his brother’s killer. Janicea is a woman consumed by unflinching hate. Trish is a gentlemen’s club dancer. Morgan is a morgue janitor.

THERE ARE NO CONTINGENCY PLANS FOR THIS!

The dead have risen, and the citizens of St. Petersburg and Pinellas Park are trapped. The survivors are scattered, and options are few. And not all monsters are created with a bite. 

Some still have a mind of their own…
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  Dedication


This one is for Dave Wawrzynski. 

Thanks for being my friend. 

You were there when it all began. 
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  Introduction


How long is this zombie thing going to last? 
It has exploded across the board – from movies to fiction to comics to video games and beyond – and the zombie renaissance has shown no signs of waning, even in a market inundated with the undead. Like the world in Romero’s quintessential films, the world of horror is overcome by the walking dead.
So what gives? Your garden-variety zombie, it would seem, is just a shambling corpse that devours flesh until the inevitable bullet to the brain. A one-trick pony with little potential, right? Wrong. The modern zombie fan and the modern zombie storyteller both know what Romero knew back then – that the zombie is so, so much more. It’s about more than a monster. It’s about the world that the monster lives in, and the grim reflection that Man sees upon looking into its face. Whether set a century after the outbreak, as in my novel Empire, or right at the beginning of the end – there are universal themes that beg to be explored, and there are endless directions in which an undead yarn can go.
Steve North’s tale of a Florida peninsula overrun by the undead shows us the best and worst of mankind, both before and after the nightmare catalyst. It’s not just about the radical behavior that a zombie outbreak precipitates; it’s about people’s ugliness in the world before. And it’s about how dramatically persons on both sides of the moral divide can change in what may be their final hours.
From its unique setting to its parade of memorable characters, Dead Tide gives us what the best of zombie lore gives us: a cross-section of humanity from the perspective of the author. And that’s just one reason why neither this novel nor the greater zombie phenomenon are going to simply fade away.
See, this zombie thing will last as long as there are great stories and great storytellers. You hold an example of both in your hands.
- David Dunwoody






  
  Beyond Apocalypse


If you enjoy apocalyptic horror, thrillers, and science fiction tales, you will love Stephen Alexander North’s prose fiction. Join his  Beyond Apocalypse Newsletter to get the latest news, updates on book releases, free stuff, and more. 
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  Dramatis Personae


Paul Jeffrey Jacobs, special ops sergeant. 

Booth, Hicks, Lepski, Shell and Watson: soldiers on Jacobs’ team.

Morgan Blake, morgue janitor: a man in his thirties of average appearance and of small stature, frequently under-estimated and under-valued by others. 

Joss ‘The Hoss’ Hawkins, morgue technician: a beefy man, and frequent on-the-job bully of Morgan Blake. 

Dr. Irina Bastrov, Coroner: late-thirties, icy demeanor, red-haired, beautiful and oblivious love interest of Morgan Blake.

Graham, cab driver: middle-aged, divorced father of three.

Nick Talaski, patrol officer: early forties, ex-army, ‘The Angry PoPo’.

Peppers, patrol officer on Talaski’s shift.

Tanner, patrol sergeant on Talaski’s shift, Navy veteran.

Jacques Yates, 30‘s, French Canadian native, patrol officer on Talaski’s shift, and his friend.

James Dodd, 29, despised patrol officer on Talaski’s shift, frequently pranked by Yates and Talaski
Patterson, fifties, police sergeant.

Brenda Williams, patrol officer and friend of Talaski.

Matt Keller, early forties, recently retired Army veteran friend of Talaski, and ride-along, potential police candidate.

Amy Lenz, St. Pete police station reception desk clerk, late twenties.

Bronte Price, 26, medically discharged army veteran, home searching for his brother’s killer.

Tracks, Bronte’s hulking sidekick and friend, with a varied background, and a deviated septum.

Dirty Sanchez, 34th Street transvestite/prostitute.

Daric Jenkins, 10 years old, orphan.
 
Tyrese and Lanita Jenkins, Daric’s parents.

Al Conners, Action Eye news reporter.

Frank, Desires Men’s Club bouncer.

Patricia ‘Trish’ Reed, widowed exotic dancer at Desires.

Janicea Herman, ex-romantic interest of Bronte, activist.

Larry Crawford, City Motor Pool Mechanic, neighbor of Dodd.

Debbie, 911 dispatch call center operator, and Larry’s girlfriend.

Adam Mills, Azalea neighborhood firefighter.

Sam Turner, 18, St. Petersburg High School senior and football player.

Officer Lloyd, patrolman.

Officer Ernest Potts, patrolman, trapped in Isaac’s Lounge.

Sergeant Mendoza, patrolman, trapped in Isaac’s Lounge.

Dickie, Haines Road derelict.

Alice, Dickie’s girlfriend.

Nina, exotic dancer and Dodd’s neighbor.

Jackie, exotic dancer and Nina’s roommate.

Leesa, Haines Road StopGo Convenience Store night clerk.

Han, pawn shop owner.

Richard Han, son of Han, and Daric’s friend.

Jeff, Daric’s friend.

Mr Tibbs, Daric’s bear.

Harris, patrolman.

Councilman Truman List, enemy of Mayor Mayes.

Richard ‘Ritchie’ Mayes, Mayor of St. Petersburg.

Police Chief Jubal Hadley, Vietnam Veteran.

Denise, Action Eye News anchor.

Kathy, 40ish divorcee interested in Mills.

Webb (Webby) gang leader.

Tim, Monk, Molly, Heidi and Randy: Webby’s followers.

Morris Williams, husband to Officer Brenda Williams.

Hank Wellman, Halfway Tavern regular.

‘Jumping’ Jerry Jebus, Halfway Tavern owner.

Sergeant Gransky, patrolman, ex-heavyweight boxer.

Carl Dennis, patrolman, and Gransky’s partner.

Willie Brett, convenience store owner, and friend of Tracks.

Natalie, SPH Green Devil’s cheerleader, and friend of Sam and Liz.

Liz, SPH Green Devil’s cheerleader, Sam Turner’s girlfriend.

Chuck McMurray, Action Eye helicopter reporter.

Corporal Alvaro Ramos, over-zealous soldier.

Torenz, activist, and Janicea’s lover.

Lionel Burgosi, wealthy businessman/criminal, friend of Mayor Mayes.
 
Carol Burgosi, wife of Lionel and mother to Beth and Frank.

Beth Burgosi, worldly eight-year-old daughter of Lionel and Carol.

Frank Burgosi, thirteen-year-old son of Lionel and Carol.

Detective Duane Pitts, part of Mayor Mayes’ escort.

Ms. Marilee Collins, Mayor Mayes’ personal assistant and mistress.

Greg Simpson, bus driver.

Marvin ‘Bud’ Wellman, son of Hank.
 
Marco and Lani, Haines Road Survivors.

Mitch Fallon, amoral survivor.

Carlos, friend of Mitch.

Suzy, Mitch’s girlfriend.

Barney, friend and business associate of Lionel.

Helen, wife of Barney.

Shaunna, Pier survivor who meets Graham.

Gerry Cleaver, Snell Isle Bridge Guard.

Tony, Chuck McMurray’s Traffic helicopter pilot.

Colonel Dutton, special ops officer.

Congressman Morris ‘Moe’ Brock.

First Lieutenant Charles R. Green, military aide to President Foster.

President Burt Foster, President of the United States.







  
  Prologue


For several reasons, it is hard to see, but chief among them is the protective mask over his face. Fortunately, it is the newest model, a fairly sleek piece of rubber with large binocular lenses. Even so, the mask is mostly rubber, and he can feel a film of sweat forming on his forehead and cheeks.   
As the helicopter drops lower, the haze hanging over the small town becomes apparent. The northern side of the town is enveloped in roiling smoke and flame. The chopper banks right and circles clockwise in toward a parking lot that is the landing zone.        
“Get ready, Jacobs,” the pilot says over the headset. Jacobs takes off the headset and puts his helmet on quickly. The other men around him are already tense and poised, ready to go. The chopper settles, hovering about a foot off the ground, and men jump to the asphalt from the open doors on either side. Jacobs is last, and the chopper is pulling up, even as he jumps. He lands fine and quickly takes a knee with his M-4 carbine held up to his cheek. He activates the laser sight.
Roughly fifty yards away are a line of storefronts. From left to right they are: a Chinese restaurant, a liquor store, a grocery store, a pawnshop, and finally, a beauty parlor. Some cars off to his left are parked in orderly rows, but not those near the front of the grocery store. Two cars and a pickup are locked together, burning, just ten feet from the store’s entrance. He can smell gasoline. Broken bodies and shattered glass litter the ground. A state trooper’s cruiser is parked on the sidewalk at the entrance to a liquor store. There is no sign of the trooper.
Jacobs glances to his left and activates his mike: “Headcount!”
Each of the five men sound off over the headset. Right now, each is in position in a circle perimeter with roughly ten meters between each man, all facing outwards to cover each other.
“Listen up! We are going to leapfrog up to the store’s entrance. Booth, Hicks and Lepski will go first. Shell, Watson and I will follow. Got it?”
“Yes sir!”
“Then move it!”
Shell and Watson move up on either side of him. A second or two later, the other three men sprint toward a camper with a horse trailer. They cover the twenty yards without incident. Booth kneels at the rear of the trailer, Hicks at the middle in between trailer and camper, and Lepski at the front of the camper.
“Go!” Jacobs shouts, and his men follow, scrambling to follow him as he sprints left of the trailer toward a scorched yellow minivan.  
Somebody with an automatic weapon opens up, firing several bursts that tear up the asphalt all around him. A shot whines past and another tears a gouge across his right thigh. Breath rasping, he makes the final few steps and falls near the rear of the van. Shell and Watson drop beside him a moment later.  
“You hit, Sarge?” Shell asks, leaning over him. He, too, is breathing hard.
“Just creased along the thigh. I’m more pissed off than hurt.”
“Who the hell is shooting at us?”    
“Not sure, but it sounded like a Thompson.”
Watson looks up. “You mean that World War Two submachine gun?”
“Yes. Did either of you see where the shooter was?”
“I think it came from the liquor store, Sarge,” Watson answers. “You want me to put some stink on him?” He hefts his light machine gun like a toy.    
Jacobs shakes his head and laughs. Putting some stink on someone has been the big joke lately. “Be ready in a moment to do just that.” He keys his mike. “Booth, you and the others are ready to lay down cover fire for Shell and me. We are going to rush the storefront. Think we got a shooter over at the liquor store. Copy? Over.”
“Roger,” Booth replies. “Whenever you are ready, Sergeant, we are, too. Out.”
“Ready, Shell? Let’s go!”
Gunfire erupts and the tinted glass windows and door of the liquor store shatter. Someone leans around the police cruiser. Before Jacobs can fire, several rounds hit the guy and knock him flat on his back. Jacobs keeps running. The crease stings with every step but is manageable.  
The fire slacks off, and he and Shell run past the guy near the cruiser. Sure enough, there is a Thompson in his hand, and bullets have literally riddled his body.
Just some crazy fuck trying to stay alive.
His boots crunch on the broken glass as he hits the remains of the door at a sprint. He slips in a big puddle just inside the door, and someone inside grabs his protective jacket and the suspender for his ammo pouch as he falls backwards, straddled by a snarling, snapping nightmare. The carbine is lost.  
Where is Shell?  
Jacobs can’t see, but he has one hand on the thing’s throat and the other struggling with its ripping fingers. He can feel his equipment belt coming apart. The thing lunges and his hand on its throat can’t stop it. His mask almost comes loose with the impact of the thing’s face.
Oh Jesus, it is chewing on my mask!  
He was struggling, weak, and didn’t have the energy to fight much longer.
A shot rings out, deafeningly loud, and the weight of the thing falls away.    
“Fuck, Sarge, I’m sorry, I just couldn’t draw my pistol quick enough. I couldn’t use the Ronson in here, or I’d a’ toasted you both.”  
“No problem, Shell, I think I’m alright. But this mask has to go. I can’t see a stinking thing.”  
“That woman was chewing on it. Probably saved your life.”  
The suction is too great for a moment, and the rubber resists, but it finally comes free, bringing almost immediate relief to his sweaty face. His vision returns.
He looks at the mask in his gloved hand. The eyepieces are smeared with blood that is still dripping.  
“You said woman?”
Shell nods. “Yeah, it was a woman alright, and if she wasn’t trying to bite your face off, I might’ve been tempted to leave you two alone.”
Jacobs lifts an eyebrow. “Don’t go there, Shell, I’m warning you. Now, where is my carbine?”
“Have a look yourself, Sarge. Look at her…”
Jacobs turns fully toward Shell, and before he can stop himself, grabs the man by the throat. The other man’s eyes are wide behind the lenses of his mask. “Get moving, Private! Back outside!” He gives the man a push backwards.
“Sure thing, Sarge,” Shell says over his shoulder.
Once the other man is gone, Jacobs gives in and looks at the body. She is wearing a light green jogging outfit and tennis shoes. Her hair is long and covers her face, a light brown with blonde highlights. His rifle is right beside her. He wondered what her face looked like, what color her eyes were. 
A distant shout snaps him back.  
Why am I looking at a dead woman?  
Because there is no chance they’ll look back. This one will not recoil in fear, hatred, or disgust. No restraining orders. No shouting or screaming. No nothing.
He feels a tear course down his cheek, and a long shudder racks his body.      
He picks up the rifle, checks it over, then heads for the exit.
Once outside, he finds his men behind nearby cars, spread out once again in a circle perimeter, covering all approaches.
Shell stands up. “Are we going to clear the buildings, Sarge?”
Jacobs can see most of the others looking over at him, waiting for an answer.
“No, we’re not, Shell. You are going to burn them.”. 
“But there may be healthy people still trapped in there. What if some people are still alive? I can’t kill innocents.”
Jacobs lifts his carbine up a bit, and the red dot of the laser sight plays across the asphalt at Shell’s feet. “You heard my order, Shell. I’m getting impatient.”
It is impossible to read the man’s expression behind the mask, but he nods, then steps forward from behind the cover of the minivan. He aims the nozzle of the flamethrower and slowly squeezes the release and ignition triggers, which requires both hands, one on each pistol grip.  
There is a roar as Shell directs a jet of the burning fuel up and onto the roofs of the stores.
They’ll thank me later.            







  
  Chapter one
Blake


The smell of death and decay would always be with him. No amount of scrubbing or sterilizing dulled it. However, he was so familiar with it he barely perceived it, and now he only noticed the smell when he opened a door. He pushed his mop and bucket along a gleaming white-tiled corridor, trying to ignore the squealing of the wheels.   
There was a double door just ahead. A sign to the left of the doors read: Decedent Storage and Investigations. He held one door open with his body and pulled the bucket through. His boss, one of the technicians, stood just a few feet away inside.
“Ah, there you are, Blank. Table six has a spill… bastard had a colostomy bag, and I didn’t know it. The thing burst all over. Hop to it! Dr. Bastrov will be in soon.”
“It’s Blake,” he corrected, hoping none of his irritation showed, keeping his eyes cast downward. He was a small man after all, and his boss a hulking behemoth, grossly fat—probably three or four hundred pounds—but still strong. Blake knew he would only be in trouble if his boss could catch him.
The man grinned broadly and smacked his own forehead in mock reproof. “That’s right, how could I forget, Blank—-Blake?” The grin faded. “Better get your ass in there and clean up, or…”
Blake saw a slick of blood, feces, and probably urine forming a coagulating stain around a gleaming autopsy table. The corpse was still there, but none of the coroner’s staff was present, just his boss and buddy, good ‘ole Joss “The Hoss” Hawkins. He resumed pushing his bucket toward the table.  
He’s not my buddy. The bastard hates me.
“I’m going for a cigarette, boy, so when you’re finished here I want you to start on the men’s room on the first floor. Got me?”
The urge to snap a salute was strong, but he forced it down. “Sure thing, boss,” he said and dipped the mop into the hot soapy water. Hawkins brushed past him and through the door. Blake couldn’t help but stand there by the puddle for a moment, trying to collect himself. He pushed the mop into the putrid mess, smearing it over the tiled floor.
There was a violent thud, and he whirled, thinking Hawkins was up to something.  
No one was there. He looked at the three tiered rows of storage drawers for decedents, each one a polished metal sliding tray and most of them containing a piece of dead meat. He was certain he had heard a noise, though, and wondered if Hawkins was playing a joke on him.
Three or four additional thuds came from several drawers. The pounding came quicker, and then there was a metallic clatter from behind him. He spun back around, tensing; the mop held before him defensively.
He let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “Good Lord, you gave me a fright, Doctor.”
The doctor looked at him, and Blake realized he’d never seen this sort of expression on her face before: a mix of fear and puzzlement. One elegant eyebrow arched as she tilted her head toward the noise. Even now, he found himself captivated by her. Her long, lustrous chestnut hair was up in a ponytail, but the bangs had come free and framed the pale oval of her face.       
“What’s going on?” she asked. When Blake shrugged, she said, “Call Tech Hawkins right now. This better not be some kind of joke.”
“Right away, ma’am,” he replied. “I’ll page him.”






  
  Chapter two
Graham


The interior of the cab was dark, except for the dash lights from his radio. The windows were down, and Graham’s fingers beat a light tattoo on his door in time with Barry White’s “Can’t Get Enough of Your Love Baby.” His eyes fell on the cellophane wrapped package on the seat beside him.   
Not yet.  
Almost closing time for the bars over at Baywalk. He took a deep breath.  
I don’t need a cigarette.  
Trying to quit this time had really been a bitch. Graham was forty-two years old and running out of time to stop bad habits. It was too bad now that he was actually trying. The game was lost. Too bad…
Welcome to the world of the divorced.  
Why did he have to lose everything to realize he needed to change? Well, at least now that he’d stopped drinking, the smoking wouldn’t be such a big deal. Of course, giving up distractions was easy when nothing mattered anymore.
He looked up at the photo, still clipped to his sun visor. In the picture, his wife was smiling (but wasn’t that a hint of despair in her eyes?), as were their three boys, all rambunctious towheads. And of course, his own face in the picture was a bloated caricature of the way he remembered himself. There was a jowl under his chin, and his cheeks were puffy.  
Who is that fat man?  
He hated pictures of himself for this reason. He wasn’t the man he wanted to be and hadn’t been for years.
A sudden rap of metal on glass startled him out of his reverie. The sound repeated, and he looked over to see a man leaning down and looking at him through the passenger window. There was a ring on the hand with which he was pounding on the glass.
“Hey, settle down,” Graham said, raising his voice. “It’s not locked, you idiot!”  
The guy looked loopy and slack-jawed.  
Is that what I looked like before I got sober?
The guy’s hand hit the glass again. Graham thought about just pulling away, but business had been slow tonight…really slow. This guy looked to be in his mid-fifties and was wearing a nicely tailored suit. If Graham treated the guy right, maybe he’d be generous.
“Hold on a second, sir! Here I come. I’ll open the door for you.” Graham bailed out of the car fast. The guy seemed a little slow on the uptake and looked bewildered. A line of drool hung from his chin. Just what he needed—another drunk.
It was hard to judge because of the suit, but the guy probably wasn’t muscle big; he was fat big—probably some hotshot VIP. He snarled something unintelligible when Graham put a hand on his shoulder.  
“I’m just trying to help you sir, so if you’ll—”   
A big meaty paw—the one with the ring—grabbed his left hand away from the shoulder. Graham gave up the hold and tried to back away and yank his hand free. The guy held on and was…gibbering? Was that the word? Graham thought for a moment that perhaps he should call for help.
In desperation, he punched a quick right jab toward the guy’s solar plexus, but it deflected off the man’s other arm. He felt fingers close around his throat. Graham heard himself sob, then choke as the fingers squeezed.
Oh, shit—don’t let me die here!  
He would yell, but he couldn’t breathe. He fell backwards with the guy on top of him. Graham’s skull did a double tap on the concrete sidewalk, and as he faded out, he realized it may be for the best.






  
  Chapter three
Talaski


Talaski leaned back in his chair, aiming half-heartedly for a trash barrel. He tossed a small aerosol can, and it went in with a barely noticeable clatter. In the room, the voices were loud, some seeking to overpower the others. He let them wash over him, only half-listening: 
“What’s up, Peppers? You don’t look so good.”
“Say, Tanner, where’s that twenty you owe me?”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Talaski then heard Yates say, “Hey, Dodd, what’s that aroma?”, and tuned back in. 
“What do you mean?” snarled Dodd with his eyes narrowed to slits.  
“You go fishing or something before coming to work?” Yates ribbed. He grinned while pinching his nostrils closed. “Smells like rotten shrimp.”  
“I don’t smell anything, do you, Talaski?” asked Dodd, turning toward the man sitting behind him.  
Talaski shrugged. “Might just be your natural body odor. Is that the uniform you wore yesterday?”  
“Okay, people, that’s enough.” The shift sergeant, Patterson, looked at his clipboard and frowned. “Three call-outs and Powell’s on vacation. The lieutenant tells me we’ve had some freaky shit going on all day on top of that. Looks like it’s shaping up to be a great night, boys and girls.”
This elicited a few groans from the assembled police officers.  
“And shut your stinkin’ yap, Talaski. You, Williams, and Dodd will have your usual sections, plus those of our sick fellow officers. Yates will take Powell’s area. Talaski has a ride-along this evening. Try not to scare him off. Anybody got any questions?” 
“I’ve got one, Sergeant,” said Talaski, raising a hand.
Patterson rolled his eyes. “Save it, Ski, my sense of humor is already shot for the day. Let’s get moving people.”
Talaski headed toward the door, following the crowd.
“Ski, wait up,” he heard Yates say. Officer Jacques Yates, a French-Canadian by birth, was a friend. They both slowed down. “I can’t believe Dodd couldn’t smell it. You used almost a whole can of that fish spray on his pants, didn’t you? One of these days, he’ll catch you, Nick.”
Talaski raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “What makes you think he’ll catch me before he catches you? I’m smarter than you, Frenchie, remember?”
“Oh, what do you know? Luck plays an equal role along with intelligence.”  
“How can I argue with logic like that?”      
“So you got a ride-along…have fun!”
Ride-alongs were almost always troublesome, but not this time. “He’s a friend. It shouldn’t be too bad. Maybe I’ll see you later, Jacques.”
“Yeah, I’ll look for you.”       






  
  Chapter four
Keller


There was something forbidding about the design of the St. Petersburg Police Station. The resemblance to a fortress seemed to be more than coincidental. Keller could almost picture a pencil-necked architect saying,  “We were looking for a severe, but functional design.” Maybe they were looking for intimidating? If that was the case, they had succeeded as far as Keller was concerned.
He crossed 1st Avenue North and walked up the short flight of steps to the entrance to Building One. Just before he entered, he glanced over at Building Two and its keycard entrance. Security was the watchword here. He noticed a smoker’s cage attached to Building One in the breezeway between the two buildings, then he entered the lobby. Off to his right was a large L-shaped desk with civilian employees and a waiting area with a bench and a lot of space.  
He walked over to the desk. A young woman with pale blonde hair styled in a Dutch Boy haircut, pouty lips, and observant green eyes glanced up from a stack of paperwork. Altogether, a potent package. She smiled at him.
“How can I help you, sir?”  
He smiled back. “I’m Matt Keller, the ride-along with Officer Talaski for tonight.”
“I’m jealous,” she replied. “I’ll be stuck here all night.” 
“Maybe I can tell you about it later?” he suggested, giving her a cocky smile.  
She looked straight into his eyes, flashing a nervous little smile. “I think I’d like that, Matt. I’m Amy.”
“Pleased to meet you, Amy.”
“Just take a seat out there, and I’m sure Officer Talaski will be along any time now.”
A door just to the left of the desk with a card reader slot for access opened. His friend, Nick Talaski, was standing there. His voice boomed out, “You ready, Matt?”  
Keller grinned. “I’d rather stay here and talk to Amy, but I told you I’d go so…” He looked to see that Amy was blushing.
“Don’t scare this one away, Nick,” she said. “He might be a keeper.”
“You say that now, but his charm wears thin pretty quickly.”
“Ok, let’s go, Nick, before you embarrass me any more than you already have,” said Keller, noticing the impish grin on Talaski’s face. He knew this was going to be bad. Instinctively, he tried to hurry Talaski along.
“Man, did you just crap yourself?” asked Talaski in an all too loud voice. “That stench brings tears to my eyes.” He waved his hand dramatically, as if to rid the air of an unpleasant odor.
Keller looked back once and saw Amy trying to frown, but laughing. “He always blames someone else,” she laughed.
“Ah, I’m saved,” he said beneath his breath.
“She likes you,” said Talaski, pushing him through the exit before he could say anything more.  
The two men went outside, crossed over 1st Avenue North, walked about thirty feet, and entered a fenced parking area. There was no lock, but the door had a place for a shackle.
“Now listen up,” said Talaski. “You don’t have any weapons on you?”
Keller smiled. “I don’t have any weapons on me.”
“Remember this: see as much as you want to see. Get involved as much as you want to…just get out of the car. And, if someone throws a punch at me, feel free to join in. Got it?”
“All clear, Officer!”
“Good, glad we got that over. Now, here is your radio. You aren’t supposed to have one, but don’t sweat it. Just clip it onto your belt like this. Questions?”
“Yeah. Is Amy single?”
Talaski rolled his eyes, then shook his head. “You’re on your own there. I barely even know her.”
“She seems to have an opinion about you…”
“They form one the moment they see me.”
Keller snorted laughter. “Well, that’s true.” 






  
  Chapter five
Bronte


For just a moment, there was nothing but the pain and the leaden weight of loss heavy in his chest and centered on his heart. Grief and hate were at war within him, doing strange things. He tried to focus on the design worked into the grip of the pistol in his hands, and so far his cheeks were dry, but he could barely contain the urge to howl in pain. He took a moment, hoping to clear his mind. 
The nearest streetlight was a block away, and it was flickering. Sometimes during the flicker, the light was out for close to a full minute. The next closest lights came from the houses across the street, but they were few and muted behind curtains. He stood beneath an oak tree and gazed at the small frame house up on cinder blocks. A Dodge Neon was also up on blocks in the front yard. The yard was mostly foot high weeds and garbage of all types was scattered across it. He couldn’t tell if any lights were on in the house.
Behind him, two blocks away, he could hear cars going by. As always, traffic was brisk on 22nd Avenue South. He heard them only on a subconscious level, because he was focused.    
Someone whispered his name in the darkness, then again, “Bronte?” 
“Be quiet, Tracks! Someone hears you and I’ll shoot you first.”
Tracks grunted and was silent, but Bronte could still hear his heavy breathing. Tracks had his septum deviated a few too many times and was now primarily a mouth breather.
At six foot three and three hundred and fifty pounds, Tracks was a good man to have at your back to be sure, but he wasn’t especially bright. Still, a lack of intelligence could be a good thing when things got heavy.  
“Ok, Tracks, do you remember the plan?”
“When you give the word, I knock the door down.”
“Good. Now just wait while I go check out around back…”
Tracks grunted in response. Bronte had taken two or three steps when he heard a scream and dogs barking with a savagery that stopped him dead. The sounds were coming from the house across the street.
Bronte stopped, and turned slowly to face across the street, wondering if he should let the disturbance stop him.  
“We’ll wait,” he decided. “Let’s see if anyone calls the cops.”
Tracks merely grunted again. Bronte was used to it, so he let it go. Either the big man understood or he didn’t. Why worry? He’d been a steady fixture in his life for so long; sometimes he took him for granted.
“Bad shit going down in there, Bronte. Be best we leave.”
“Like I said, we’ll wait and see.”
“It’s probably too late, anyway…” Tracks’ voice was raspier than usual.






  
  Chapter six
Talaski


When compared to the surrounding neighborhood and the other strip stores, the brightly lit convenience store stood out like a beacon. The topmost sign, nearest the top of the flat roof, read, ‘Sheff’s Food Town and Discount Meats’ and, underneath, ‘Cigs, Beer, and Lotto’. One car was parked near the entrance and two or three people were standing in front of the Laundromat next door. They all appeared to be female.   
The wheels of the St. Petersburg Police cruiser crunched across broken glass in the street and into the parking lot. Talaski slowed down near the people and called out the window, “Hey you! Dirty Sanchez, come here.”
One of the three straightened up, cupping a now lit cigarette. “All I’m doing is having a smoke, Officer Ski. You got no reason to call me dirty names.” The voice was Puerto Rican accented English with a husky tone. “Are you finally ready to jump the fence?” She stepped into the light spilling from Sheff’s. Her face was almost pretty, with high cheekbones, a creamy chocolate complexion, and full, pouting lips. The small tank top did nothing to conceal her enormous cantaloupe breasts, and her miniskirt revealed a lot of thigh.
“That’s a man, Matt,” Talaski whispered to the man beside him in the cruiser. Matt Keller laughed until he coughed violently in a cupped fist. “All three are men, as a matter of fact.”
Dirty Sanchez bent at the waist and looked into the cruiser. “Who’s your beefy friend, Officer Ski?”
“This is—” A voice from the radio cut off Talaski’s answer: “Three three two bravo, copy?”        
“Three three two bravo fifty-five twenty-two,” Talaski responded.
“Proceed to location at two three, thirty-six twenty-four. Violent domestic in progress. Unknown weapons. Caller can hear screaming next door. Rescue is staging.”
The cruiser was already rolling as Talaski answered, “Super. En route.”






  
  Chapter seven
Daric


“Could it have been those goddamn turkey legs?” he’d heard his father ask over an hour ago. His dad’s voice was always loud. He thought his mother may have answered, but he couldn’t be sure. Most of the time, unless one of his parents stood just beneath the door, he couldn’t hear them. This time, his father’s voice came through loud and clear.   
“I asked you a question, woman. I expect to be answered.”
Daric didn’t like the edge in his father’s voice. Angry was okay, but drunk and angry were a terrible combination. He closed his eyes. His mother made an awful groaning sound, and he heard his father say, “What the…” 
Then from below, the sounds of people struggling, heavy breathing, and then his two dogs barked.
But not for long.
Daric clutched his almost forgotten teddy bear in the darkness and tried not to listen.  






  
  Chapter eight
Keller


Two doors down from the residence of Tyrese and Lanita Jenkins, Talaski cut the engine and the lights on his cruiser. He handed Keller a heavy-duty flashlight. “Stay back near the sidewalk. Let me and the others approach the house. The one thing you can do for me is watch for a crowd. If one forms and they get angry, we will need to get the fuck out of here quick.” 
“You got it,” said Keller.
Two other cruisers pulled up behind Talaski’s. The sound of the car doors opening and closing seemed loud in the night. Keller caught himself holding his breath. Two officers exited the vehicles: one was a tall, lanky white guy and the other a small, petite black woman. Both of them followed Talaski over the lawn and up to the front door of the Jenkins’ residence, a blockhouse with three windows on the front side, two to the left of the front door and one to the right. The far left window and the middle window had air conditioners in them, and Keller noticed stacked cardboard boxes inside the third. Talaski took the two steps up to the small porch in front of the middle window and the door and stepped to the left side. The tall cop followed him and stepped to the right.  
The female cop said, “I’m Williams. Just stay out of the way and keep your mouth shut. If things go to hell, just run.”
Talaski banged on the door, which had security bars mounted over the jalousie glass. “Police! Open up!” For a moment or two there was silence, then Talaski repeated himself and banged on the door once again.  
There was a faint light coming through the glass door and Keller thought he saw movement, dimly aware that he had just sighed.   
“Did you see that, Williams?” he hissed. A shape was framed in the light. The doorknob rattled, and the door opened in. A man stumbled forward outside. Talaski and the other cop were barking orders…something about stopping.  
“Oh dear Lord,” Williams uttered.
The man was covered in blood. A bloody froth covered his nose, mouth and chin. Keller played his flashlight over him and the man’s face was a mask of red through which the white of his teeth gleamed. His arms were extended, and he appeared to be reaching for Talaski.  
“Don’t touch me!” Talaski said, “Just back off, sir, I’m not kidding.”
The man either didn’t hear him or didn’t care, and continued forward, snagging Talaski’s left arm with his bloody fingers. He attempted to pull Talaski toward him, and if anything his mouth opened wider and he leaned his head forward, questing, teeth snapping together.  
Is he going to…to bite him?
“Sweet Jesus!” shouted Talaski. “The bastard is trying to bite me!” He reached for his holster in what appeared to be a mixture of anger and panic.  
The tall cop seemed paralyzed and just stood, looking from the open doorway and back to Talaski. He had his shotgun out and took a half step toward the struggling men when Talaski’s gun went off with a flare of fire. The shot was loud, and it caught the man in the throat. He staggered back against the wall of the house, but almost immediately he sprang forward again, as if unharmed.  
Maybe Talaski missed, Keller thought, while stepping toward the porch. He clutched the flashlight like a club and took a step or two before Talaski fired again.This round, plucked out an eye and the now lifeless body toppled off the porch. Keller reached the porch as Talaski shouted, “Dodd, check for vital signs and give Keller your shotgun!”
“Fuck if I’ll give a civilian my shotgun, Ski!” Dodd shouted back.
Talaski looked hyped. He started toward Dodd, but was too late. Keller slapped the taller man hard and yanked the shotgun from his hands. “Do what Ski told you, and I’ll bring you your shotgun back in a minute.” Dodd appeared too shocked to reply. His eyes were wide, and he was grinding his teeth.  
“Police!” Talaski shouted and kicked the door in, shattering the glass. “Where are you? Come on out!”  
Talaski faced a small living room with a terrazzo floor with an area rug in the middle of the room. One recliner and a couch were against the far wall facing the front door and a 32-inch TV was immediately to the left of the door, blaring.To the right was a doorway.  
Talaski approached the doorway from the left. Behind him, Keller was following, breathing maybe a little too heavily, but not enough to drown out the reporter’s voice from the TV:  
“…with a special news bulletin. I am Al Connors, and my crew and I are here live at the intersection of U.S. 19 South and 54th Avenue South. Just an hour ago, police exchanged gunfire with a militant hate group known as…” 
Talaski and Keller lost the rest of the commentary as they rushed through the doorway and into a dining room beyond. There was a nice wooden table and four chairs. A newspaper was scattered across the table. To the right was a counter with three stools overlooking a kitchen, and to the left a hallway that veered off to the left. Talaski stopped with both arms extended, hands gripping his pistol, looking into the kitchen. Keller moved quickly behind him to cover the hallway. He had the flashlight in his left hand, turned on, and the shotgun in his right.  
“For the love of Pete, ma’am,” said Talaski. “Stand up and move away from the dogs.”  
Keller looked over, realizing that Talaski had only whispered. Maybe she hadn’t heard him. He was a bit startled to see a woman on her knees, chowing down on something that looked like raw meat.  
“Jesus, she’s eating the dogs,” said Keller. “Let’s get out of here.”
The woman looked up, as if irritated by the sound of their voices, blood and fur matted on her face. She was still chewing as she climbed to her feet.
“Get back on the floor, ma’am…I won’t tell you again!” Talaski shouted with a bit of hysteria. The woman’s only response appeared to be a higher level of alertness. Had she been in some kind of trance while eating the dogs? She was on the other side of the table but was edging around, eyes darting between the two men.  
“You aren’t going to bite me, bitch,” said Talaski, aiming his pistol between her eyes, as if hoping to scare her. He took a step backwards and suddenly she was coming at him, faster than Keller had thought she would, bloody fingers reaching.
The shot was loud. The woman’s head jerked sideways, and she stopped in mid-stride. Keller saw a small hole appear just above her left eye. Her body crumpled, striking a chair on the way down, and was still.
“Good shot, man,” was all Keller could think to say.
Talaski lowered his arms. “This is definitely shaping up to be a very bad day.”    






  
  Chapter nine
Trish


“Goodnight, Frank.” 
“Good morning, Trish. See you tomorrow.”  
Trish smiled. Frank always corrected her. The bouncer was a big, comforting presence. Even now, he stood in the bar’s doorway, watching her, waiting until she was safely in her car. A consistently pleasant man was a shock to her. The parking lot was pitch black and nearly empty, but he never took chances. Maybe all he was doing was admiring her rear, but he saw a lot more of her while she was working than he could see now.
She looked at her cell phone as she left the building, touching any big button to get the light to activate. Two fifteen a.m. Trish was a petite blonde with small delicate features and sparkling blue eyes. Well… sparkling for the first two or three hours, anyway. Right now, her legs were hurting, especially her knees and feet. She could never get home fast enough.
Her car wasn’t much. Maybe it was once, but not now. It was a 1995 Mercury Cougar XJ-7, with a V-8 engine, a fading cherry red paint job, and a slight transmission problem. Also, the odometer, the power locks and the power windows no longer worked. The windows did, with help. The night was cool enough to make using air conditioning ridiculous. She grabbed her keys from her purse and opened the door. The interior dome light was also out. She slid into the seat and waved goodbye to Frank. From here, all went as usual. The engine started smoothly, the interior dash lights worked, and she backed out of her space.
The club she worked for was simply called Desires, located on a service road beside U.S. 19. At this hour, on a Wednesday night, the road was barely lit and empty. All the customers had left a half hour ago. Most of the other businesses were only open during daylight hours. The road also went only north, just one way—the wrong direction for her. Her home was in an unincorporated area between St. Pete and Pinellas Park, south of here.  
With roughly two hundred feet between her car and the place to make a U-turn, she spotted something in her headlights. It looked like a group of men. They were off the road, gathered around… something, in the parking lot for a hole-in-the-wall bar called “Dirty Dent’s.” Several motorcycles and pickup trucks were in the parking lot. It looked like a fight. If they were indeed fighting, she knew she needed to get out of there. She didn’t want any part of that.
She floored the Cougar, and there was a brief sluggish increase in speed accompanied by the roar of revving rpm. Then the car fishtailed a bit as the big engine responded properly and gathered speed. As she passed the group, it looked like they were following her: pale shapes caught in her headlights. She was panicking now, and stood on the brake, afraid to miss the turn but even more afraid of the men now chasing her.  
She slowed down just enough and took the turn cleanly with a squealing of brakes. Another block up, she could see a streetlight shining down on her ramp. Something hit her trunk, and she floored the gas pedal again. The engine lurched, once, twice, and again caught its rhythm. She was up to fifty, then fifty-five in seconds.  
Thank God it looks clear. What a shitty night!
She turned on her radio. Maybe there was something on the news…   






  
  Chapter ten
Daric


When he heard the voices of the police, Daric wanted to shout. Maybe they could stop his parents from hurting each other and the dogs. No words came. He could move, but his vocal cords seemed paralyzed. He took off his shoes and left them on the bed. He carefully lowered a stockinged foot and then the rest of his body to the floor and lay face down with his eye to the crack.   
For a moment, all was quiet, but then came a strange noise. Was someone, his mother, maybe, eating something? It sounded like his father eating ribs after a few beers. Smacking lips and a grunt or two came from the direction of the dining room.  
Several gunshots rang out. Daric was startled, but only for a moment. There were footsteps—maybe boots—in the house below. The police were inside. Should he call out?
Then he could hear the voices of two men. The figure of a big blonde man appeared in the hall doorway. His shoulders, arms and chest were enormous, and he was holding a shotgun one-handed and a flashlight in the other. He wore blue jeans, sneakers, and a windbreaker. He looked around briefly, then turned back into the dining room.  
The two men exchanged remarks with each other, something about dogs, and then he heard a man say: “You aren’t going to bite me, bitch!” and then once again there was a gunshot. Something hit the floor. The big man said, “Good shot.” The other man’s reply was too low to understand, but then he entered the hallway.  
“Anybody here? Is there anybody else here? I don’t want to hurt you. Just come out…”
Daric shook his head. The police had finally come to his house. His friend Jeff always told him it would happen sooner or later. The other man was wearing a police uniform but no hat. He, too,face, was a big, solid-looking guy, but a little smaller and thinner than the blonde man. His hair was going gray at the temples and he had a very serious face. He looked angry.
No way. They will have to find him. He sure wasn’t about to come out now.
The angry-looking man approached the door to the second bedroom.






  
  Chapter eleven
Bronte


People from all over the neighborhood were gathering around the Jenkins’ house. Despite the presence of a black cop, the crowd was muttering. The tall, lanky officer was on his car radio, frantically calling for something. His eyes were wide and disbelieving.   
“That PoPo be on the edge, Bronte,” said Tracks. “Bronte!”
Bronte barely heard him. The wail of an approaching ambulance and another police car suddenly cut off, and a moment later both vehicles appeared, driving slowly with their revolving lights still on. 
A group of twenty or more people stood within twenty feet of the two officers who were still outside.  
“Hide your shotgun, Tracks. Let’s go join the crowd. Don’t do anything unless I tell you to.” 
Most of the crowd appeared to be people from the neighborhood, but a few were bums, probably crackheads. At the moment, things were on a knife’s edge. He could hear the female cop trying to calm people down, but someone was getting in her face, a woman…  
“Janicea is stirring things up again, Bronte,” Tracks pointed out.  
“I know.”  
Janicea was part of a local hate group. She was tall and athletic, with a mane of frizzy reddish hair framing an ironically beautiful face. Her physical beauty was now merely a mask for all the ugliness of the unrepentant zealot, but it wasn’t always so. He could remember a time when she didn’t live to hate. He and Tracks were close enough to hear everything now, standing just two people behind Janicea.    
“That’s one of our people dead over there, Officer Williams. You saw Officer Ski shoot him and you did nothing. He executed Tyrese like a dog.”
Bronte pushed his way to the front. “No, Janicea, that’s not what happened.”
Janicea turned toward him, and he wondered if she remembered. She looked furious and very caught up in the moment. She was wearing a low-cut blouse and her chest was heaving. Her eyes were bright and he could feel the old chemical attraction still there…but did she?
“How do you know what happ…” she trailed off, and whatever else she was about to say was lost. Did she recognize him?
“I saw the whole thing. Tyrese was shot down because he came out the door like a rabid dog, trying to bite. The officer was only defending himself.”
The crowd was silent.  
At the corner of his eye, Bronte saw someone move; the lanky officer. He was abandoning Williams and heading for the ambulance and cruiser that had just arrived.
“We got us a couple of heroes,” he heard Janicea say, raising her voice to be heard by the muttering crowd. “War heroes fresh from mother and baby killing over in Iraq…what’s a couple of heroes doing here with normal folks? They must be crusading down here, my brothers and sisters. They down here saving white men and—.”
“Shut the fuck up, Janicea,” he said.
“Watch out, Bronte,” said Tracks quietly. “She got some Haters with her.”
Bronte looked, and they weren’t hard to spot. There were three of them, all big men. One was holding a brick and the other two were holding clubs, all with angry expressions. None of them could get to him before he could draw his pistol. The one with the brick might be the leader. He was the most aggressive and the closest. Bronte’s hand was on the pistol when a fresh argument broke out, this time between the tall cop named Dodd, an obvious chicken-shit, and the sergeant who’d just exited the cruiser. Behind them, two paramedics were struggling with one of those rolling stretcher-beds.
“The fucker slapped me and took my shotgun, Sarge. I want him arrested.”
The sergeant, a haggard-looking man with an anchor tattoo on his right forearm, gave him a skeptical look. “He slapped you, James?”
“Hell yes, he did, and then—“
The sergeant cut him off. “Where are they now?”
“Ski and Keller? They’re still inside the house.”
The sergeant raised a hand to his forehead and rubbed his temple. “Well, you and Williams get control of this crowd and I’ll check on Ski.”
Dodd didn’t move. “What about Keller?” he said to the sergeant’s back.
“Just do your job, James,” the sergeant said without turning around as he mounted the porch.
“You hear that, Brenda?” said Dodd to Officer Williams.  
Bronte noticed the disgust on her face as she








OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/902fed42-04b0-43e2-8401-e7bac7cc2d95.png





OEBPS/images/979e7b0e-1ad8-4417-9b29-8b3172b52ae2.jpeg





