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"If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, 

on where you stop your story"

Orson Welles

––––––––
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“IF TWO PEOPLE LOVE each other there can be no happy end to it.”

Ernest Hemingway
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Articles, Notes and Audio Excerpts
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"At the end, there was no one at the wheel but me.  People who could have stepped up were too busy trying to save their own asses.  Some terrific men and women managed to pull off the evacuation of our overseas assets, along with most of our navy and air arms.  I'm confident that we will be well-positioned, when our homeland is secured, to be able to either dictate terms to whomever we choose, or carry out a devastating first strike with only minimal losses to ourselves.  Ladies and gentlemen, we have suffered some setbacks, but we are poised to become the only global power that matters!"  *Excerpt from the audio diary of General Kyler, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

"Fighting free of the capitol was the stuff of nightmares.  Nothing described to me by the Iraqi, or Afghanistan Vets I knew could even compare.  That idiot Kyler thought we were getting out before panic could paralyze the populace, but he was wrong.  No air transport was available.  That was all commandeered by the civilian higher ups, Congressmen and Senators.  What we had were four Hummers, three Deuce and a Half's and a staff car.  I had exactly two squads, most of them glorified clerks, to protect the entire entourage of Chief of Staff, Army General Kyler and his immediate family.  We killed several hundred uninfected civilians, and lost count of how many dead ones we put back down.  We were down to a mag of ammo each by the time we reached the bunker complex and found all the politicians already there, most of them dead drunk.  Kyler wanted to execute them all, but Colonel Danvers talked him out of it.  The Speaker of the House was off visiting the President's bunker, and both agreed it was prudent to wait and see how that turned out.  I'm invisible to these bastards I guess.  Not sure why I haven't killed them yet.  I wonder if Hitler's bodyguards ever had the same internal debate.  I mean, shooting them dead would be so easy.  What stays my hand?  I am as guilty as them.  I have obeyed every order so far, and I am ashamed of myself."  

*Excerpt from the journal of Staff Sergeant Miles Denton

Witness statement of Spencer Lee Baker, 10 July 2007  French Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana.

"I seen this hot blond bitch walking down Bourbon Street.  She got a big dude with her, and both of them not paying attention.  Tourists are dumb like that.  The dude looked tired.  You think you can come to our town and act like you own the place?  Better show some respect!  Tommy Le Croix and two of his boys surprised 'em, for sure!  The big dude tried to fight.  He hurt Tommy bad, but Luther stabbed him in the kidneys!  Luther ruined his day!  Blood everywhere, and that little bitch cried like the world was over."  (Statement taken by Officer Luc Benson)

First Responder Statement:  

"This officer (Luc Benson) was alerted to proceed to the intersection of Bourbon and St Philip for a possible mugging.  When I arrived, I found two people lying in the street surrounded by a crowd.  The crowd dispersed with the exception of a witness (Spencer Lee Baker of New Orleans, La), as I approached the scene.  The first victim (Taylor Reed of Pinellas Park, Florida) was not responsive, and had multiple, visible stab or incisional wounds to his lower back.  The second victim (Patricia Reed, also of Pinellas Park, Florida) was responsive, but going into shock.  I put in a call for an ambulance and backup, and then secured the scene."

From the local New Orleans news gazette, L'Observateur (4357 subscribers):

There are new developments following Monday's announcement that Saturday's French Quarter murder was not believed to be racially motivated.  Murder suspects in Bourbon Street mugging gone wrong, 21 year old Luther Dresser, 19 year old Thomas Le Croix, and 23 year old William 'Mean Willy' Royce have all been found dead in a warehouse in Vermillion Parish.  Authorities say they were executed gangland style.  An unnamed source said, "The inside of that place was an abattoir."  Also among the victims were two as yet unidentified men who are believed to be illegal aliens.

Patricia Reed, widow and fellow victim in the mugging had no comment from her home in Pinellas Park, Florida on Wednesday.

––––––––
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STAFF SERGEANT PAUL F. Jacobs, 41 years old has show exemplary selflessness in the previous year in his dedicated service to his country.  It is recommended by his commanding officer, Lt. Colonel Patrick F. O'Flynn that he be restored to the pay grade Sergeant First Class (E-7).  Sergeant Jacobs has been cleared of the charge of Domestic Violence in the beating of his wife that took place off post in January of 2006.  While Jacobs admits that he broke into the residence at xxxx Pembrook Lane in Seffner, Georgia, forensic evidence has proven that he took no part in   assault of his ex-wife, 23 year old former stripper (name unavailable) and the home's owner 47 year old investment banker Cameron Stevens.  

(From a letter sent by Colonel O'Flynn to Special Ops Command, MacDill AFB)

––––––––
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"KYLER PLANS TO LEAVE at 0500 September 3rd (tomorrow) and wants the naval task force in Tampa Bay to hold in place.  A platoon-sized assault team was to be on alert and ready when he arrived.  Surviving elements of European and Middle-East Commands are expected to rendezvous within the week at same location."

Deputy Chief of Staff, Admiral John Prescott, Aircraft Carrier Iwo Jima
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Dramatis Personae:
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Patricia ‘Trish’ Reed, widowed exotic dancer

Adam Mills, St. Petersburg Firefighter

Bronte Price, honorably discharged army veteran

Janicea Herman, political activist

Matt Keller, retired army veteran

Amy Lenz, police clerk

Johnny ‘Dead Eye’ Kruger, cart pusher

Isaac ‘Ike’ Rollins, long haul trucker

Bree Ellis, retail sales

Beth Bergosi, orphan

Daric Jenkins, orphan

Analicia Sinclair, Army Reserve 2nd Lieutenant

Marcel Tubbs, dishwasher, college student

Natalie D’Argento, high school senior/cheerleader

Paul Jeffrey Jacobs, black ops soldier

Frederick Booth, black ops soldier

Curtis Hicks, black ops soldier

Albert Lassiter, helicopter crew chief

Juliet Foster, First Lady

George Foster, son of Juliet and Bert

Bert Foster, President of the United States

Candace Fiore, Speaker of the House

General Kyler, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

Clive Collier, Secret Service Agent

Richard ‘Dick’ Lynch, life insurance agent

Sid ‘El Campeador’ Adachi, crime lord

Francis Hart, business executive, associate of Sid

Lance Mathers, celebrity newsman

Ritchie Evans, cameraman

Callie Brown, daughter of Lorelei and Roger

Lorelei Brown, housewife

Roger Brown, drywall installer, handyman

Buddy Brighton, mechanic, army reservist

Chato Espinoza, ex-boxer, bodyguard

‘Big’ Mack Duncan, thief, conman

James ‘Space Rat’ Sparrow, unstable fallen priest

‘Carrie,’ love interest of Curtis Hicks

Tom Hughes, army private

Father Jerome Bennett, soldier-priest

Doris Lang, personal injury lawyer, wife of Marty

Marty Lang, St. Petersburg Sanitation, husband of Doris
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Prologue
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The sun was bright and without pity.  There was a little breeze, but no clouds to give any relief from the blistering afternoon heat.  

The soldier-priest stood behind the makeshift barricade, not far from the gang plank to the US Navy Supply Ship Carl Brashear.  He watched the motley assortment of people on the other side.  Civilians were being searched and examined before being allowed to pass through the barricade's gate.  The atmosphere was tense, but so far there wasn't any panic.  Those who passed were being funneled down a path that led to two nearby oil tankers, and those who didn't pass were being directed into a warehouse.

It was depressing to watch.  Too many people were sent to the warehouse.  Infected.  Probably some weren't, but nobody was taking chances.  If a wound looked remotely like a bite that person was immediately off to the quarantine area:  the warehouse.

Now and then, someone would fire a few rounds.  Whether this was to kill a zombie, or forcibly calm the crowd, was hard to determine from a distance.  A panicked roar grew from those on the far side waiting to get in.

The soldiers were mostly native troops with a sprinkling of Americans presumably to give some backbone, or perhaps to ensure any American citizens were granted passage.  

There was a sudden extended burst of gunfire from multiple weapons.  Several soldiers fell, and that seemed to be the catalyst that changed the crowd into a mob.  A human wave pushed through the gate and washed the guards away.  The wave rushed forward.  

Father Jerome Bennett stood transfixed.  The Brashear's engines were on, and sailors were casting off the mooring lines.  Were they abandoning the remaining Americans?  Bennett  wanted to believe that they weren't.  He wouldn't be left behind!

Who was he kidding?  Anyone manning that barricade just got swept up and swallowed.  There were no survivors to rescue.  Not anymore.  Just him, running.

The people behind him weren't zombies, just terrified people afraid to die.  He ran faster.  Twenty yards to go!  The gang plank was being pulled in.  

"Wait!" he shouted.  

The Brashear began to pull away, edging away from the wharf.  She was only going a few knots an hour, and Bennett happened to look down.  He realized that an oil slick was on the water.  Was there an accident?  A sinking?  Anything was possible.  The Indian Ocean, or more precisely, the Gulf of Aden, was murky with a massive cloud of petroleum.

The men pulling the gangway in, hesitated.

Father Bennett leapt, relying on faith, and his own fading agility, and just managed to grab hold of the boarding platform.  The sailors helped pull him the rest of the way on board.

Once there, he held onto the rail a moment, before looking back.

The mob left behind screamed and yelled.  One of them fired a pistol after them.  He was a big, bulky man wearing a business suit.  The bullets rang off the metal near Bennett.  A sailor manning a nearby machine gun fired a brief burst, riddling five or six people along with the pistol-wielder.  All of them fell from the seawall to the water below.

Bennett hadn't moved.  If the man had managed to shoot him, so be it.      

Just considering what he'd just witnessed was too much, let alone what he'd endured to get to Djibouti, and then this ship.  The slaughter they'd escaped in the desert before arriving in Djibouti was too fresh in his mind.  The things he'd been forced to do...

He couldn't believe how close he'd been to being left behind.

"What are they father?" a soldier standing beside him asked.

"Terrified people, son.  They knew they were being left to die."  

"No, not them, I mean the undead things.  The higher ups think this is a biological weapon that got out of hand, but what do you think?"

Bennett shook his head, and examined the soldier with feigned interest.  Little more than a boy trying to play grownup.  Old enough to kill someone for his country, but not to drink alcohol legally.  The boy soldier was long and lean, with a bony face, and probably a three-day growth of peach fuzz on his cheeks.  Bennett noticed the boy's name, Hughes, stitched on the front of his uniform shirt, just above the pocket on his right side.  Over the left were the words: U.S. Army.

"I'm not sure, son," Bennett replied. 

"Have you tried using your cross, or some holy water on them?  Screaming for God, or Jesus didn't help my friend, Scott, any."

"I have only used my sidearm, Private Hughes," Bennett answered.  He could feel a headache coming on, already pulsing at his temples.  He was almost certain he knew which direction this conversation was about to take.

God wasn't listening, and Bennett had needed something more certain to take down the undead.  Relying on his faith to save him from violent death wasn’t something he was willing to gamble on. 

Hughes looked genuinely disappointed.  Bennett wasn't sure what to make of that.  At least the kid was earnest and not baiting him.

When Bennett said nothing further, Hughes finally replied with, "You should try your cross next time, Father.  It would be good to know, don't you think?"

"I'll do that."

"I hope that it works.  We have so far to go to get home, don't we?"

Bennett nodded in agreement.  His eyes were on the profile of north African city of Djibouti.  The land was flat, and only the various port structures appeared to have any substance, or height to them.  One good tsunami, or whatever they called hurricanes around here, and nothing would remain.

To top the situation off, at that moment, something exploded, casting pieces of metal skyward, and brown smoke and flame billowed up from the depths of the city.

Hughes mouth was open.  "I want to go home, now Father," he said.

"Be strong, son.  I want to go home also."

Hughes was crying and trying to hide it, without success.  "I'm not being weak, just angry."

Bennett couldn't conceal his surprise.  "Why angry?"

The young man pulled his pistol and pointed it at Bennett's stomach.

"I'm angry with all the liars just like you in this world.  You promise salvation if only I trust and believe in God.  You’re no better than a slick politician!"

"Please son, calm down!  We're in this together!  I want to go home as badly as you do!  Nothing will be gained by killing me!  Please..."

"No one is looking out for us, Father."

Bennett knew that his death was approaching swiftly.  One wrong word, and a squeeze of a trigger, and he would have all the answers that Hughes wanted.  Or not.  

"Maybe not, son, but there may still be people hoping for our return."

"My mom and dad live in the middle of a big city, Father.  They're dead.  All they had was their faith.  No guns, no stockpiles of food, and nowhere to go.  No boat is coming to evacuate them."

"That might be true, Private Hughes, but we may still be able to rescue them!  I will help you when we return.  You must have faith until then.  What good have you done your loved ones if you kill me?"

Hughes looked away, almost as if Bennett had slapped him.

"Very well, Father, I will hold onto faith a little longer."

Bennett looked back as another explosion bloomed and added to the flames that were steadily consuming Djibouti, then shifted onto the hard, doubting eyes of the young man and replied, "Yes, let us hold onto faith while we can, and then, when all doubt is extinguished, son, we'll both shout at the devil together." 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Sinclair
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In the real world her body lay unmoving, unaware, and barely breathing, but for the moment, safe.  Meanwhile, her subconscious was locked into a nightmare land of the dead, running, wanting only to hide.  Nowhere was safe, and she was so tired.  The dead pursued her, some wearing the faces of friends, but all wanting to rend her flesh and devour her piece by piece.  

The sound of distant gunfire brought Sinclair awake with a start, banging her head.  Her hair was stiff with caked blood, and she had to rub gummy, gritty gunk from her eyes before she could see.  She was under a big vehicle.  The undercarriage was rusty on the frame, but otherwise appeared well-maintained.  There was room, so she rolled onto her left side.  The movement made her dizzy, and her head was throbbing.  She didn't want to touch or move it, but she made herself look.  The morning sun was just visible on the horizon and a little breeze was blowing.  She could see the house where she'd had the shootout trying to protect the kids.  The door to the house was still open, with several bodies visible near the SUV on the driveway and lawn.

Were the kids dead over there?  The sudden thought hit hard, and she barely bit back her grief.  She had no idea what happened to Bronte, Janicea or Tracks.  What if she were the only one left?  The thought was unbearable.

She had to know.  

She remembered waking up beside those bodies as night fell and dragging herself over here.  She hadn't been able to do more than crawl.  She didn’t know whether she could walk.  Her body was one big ache.  Everything hurt.

Where's my rifle?  That thought galvanized her.  It wasn't with her now.  She felt at the belt around her waist.  The combat knife and pistol were still there, along with her canteen, flashlight and ammo pouches.  So, she wasn't helpless.  Not by a long shot.  The canteen awakened a raging thirst that she'd ignored for the last few minutes.  She had to get out from under the vehicle, whatever it was, first.  After that her priorities were getting the rifle, finding a safe hiding spot and quenching her thirst.

She rolled over onto her belly, and with her legs and arms pulled herself out.  For a moment, she lay there, eyes focused on a line of red ants in a safari column marching past her nose along the edge of the driveway and into the lush grass of the lawn in front of her.  Their world hadn't changed a bit.

Her next move involved getting her right knee beneath her, and lifting her torso by pushing up with her palms planted on the concrete.  That move went off without a hitch, other than a little dizziness.  She glanced at the vehicle beside her and saw that it was a large recreational bus.  The door was right beside her.

The sound of approaching voices froze her into immobility.  

"Which one do you want, Vera?" asked a male voice.

A throaty female voice answered, "How about the one of the left with the chartreuse trim work, Jim?  It has big windows to catch the breeze?"

Chartreuse? What kind of person used a word like that?

These people were coming from the other side of the camper.

Any moment, they might be able to see her.  Her choices were lie down and play dead, or try the camper door.  Would it be open or locked?  No time to decide, she climbed the rest of the way to her feet, lurched a bit, and grabbed the door handle.  The door opened, and without hesitation she stepped in and closed the door carefully behind her.

The inside wasn't too hot due to the windows being open.  Through a window, almost immediately across from her, she spotted a man and a woman strolling down the middle of the street.  Sinclair ducked down.  Behind the couple, at a distance were more people.  Most of them were pulling wheeled suitcases and lugging boxes.  Some people were already taking their stuff into nearby houses.

Like tourists on vacation.

What the hell was going on?

There wasn't a familiar face or body in the bunch.  She wasn't about to reveal herself.  These people could be connected to her enemies.  Better to do some recon.  Maybe take a prisoner for questioning.  She heard herself snort at the idea.  She was a Reserve Officer.    Questioning a prisoner was only something she'd seen done in movies.  On the other hand, she knew Bronte would never give up the island without a fight.    .

"Time to learn some new conversational techniques," she whispered while watching the couple.  They were white, middle-aged and fit.  The man, Jim, was about five foot nine, with broad shoulders, wearing a crisp white Guayabera shirt, tan slacks and brown loafers.  He also wore a straw hat, sunglasses, and had a serious five o'clock shadow.  Vera was tan, brunette, probably five foot seven with long legs and fake boobs.  She wore a white, spaghetti strapped tank top, jean short shorts and some strappy sandals.  

Neither of these people were seriously prepared to survive.  The man might have a pistol shoved in his waistband beneath the shirt, but she couldn't be sure.

Sinclair decided she would watch these two first, and felt reasonably sure that despite their athleticism, she could handle them.

They passed the RV, and Sinclair took a moment to examine her hiding place.  There was a kitchen counter and cabinets to her left beside the door, a dining table against the far wall by the window across from it and a couch directly in front of her.  Further to her left was a doorway to a bedroom and presumably a bathroom.  To the right was the driver and passenger seats, and behind them, one more seat with a desk.

She probably was alone, and secure for the moment.  She looked out the window by the kitchen wall.  Jim and Vera were walking up a flagged stone path to a beige, one story house with chartreuse trim and big windows across the street.

None of the other people were even coming this way.  At least four empty houses separated the couple from their fellows.

Sinclair drew her pistol from the holster at her waist, checked to see that it was loaded, then placed it on the dining table.  She then reached into the cargo pocket on the left pant leg of her pants.  There were still two energy bars.  She pulled out her canteen, then settled into the bench seat against the wall.  The canteen was full.  She unscrewed the cap and took a long swallow.

Then she settled in to wait.
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Janicea
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It may have been the end of summer, but the sun was just as relentless as ever:  as steadfast as the hate and rage that had re-awakened in her heart.  If she allowed herself to dwell on being exiled by a bunch of rich people it was going to consume her.  She'd hoped in this new world she'd be able to put anger aside and learn to trust again.  In the last few days, she was sure she’d put her racist problems away.  Now, most of the people she'd allowed herself to care about were dead.  Their safe haven was now someone else's safe haven.  Her hate was not restricted to skin color.  Now, it may have grown into misanthropy—-a logical progression given how horrible most people were.

What was the answer?  Meekly accept whatever people with more power meted out or find a way to take her own back using whatever means necessary?  It was all too easy to pull the mantle of rage back on.  Like slipping on a pair of gloves.  Wearing gloves made her think she could punch anything, or anyone.  Wasn't that how it was?  Her rage could sweep anything out of the way.  

And now Bronte was at her side.  He wasn't against her this time.  He couldn't be.  Not after Tracks death.  Not after the death of their other friends.  For now, though, she had to put these things aside and focus on their immediate situation.

She was standing in high grass, not far from a canal that divided a residential neighborhood.  On the far side of the canal were rows of docks and nice houses.  On their side were more docks and rows of condominium buildings with thirty year old oak trees here and there.  She had a bad feeling and wondered whether it was the beginning of a panic attack.  Standing out in the open like this was crazy, and they didn't have any weapons to speak of.  Bronte was talking to the newcomers, and as the exile boat turned a corner into a cross canal, her dread was justified.  The dead appeared from every direction, their moans echoed off the walls of the condominiums.  Janicea looked for somewhere to go.  There were hundreds of zombies coming.

The canal was at their backs, and certainly was a choice.  Directly in front of them was a four unit condo building.  She could tell how many units there were by the set of patio doors in the back of each one enclosed by three foot dark-brown wood fences.  The doors to the nearest condo were smashed in.  Without discussing it, Bronte scooped Beth up, and took Janicea's left hand.  She was holding Daric's hand in her right.  Without a word to the newcomers, he pulled their small group toward the shattered doors.

People screamed behind them, but he didn't turn around or look back.  Bronte put his people first.  Others were following though, she could hear them as she passed through the doors, while trying hard not to slip on the fragmented glass.  It was dark inside.  All the drapes were pulled closed, and no lights were on, of course.  They were in a dining room bordered by a kitchen counter, and an entry to a living room.  Bronte's intent appeared to be to pass right through.  The kitchen floor was sticky, but she couldn't tell what it was in the gloom, and didn't care.  She passed an open refrigerator and broken crockery also, and then they were in a hall.  Straight ahead, fifteen feet away, sunlight shone through a peep hole in the front door.  There was a stairway landing on the right.

This place was a trap.  They ran to the door.  The screaming was coming from inside the house now, but back near the dining room.

Bronte tried the front door handle.  It was locked.  He turned the locking knob in the handle, then the deadbolt.  To her relief, the door opened and there wasn't anyone waiting on the other side.  Just a small, stone-flagged courtyard with two landscape boulders, a lot of flowers, and a six foot wood privacy fence.

She chanced a look backwards.  People were trying to follow, but it was too late.  None of them made it as far as the kitchen.  She turned away, and slammed the door closed behind her.  

"Let's go," Bronte said, and hefted Beth into a better position on his hip.  He set off at a fast jog to the gate that was straight ahead of them.  He ignored a door that led to a detached garage.  She thought:  No time to waste on a door that was probably locked, and was glad they kept going.

Bronte opened the gate cautiously and looked outside.  Janicea joined him.  Twenty or thirty feet away was a small grassy area surrounded by a road, and bordered by two condo buildings.  Cars were parked, or wrecked haphazardly all over the place.  She could smell the dead.  More screaming, followed by a single gunshot.  Shouts.  Without further hesitation Bronte pulled Janicea with him outside the fence and onto a short sidewalk that led to a mailbox and the street.  Three zombies had their backs to them about ten feet away, near an old Ford Taurus.  One heard them and turned around.  The thing, once a middle-aged stocky white man, hissed, and came toward them fast.

Bronte lowered Beth to the ground, dropped Janicea's hand, and stepped forward to meet the dead man.  "Take the kids and run!" he said, but didn't wait for an answer.  He turned slightly to the side, waited for the thing to get within range, and then side-kicked it's knee.  It fell to the ground, but immediately reached for him.  Bronte backed away, as the other two creatures joined the chase.

"Come on, Bronte!" Daric shouted.

There was enough space.  Bronte turned and ran.  Janicea and the kids waved at him from the sidewalk that led to another fenced condo across the street.  As he ran, she noticed more of the living dead all up and down the street, all being drawn to this area by the commotion their fellow survivors were creating as they too fought to survive.  Only the three zombies behind them had seen them so far.  If they could kill all three, maybe they could hide in this condo without worrying about a horde trying to break in.

Bronte stopped only long enough to gather them all up, and then led them toward the gate.  She saw an address number on the fence: 6530.  Once inside, he closed the gate.  She saw a short sidewalk, similar to the condo they'd just left, but with a small fountain, a stone patio, flowering tropical plants, and in the center of the fountain, a pitted statue of Buddha.  Big landscape timbers enclosed the plants around the patio.  There was a window to the left of the door, and a larger window to the right.

Behind them, one of the things pounded on the gate.

Bronte stopped at the front door, and tried the handle of a heavy storm door in front of it.  The handle turned, and he opened the door.  Would the main door be unlocked as well?

He reached for the handle.  It opened, and they all pushed inside.

"I probably should have tried the garage first," Bronte whispered to her.  "Might have had a better chance to find a weapon."

"Maybe not," she replied, "the only lawn work these condo people have to do is in these little courtyards."

The hall before them was twelve by twelve ceramic tile with a swirled beige and cream pattern.  To their right open French doors led to a den.  To the left was an open door to a laundry room.  Further in on the left was a staircase, then a living room, and on the right a kitchen.  The curtains were open in the living room, and it was enough to dispel the gloom.

"Lock the door, Daric," Bronte said as he stepped out in front of them all.  There was a tall, spindly wooden statue of a man smoking a pipe in front of the wall that separated the living room from the kitchen.  Bronte picked it up with one hand, and hefted it.  He held it up before him as he entered the kitchen.

"Oh shit," he muttered.  Janicea didn't know why, but he was backing up.  "All of you, run!"  There was genuine terror in his voice.

Run where? she wondered, and then she saw what he saw.  A pale, naked, hulking mass of a man was lumbering after him from the kitchen.  The guy had to be over six and a half feet tall and looked like a power lifter, only one who has been bit and chewed on.  There were all sorts of rips in the flesh of his torso, his arms, and (she wished she hadn't seen this) even his large penis and ball sack looked like they had chunks missing.

Janicea grabbed both kids hands, and pulled them toward the living room.  If this condo was a mirror of the other one, it would loop around to the dining room and patio doors in back of the house.  Beth was screaming as they left Bronte behind, but she fell silent as Janicea stopped a step or two inside the living room.  Two more of the dead were there and coming toward them.  

Both looked like twenty-something, athletic party girls.  One was black, and one was white.  The black girl was stumbling in heels, wearing only panties and a gold chain around her waist.  Her torso and legs were streaked with blood, and there was a gaping, gory hole where her left breast should be.  The white girl wore a tattered black negligee.  Her face was a gruesome cratered mess with only a left eye, no nose, and with her entire lower jaw visible down to the teeth and gums.

Janicea looked around for anything to use as a weapon.  There was a loveseat just to her left, a metal floor lamp, an overstuffed couch against the wall further up to her left, followed by an end table with a lamp and a recliner on the far wall.  To the right, against the wall shared with the kitchen was a large screen TV.

In desperation, she dropped the kids' hands, and grabbed the floor lamp.  Without realizing it, she screamed a war cry, and swung the lamp with all her might at the black girl.  The lamp shade crumpled as it struck the girl's head, and knocked her down.  Janicea followed through with her swing, took a step to her left, and used a back swing to hit the white girl.  

Behind her, there was a thud, and then a choking noise.  Both kids were screaming now, and suddenly, Daric was brushing past her, pulling Beth with him, skirting around the room.  Janicea didn't dare turn around, but instead, lifted the lamp like a spear in both hands over her head, and stabbed downward at the white girl's head.  She felt the light-weight metal of the shade's frame give and crumple, along with the socket, but the lamp shaft was firm.  

Janicea felt fingers grip her ankle, and jerked her leg away.  The lamp shade, along with the frame, and socket assembly were all gone now.  She was holding a long metal shaft with a jagged end in place of a spear tip, and a weighted base at the other.  The balance was even further off, now.  Taking a chance, she turned enough to see the hulking zombie on top of Bronte who was sprawled on his back.  The undead thing had one hand on Bronte's throat.  Bronte was using both of his hands to keep the monster's mouth away from his throat and face, but his arms were trembling.  Panicked by what might be her lover's final moments, she took a step toward them, felt a hand clasp her ankle again, and stumbled the rest of the way toward Bronte and his adversary.  Off balance, and not near as young as the two undead women behind her, she still was nimble and poised and came to a stop just above the two grappling men.  She saw the sweat, pain and effort on Bronte's face as she lifted her awkward weapon high once more.  His eyes locked onto hers, as he lost the ability to hold the other man off.  Lost sight of him as she shoved the jagged spike into the base of the big man's skull.  She pulled it loose.  Used all the strength and momentum she had, and stabbed again.

Bronte pushed the limp body off after that.  She saw blood on his hands as she stepped back to give him room to free himself.  He then, without a word, took her weapon from her, reversed it, and used it like a club to bludgeon the two women crawling toward them.  The hall's floor and walls were covered with blood and gore by the time he was done.

He dropped the lamp shaft with a clatter to the floor, and bent over trying to catch his breath.  The kids came toward them through the kitchen.

"Everybody okay?" Bronte asked.

Beth and Daric answered, "Yes."

Bronte straightened up.  "Janicea?"

She could feel her chest tightening up, and couldn't get enough breath to answer.  She pressed her back against the wall near the staircase.

"Are you okay?" he asked again.

She shook her head, wanting to shrink away from him, and hold him at the same time.  There were no words to answer that question.  She was never going to be okay, now.

The last three fingers on Bronte's right hand were missing.

He saw where she was looking, and shook his head.

"Just cut the damn hand off for me, woman.  Snap out of it!  Snap..."  
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The sun was like a huge, unblinking yellow eye staring down on them.  When combined with the heat and humidity, it was almost unbearable.  The Eye of Satan or a one-eyed monster like me, Johnny thought while pulling at his sweat-soaked shirt.  He paused behind Ike as the other man drew to a stop behind a big truck, and crouched down.  Marcel was close behind, but wheezing badly.  Two other people followed close on his heels.

There hadn't been time to mourn, but Anna and her child were left behind with most of the others.  Twenty people or more were dead for no reason.  Anna pulled down and her throat bitten out before Johnny could take a step to help her.  No antidote was going to save her from that bite!  Of course, she hadn't injected herself anyway.  Then Anna's child tackled by two zombie children, and torn apart...

"There's more coming this way," Ike said over his shoulder.  Johnny grunted in response, and glanced quickly into the truck's bed.  Saw piles of construction materials: rebar, bags of concrete, and lengths of lumber.  He reached in and grabbed several of the rusty lengths of rebar.  Handed one to each of his fellow survivors.

He got a "Thanks" from Marcel, but no one else.  What did it matter?  The only person left that he cared about was Marcel.  Marcel was a good guy.  These people either wanted to live or they didn't.  

"Think we should go back the way we came, or maybe head for the canal?  I bet none of them can swim," Marcel said.  "How many are there?"

"At least four, maybe five," Ike replied.

"Why don't we clobber them real quick," Marcel suggested, "and then see if we can find an empty house?"

Ike looked at Johnny.

Johnny nodded.

"Let's do it then," Ike said.  He stood up, followed closely by Johnny and Marcel.  All three raised their metal rods and charged the approaching monsters.  One was a pre-teen girl, gawky, with the gleam of what were probably metal braces on her teeth, and her skin a ghastly grey.  Two more looked like soccer moms with bloating problems: severe bloating problems.  The fourth resembled the grandpa on that Princess Bride movie, and judging by how he looked, he couldn't have been dead long.  The fifth was probably his bride, an enormous woman missing her scalp, wearing a lavender bathrobe. 

Ike took out the girl with a swing from the hips.  Even peripherally  it was a terrible thing to see as the rod connected with her temple.  The biker then continued toward the soccer moms.  Johnny took out the grandpa's knee cap, then caved in the back of his head as he fell.  The woman in the bathrobe reached out as if to embrace him, robe parting, her mammoth sagging breasts marbled with blue veins, and her mouth opened wide and full of brown, rotting teeth.  Johnny ducked beneath her arms and stabbed upward into her jowl, and up through her mouth.  The rebar stuck there.  It didn't really have a sharp end.  None of this stopped her from reaching for him again, and he let go of the rebar too late.  As she enfolded him in an embrace, he got a good whiff of all the bad body odors associated with corpses, and a lack of hygiene.  He gagged and threw up all over her chest, while frantically trying to break free.  He was trying hard not to lose his footing either, but was stumbling backwards.  He was a big man, but she was a bigger woman.  He could feel his fingernails digging and gouging into the soft flesh of her huge arms, until they reached the muscle beneath.   

Johnny screamed as she slammed him into the hood of the truck they'd been hiding behind.  The impact re-awakened the injury from his jump off the Skyway Bridge.  He lost the strength to fight her off.  The only thing saving him appeared to be the piece of rebar.  Maybe it impaled her tongue?  She was having trouble opening her mouth wide enough to bite him.  He was so weak it was the end anyway, when suddenly someone wacked the woman hard on the right side of her head.  She snarled, turned toward the attacker, and got whacked again.  Her nose and one of her eyes burst.  Another whack.  Then another.  The snarling stopped, and her grip on him relaxed.  Both of them, still embracing, slid down to the road.

Fortunately she hit the ground first, and he ended up on top of her.  A moment later, Marcel was there, trying to help him up.  Johnny screamed again, and Marcel let go.

Johnny collected himself, although it was hard with your face in the vomit covered bosom of a corpse.  He said with a rasp, "My back is hurt Marcel.  I'm going to scream anyway.  Don't give up, okay?  Just get me on my feet."

"Sure thing, Johnny," Marcel answered.  Without any hesitation, the big kid got his arms around him and hoisted him to his feet.  Johnny gritted his teeth the whole way up, then leaned back against the truck.  Ike was nearby, still standing over the now motionless corpses of the two soccer moms.  The other two survivors were gone.

"Where'd they go?" Johnny asked, voice raw, croaking now due to the bile still in his mouth and throat.

"Who, the other two people with us?" Marcel asked.

Johnny nodded.

"They ran off.  I tried to stop them, but saw you needed help.  We don't need them anyway, do we, Johnny?"

Johnny shook his head.  He looked up and down the street.  It was clear for the moment.  No doubt, most of the locals were probably still feasting over near the canal.  He felt in his pants pocket for the bottle of Flexeril, and to his relief, found it.  His throat was too dry to swallow one...or maybe two pills right now, but as soon as he found something to drink he would.

Ike turned around.  "Let's find a safe place," he said.  He then turned toward the nearest condo building.  

"I just wish we could wash this stink away," Marcel said.  "It stays with you for so long."  
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At least one important amenity still worked.  The water heater was hooked up to a solar panel on the roof.  Long as there was water pressure, they'd have hot water.    

As gently as he could, Hicks lowered himself and his girl into the hot soapy water of the tiled Roman tub,  The cinnamon-scented candles in sconces on the wall were lit, and the sun's light shone through the patterned privacy glass of the window.  There were two glasses of wine, and a bottle on the wide, shelf-like edge of the tub.  The tension eased out of his body almost immediately as he pulled her close in between his spread legs.  She seemed content just to sit there as he reached for a loofah sponge and began cleaning her body.  

He pressed his nose into her brunette hair, and it smelled fresh and clean.  Her breasts were firm with just a little sag beneath his hands and felt wonderful.  He pulled her buttocks more firmly against his groin, and groaned into her ear, "Ready?"

When she didn't answer or respond to his touch, he interpreted it as shyness.  After all, they barely knew each other.  These things couldn't be rushed.

"We'll wait," he told her.  He felt a rush of affection for this sweet, quiet girl.  He was more alive at this moment than he'd been since...he actually couldn't remember.  All the blood, death and destruction of the last few days had nearly done him in.  He needed to lose himself in caring for someone.  He lifted his glass of wine to his lips, drank a swallow, and put it back down next to the bottle.  The girl didn't drink.  He was certain that she was old enough.  She looked to be at least twenty-five.

"Are you sure you don't want any?" he asked.

She didn't answer.  Maybe she was still in shock?  Who wouldn't be?  Better not to push things.  Patience would help create a beautiful relationship.  He was certain of this.

He began to clean himself, scrubbing hard at the crusted blood, gore and dirt.  He was glad that she wasn't squeamish.  A military man's woman needed to be tough, and she'd passed that test by not even blinking an eye when he'd begun to strip down.  She didn't seem to mind his funky smell either.  Describing the smell of death as sickly sweet, like most people thought, wasn't exactly accurate.  To him, it was this horrible, hard to describe smell that clung, and was impossible to wash away.  Sort of reminded him of tear gas with its persistence.  It had to dissipate.

At least the soap helped some, and...he didn't know what her name was.  Carrie—-The name just popped up.  Was it telepathy?  He didn't know or care.  All that mattered was that Carrie didn't care how he looked or smelled.

He'd met his soul mate.

All of the tension of the last days was becoming a memory.  He caught himself drifting off, woke briefly and then moments later fell asleep.
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Trish wished for something to tie her hair up.  Trying to hold her hair up off her neck wasn't cooling her down.  Even with the windows open, it was hot in the house.  Too many people, too close together.  

The living room of the so-called Alamo was large, but not large enough to contain this many people comfortably, Trish thought.  She sat next to Mills, Amy and Keller on a long couch near a window, but other people were pressed in around her while they all waited the appearance of this mysterious Sid.  Several of his men were already in the room, but all stood near the exits.  They were easy to distinguish because they all were wearing khaki.  They didn't carry themselves like soldiers, though.  No conditioned discipline.  They were more like thugs in uniforms.  The leader was a brutal-looking man with a torso that was a little long for his legs.  She thought he was Mexican, but wasn't sure.  One of his men called him Chato.  There was something reptilian about him.  She didn't think that he would be a sentimental or forgiving man.  Her attention kept coming back to him as the time went on.  More and more she focused on the hand he kept on the machete that hung from his belt.  

"Got to keep an eye on him," Mills murmured in her ear.

"Yes, I've been around some creepy people in my life, and that is a man who has killed a lot," she whispered back.

"I agree.  First chance we get, think we better get away.  Keller and Amy want out, too," he replied.

She nodded, but didn't answer.  The man, Chato, was watching them.  Her.

Being noticed wasn't good.  

Or was he watching them?  It was hard to be sure because his eyes were barely open.  Sleepy eyes.  She'd seen men like him before quite often.  Fist fighters.  There was scar tissue beneath each of his eyes, and his nose looked like it had been broken and re-set badly.  His ears were swollen and deformed resembling cauliflower buds.  

Every day, Trish's world was growing more surreal.  Here she sat in the living room of a Spanish style house surrounded by a six foot stone wall that people were calling the Alamo, and she was waiting on a warlord to arrive and say what he had to say.  

Mills reached over and took her hand.  She let him do it.  He didn't know her well enough if he thought she needed comforting.  All the same, it was a slight comfort.  He probably needed her more than she needed him.  She wasn't sure whether she could adjust to looking at his mutilated ear.  He was a good looking guy, but the missing right ear was a constant reminder of what the world had become.  She would probably avoid any close relationship for the rest of her life.  Too much uncertainty from day to day, and here she was being choosy instead of being practical.  At least the hand holding was a start if she reversed her thinking.  Not much chance of that after all these years.

A door slammed.  A voice said, "The dead things are surrounding us!"

Another voice, this one with an accent said, "Calm down.  When we are ready to leave, a distraction will be provided.  Leave things to me."  The voice of Chato.

A moment later, a tall, slim middle-aged man wearing a long-sleeved blue checkered shirt, jeans and combat boots entered the room through the kitchen doorway.  He was at least partially Asian, was smooth-shaven, and radiated confidence.  He stopped just in front of Chato, and looked over the group of people before him one by one without saying anything.

The silence grew uncomfortable, and Trish's patience was at an end, when the man said, "There is no reason to fear.  The wall surrounding this house is thick, and tall enough to keep the dead out.  I, am Sid.  Some call me El Sid.  Sid with an 'S.'  I like El Campeador even more."

Sid smiled at them, evidently amused.  No one smiled or laughed.  Was the man making a joke of some kind?  Apparently he thought so.  Trish's Spanish wasn't good enough to know the meaning of Campeador.

"We are embarked upon a grand adventure," Sid told them, "you and I."

You and I?  Trish had heard enough, but forced herself into stillness.  

"This place is an outpost of what will become an empire.  Our capitol is an island.  Tanglewood Island to be exact.  I fancy the name and will keep it.  Calling this place the Alamo amuses me, also.  I am appointing Chato as your leader for now.  If someone suitable and trustworthy emerges from the group, ultimately, that person will take charge.  The chief mission here will be to mount expeditions to find survivors and useful supplies.  We will build something from this disaster.  Something better.  You will see what I see, and life will be good."

Sid paused and looked around the room.  Trish wondered whether anyone would speak up without being given permission.  That was exactly what she suspected he was doing.  Looking for the overeager loud mouth.  Someone to be an example.

It would not be her.

The room remained silent.  Perhaps there weren't any fools here.

"Very well, one last thing."  He glanced at his watch.  "All weapons will be turned in for inspection, and all ammo accounted for.  Those who don't go out on expeditions will have no need to be armed.  I give you fifteen minutes.  Anyone who wants to leave, is free to go."

He turned an strode out of the room without a backward glance.  Chato and the guards remained.

Shocked silence was how Trish would describe the reaction to that last edict.

Trish turned toward her three original companions.  "My mind is made up," she whispered to them, "I want out."  

The rest of the room babbled loudly as the more panicked people made their dismay clear.  

"We aren't going to stay anyway, so I agree," said Keller.

Amy and Mills agreed.

"So do we just wait for our chance to part ways, then?" Trish asked.

"It's either that or tell them we are leaving," Mills replied.  

"So which will it be?  Maybe they will kill anybody who wants to leave." Amy asked.

"There aren't that many of them," Keller said.  "I doubt they will try to stop anyone from leaving, at least not while we are armed.  "

Trish looked him over.  The man was big, bigger than Frank, the bouncer at the exotic club.  Might be able to take Sid's henchmen on his own.  She knew that he'd been some kind of soldier, but hadn't talked with him much because Amy was all over him.  He could probably take any of them, except Chato.  Keller might have too much good guy in him.  She sensed that Chato liked killing.  

"Do we have to go straight to the nuke button?" Mills asked.  "Maybe they will just let us go."

Trish bit her tongue.  Maybe Mills was too civilized, also.  He was always more interested in saving people he didn't know.  Firefighters do that.  Right now, their group needed to be number one.  The rest of these people were strangers, as faceless and meaningless as the crowds of men who used to watch her dance.  

"You know, Adam," Keller said, "I like you, but you can be as dumb as a brick.  Look at that Chato guy!  He's a predator.  I say fuck playing nice with these people.  They let us go, or he can see how far his machete gets him against a full auto shotgun..."

Maybe there was more to Keller than she realized.  Trish glanced at Amy, and saw that her face was flushed.  So was her chest.  Her shirt was unbuttoned just enough to reveal cleavage and rosy skin.  A lot of women got off on this type of thing:  Real life blood sport where people lived and died, and afterwards the survivors feasted and fucked.

Trish wasn't exactly immune to that sort of thing, herself.  

Amy looked up, and said, "I'm with Matt."          

"Glad we are in agreement," Trish said, and leaned back on the couch.

Mills sighed.  "Life will never be dull with you people.  I just hope they don't argue with us."

"Ten minutes," Chato said, nearly shouting to be heard over the crowd.  He was watching her this time for sure.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Juliet


[image: image]


She set the nearly empty highball glass on the bar, and refilled it past the halfway mark with Bacardi, then added a splash of Pepsi.  She was hungry, but didn't want anything to interfere with her buzz.  Pretty soon the hunger would be a memory, and she was already feeling the stirrings of another type of hunger...

"Any luck finding a note from Hicks?" Booth asked her.  He'd just walked into the room, and was standing behind her.  

Julie shook her head.  "What have you been up too?  I thought you were just going up on the roof."

"When I was sure none of the things were nearby, I went out to reconnoiter.  No sign of Hicks anywhere, and none of those things either."

Lassiter and George came into the hall behind her.  George was busy chattering away at the man.  Lassiter smiled at a little and looked pointedly at her glass and the Bacardi bottle on the counter.  

"So what are we going to do, then?" she asked.

Booth smiled.  Maybe it was at George's antics or maybe it was her use of the word we.  She couldn't be sure.

"I want to find at least two vehicles.  Either something big enough to plow through things, or some motorcycles.  Do either of you know how to ride?"

Lassiter stepped up beside her, and shook his head.   Grey hair was sprouting all over his cheeks and chin, and she thought he looked like a derelict.     

"No," Julie replied.  "Just pillion."

























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEeap TIDE

RAGE

STEPHEN A. NORTH





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





