
  
  Praise For Dead Tide


“Dead Tide Surge will rip your heart out! The scale of loss in Dead Tide Surge is staggering for fans of the first two books in the series. I found myself on more than one occasion closing the book just to say ‘damn.’” 
 -Jamal Morgue Luckett

“Probably the most ethnically diverse Zpoc series written. If you’re tired of all your characters looking the same or being super soldiers who somehow are able to travel coast to coast during a Z’poc, this series is for you.” -Kindle customer

“Enjoyed reading this book so much I finished it in one day.” -Kindle customer

“The waves keep crashing… 4.5 stars.” -Patrick S. Dorazio

“In Book 3, the multiple storylines are finally converging, making it an easier novel to navigate. I enjoyed the action scenes far more - not your typical slash ’n’ dash that readers often find in horror novels. North has become rather creative with the death and despair surrounding the survivors... take a deep breath because North’s Dead Tide will pull you in further with the Surge.” -Astradaemon’s Lair

“A worthy follow up to the first two books of the Dead Tide series. As always, Mr. North knows how to write action!! His characters are well developed and his world, intriguing and fresh. A must read for Z fans.” -Eric S. Brown














  
  
      
        
          Dead Tide Surge 

          
		      
          Stephen Alexander North

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Stephen Alexander North

        

      

    


  
  Previously published through Permuted Press © 2014 
Edited by Felicia A. Sullivan
Cover art by Ophelia Kee
Copyright © 2024 by Stephen Alexander North
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
  Dedication


In Memory of:

Keith Laumer, who spent two hours of his life on the phone 

talking to a much younger version of me 

when I cold called him one afternoon almost forty years ago (now); 

and my uncle, Malcolm Wells, 

who bled all over two of my short stories with red ink. 
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Dead Tide Surge

Is Anyone Safe In This New World of Consumerism?
The group, including the cop, Talaski, and the firefighter, Mills, is stranded on the old fishing pier that once was the Skyway Bridge. To the northeast, Bronte’s followers fight to the death for Tanglewood Island. Further inland the soldier, Jacobs, befriends a group of kids and finds them a haven at a small walled house they aptly dub the Alamo. Meanwhile, President Foster’s wife, Julie, convinces a group of soldiers to take her back to her husband. Find out, too, what trouble Dead-Eye Johnny jumped into when he leapt off the Skyway and fell onto a cruise ship! Others like Trish and Natalie face terrible odds on their own.
Behind all of it is a shadowy corporation, a runaway scientist and a cut-throat mobster, all determined to secure what is best for themselves! 
Humanity is in its death throes and still the survivors of the apocalypse struggle with and embrace friendship, love, lust, envy, hate, rage and cruelty beyond measure. The grueling task of finding a safe haven and securing supplies is far more difficult than it should be simply due to human nature. For the privileged, protected elite, that task has been a burden shouldered by others as they wait in bunkers, or take the sun on the decks of yachts. The average survivor does what he or she has to, or what they can live with to survive. 
Until now. 
Witness the best and the worst that humanity has to offer as the dead tide surges, and what is left of civilization sinks into a morass of madness.”
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  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

(in order of appearance, or being mentioned)


Gilbert Kincaid, possible virus carrier/spreader, and former member of the research center responsible for developing the virus, husband to Jeanette, and father of Ray and Cora. 

Jeanette Kincaid, unfaithful wife of Gilbert, and mother of Ray and Cora

Raymond ‘Ray’ Kincaid, son of Gilbert and Jeanette, wave runner thug

Cora Kincaid, daughter of Gilbert and Jeanette, sister of Ray

Randy ‘Francis’ Hart, business executive, associate of Sid, and probable governmental agent

Velicity Hart, wife of Francis Hart

Lance Mathers, suave news anchor with the golden voice

Ritchie Evans, Mathers’ cameraman

Clive Collier, Secret Service agent assigned to the President’s detail

Lt. Green, military attaché to President Foster

Candace Fiore, Speaker of the House

Private Reedy, rebel marine soldier

Agent Khalid, member of Foster’s Secret Service detail

Agent Andrews, member of Foster’s Secret Service detail

Agent Hale, member of Foster’s Secret Service detail

Johnny ‘Dead-Eye’ Kruger, speech-impaired, blind in right eye, retail store cart pusher/stockman

Gretchen ‘Gretch,’ a leader of the cruise ship survivors with a connection to Gilbert Kincaid’s Survivor Group, and partner to Gary

Gary, co-leader of the cruise ship survivors, partner to Gretchen, and associate of Gilbert Kincaid

Billy Ray, cruise ship doctor

Patricia ‘Trish’ Reed, widow, and gentlemen’s club entertainer

Paul Jeffrey Jacobs, divorced black ops soldier

Sussu, a female yellow Labrador retriever

Juliet ‘Julie’ Foster, First Lady, and wife of President Burt Foster

President Burt Foster (sometimes erroneously spelled as Bert), chief executive and commander-in-chief of the United States of America, husband to Juliet, and father of George

Ensign Matthews, Coast Guard Supply Officer

Colonel Jerome Bolger, army escort assigned to First Lady Juliet Foster

 George Foster, son of Juliet and Burt

Warrant Officer Albert Lassiter, helicopter crew chief

Captain Fletcher, naval officer

Captain Pete Duncan, helicopter pilot

1st Lieutenant Lot, helicopter co-pilot

Chris, friend of Ray Kincaid, wave runner thug

Ralph, friend of Ray Kincaid, wave runner thug

Katrina, Ralph’s wife

Natalie, St Petersburg High School ‘Green Devil’ cheerleader, senior class

Liz, St. Petersburg High School ‘Green Devil’ cheerleader, senior class, and Sam’s girlfriend

Sam, St. Petersburg High School ‘Green Devil’ football player, senior class

Harry, nerd friend of Liz, and Dairy Queen cashier at Tyrone Square Mall

Jimmy, member of Sid’s gang

Troy, member of Sid’s gang

Sid, drug dealer connected to Gretchen and Gilbert

Janicea, activist, and Bronte’s girlfriend

Ralls, cruise ship captain

Bronte, Gulf War army veteran, boyfriend of Janicea

Tracks, Bronte’s best friend, former soldier and ex-boxer

Daric, pre-teen orphan, and friend of Beth

Leo Franzetti, Northeast High School football player, #53

Old Lady Hatcher, neighborhood spinster known to Leo and Kyle

Kyle, SP high school football player, #55

Mr. Huff, cruise ship survivor, subordinate of Gretchen and Gary, part of expedition to Tampa dockyards

Marcel, easy-going new friend to Johnny, cruise ship survivor, part of expedition to Tampa dockyards

Nella, Sid’s runaway girlfriend

Anna, single mother, cruise ship survivor, and part of Tampa dockyards expedition

Joseph, bodyguard of Francis Hart

Barb, brunette White House secretary

April, blonde White House secretary

Kevin, Presidential Bunker Comm Center soldier/clerk

Ike, cruise ship survivor, and member of Tampa dockyards expedition

Chato, subordinate of Sid

Gabe, member of Sid’s gang

General Kyler, commander-in-chief of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

Private Collins, First MP Greenhouse gate guard

Private Patrick, Second MP Greenhouse gate guard

Captain Porlock, escort assigned to Candace 

Major Powell, escort assigned to Candace

Nick Talaski, police officer, and friend to Matt Keller

Matt Keller, former soldier and friend to Nick Talaski

Amy Lenz, police department desk clerk recently involved with Keller

Adam Mills, firefighter

Doreen, teenage survivor near Eckerd College

Lester, teenage survivor near Eckerd College

Ben, teenage survivor near Eckerd College, wearing a Woodlawn Hitting Club shirt

Tommy, deceased friend of Ben

Paul, leader of Tanglewood Island invaders, cruise boat survivor, associate of Gretchen and Gary






  
  Prologue


He waited with the patience of someone who has no hope or expectations.  
Something stirred in the night, beyond his vision. He felt it evolving, growing. He sensed the coming storm; the hairs on his forearms stood on end. Dread circled at the edge of his awareness like a carrion bird.
While he waited, he stood on the balcony and stared out over the white-capped waves of Tampa Bay. In the background, a radio played, and a singer asked, “Where have you been all my life?” 
Somewhere out there—in the inky darkness across the black expanse of open water—was Tampa. Off to the left, he had a good view of the inverted pyramid shape of one of the city of St. Petersburg’s most iconic landmarks: The Pier, a five-story building and its lighted causeway approach. 
Finally, he heard the bathroom door open and turned around.
In the dim light of a flickering candle, he watched her undo the buttons of her beige knee-length dress, one by one. The dress slid to the terrazzo floor and pooled at her feet. She stepped carefully toward him, naked except for a pair of black stiletto heels. 
Gilbert Kincaid was a tall, heavily built, brown-haired man with a jowl and an expanding waist. He wore a well-cut, pressed gray suit that emphasized his broad shoulders and minimized his gut.
She was a tiny thing, but strong. Beautiful. Foreign. A woman like her from the States would never notice him. She had a pixie’s face: a small pert nose and a rosebud mouth. Her eyes were almond-shaped, and her hair a rich mahogany brown that fell past her naked shoulders in a lustrous wave. She was tan all over, with small, firm breasts, wide hips, and a nice ass. She wouldn’t look at him, and he thought it gave her a demure, sexy demeanor. Hadn’t said a word since entering the room either. She seemed to understand English, though, when he said, “Come here.” 
He waited impatiently as she knelt at his feet and removed his shoes, then pulled his socks off. Felt her fingers behind his knees, tugging him forward. He ran his fingers through her hair, and even rubbed her head with some affection as she reached for his zipper and pushed him back on the bed.
Lightning flickered, visible through the open window, and just like that, it was raining again and almost pitch-black outside. Her fingers gave him a brief teasing squeeze, and then her mouth covered his. Thunder rumbled, distant and ominous. She kissed his chest, reached for and grasped his right wrist. He grinned when he felt her slide a loop of rope around his wrist and pull it tight.
“What are you doing?” he asked, voice full of laughter.
She didn’t answer, but grabbed his left wrist and tied it down as well. 
“Hey...can I trust you?” he asked, and wondered whether he’d made the biggest mistake of his life. She wasn’t the first woman he’d picked up in a bar on the way home, but she represented his first venture, or first overture, toward his former life in which he had indulged.
Her eyes met his at last. She smiled. In perfect, unaccented English, she said, “No, you can’t trust me.”
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, it’s like this,” she said, and paused as someone opened the bedroom door. Two men entered. One wore a lab coat, gloves, a mask, and held a syringe. The second was an immense bald man wearing sunglasses, boots, old olive drab fatigues, and a holstered pistol.
The syringe was all he could focus on. This had to be a nightmare. 
“Do you remember a little incident a few months back, Senor Kincaid?” The naked woman asked.
Kincaid didn’t answer. She probably knew everything. He felt somewhat surprised that it had taken this long for word to get out.      
He knew exactly what she was referring to.
He remembered leaning against a door, trying to catch his breath and fighting a panic attack. Reliving the nightmare was too easy, and he slipped right back into it. He recalled the klaxons and the red strobe lights were making him more than a little crazy. Remembered thinking: If only someone would turn them off, as he finished putting on the protective mask. He’d gripped the hypodermic syringe while staring at the three-tiered bank of twenty four-foot monitor screens before him. Each monitor screen was currently showing shifting scenes of the breached facility. And the bodies. Dead people—hundreds of bodies littered the grounds—both inside and out. 
So far, none were moving.
He hesitated with the injection. All he had to do was jam it in his thigh, but he had always been afraid of needles. Worse yet, he had thick skin. No sign of veins anywhere on him except on his feet and at his wrists. 
On Camera Seven he saw soldiers in bio-hazard suits at the perimeter fence, standing outside the locked down gate, but for the moment, the only things moving were tree branches swaying in the wind and, visible on the second tier, Camera Four. 
The plume, nearly invisible to the human eye, was carried on the breeze. No escaping it: an airborne motive virus.
God only knew whether the disaster was recoverable. 
The end of the world—all it had taken was one prick. Well, and the wind.
The prick was the bureaucrat, Randy Francis, the guy three monitors over from the left. He had a face like a puffer fish—pale, puckered lips, flushed cheeks, with the skin tightened and tensed. The flush was the only color on his face. His crewcut hair was gray, and he radiated cold, too, like a tiled floor on a wintry day. No warmth in that thin-lipped smile or in his faded blue eyes.
Even now, when nothing mattered anymore, Francis droned on.
“I want to know why you didn’t hold people accountable, Kincaid. The facts were all there, and you failed to react. The president has authorized the No Live order for a fifty-mile radius. You included.”
He wondered how the inhabitants of this South American country would feel about that.
That isn’t close to far enough. Maybe nothing was.
Kincaid lowered his chin to his chest and closed his eyes. He wanted to protest his innocence, but there was no point. The guy’s mind was made up. 
My life is over. I’m going to be blamed for this, even though I warned them. Why bother with an injection?
The troubling thing was that he hadn’t had a life for a long time, anyway. This project had been everything. His marriage was all but over. His wife, Jeanette, was cheating on him, and that wasn’t okay. He still didn’t know what to do about that. All he had were the kids, Ray and Cora, and they were adults now. 
“Anything to say for yourself?” Francis asked.
Kincaid gave an elaborate shrug. 
You may think our little conversation is over, but it isn’t. 
He looked up at the monitor, and at the businessman sitting somewhere in a skyscraper in Tampa. The guy finished a powdered donut, then took a casual sip of coffee.
“You won’t outlive me for long, Mr. Francis. Not long at all.”
Francis smiled faintly. “Don’t count on that, Kincaid.” 
Kincaid rolled up his shirt sleeve and readied the shot. The long needle reminded him of a lance. 
“What is that you have there?” Francis asked.
Kincaid didn’t answer, but he continued to stare at the syringe.
Should have drunk more water. Brings the veins right to the surface. The nurse who took his blood sample every four months always told him to drink a lot of water.
“Is that an antidote, Kincaid?”
Kincaid found a vein, feeling the faint pulse of blood in the crook of his left arm. Nausea nearly overwhelmed him as he slid the needle in and injected himself.
“So what if it is, Francis? I’m dead, right?”
In the uppermost monitor on the right, soldiers in black uniforms were rappelling out of a helicopter. 
“Is it the antidote? Tell me now, and I’ll let you live.”
Kincaid couldn’t hold back, and shouted, “Too bad about all those workers, and ultimately all the people of South America, eh, Francis? They aren’t going to live! This place is about to become the Land of the Dead. Your fault, not mine! Your fault!”
Francis showed him his teeth in what he probably thought was a smile. 
Kincaid smiled right back and whispered, “We’re all in this big fishbowl together. The wind’s blowing, motherfucker, and Tampa isn’t far enough away. No place is.”
Francis was absolutely still, his smile long gone.
“I will spare you and your family, Kincaid, but I want that antidote,” he said.
Kincaid closed his eyes and thought it over. “Put me on the next flight out, and you have a deal.”
“Smart man,” Francis said.
When Kincaid opened his eyes again, he was looking into the barrel of an assault rifle held by one soldier in bio-gear.
Privately, he agreed. He was pretty sure he’d never make it out of the country alive. There was really only one choice.
Now here he was, tied down, and about to be injected with God-knew what. He thought about wheels within wheels and how he’d ended up in this woman’s room and the long chain of events that had to occur to get here. 
The woman smiled at him and pressed the needle against and into his skin, then depressed the injector. For a moment, the pain was little more than a stinging sensation, but it quickly blossomed into something so large and encompassing that he couldn’t get his mind around it. 
One thing he was sure of was that they weren’t giving him another antidote.
“You scared?” the big bald guy with the gun on his hip asked. 
“No, should I be?” Kincaid asked, trying to bluff it out.
The man took his sunglasses off, revealing the eyes of a remorseless killer. “I’d be scared if I were you,” he answered. “You have no idea what’s running through your veins now.”
“And so,” Kincaid replied, “I have lost control of the situation. That ends any lingering worry. Why should I worry about things that are beyond my control? Also wrecks any leverage you have over me.”
The masked guy in the lab coat spoke up. “You’ll exhibit symptoms that’ll be disturbing within days. Use this phone if you change your mind before it’s too late. There’s only one number in the memory. I recommend you call it soon.” He held the phone out to Kincaid.
Kincaid shrugged. “My hands are still tied.”
The bald man smiled at him. “We—that is, Mr. Francis and I—know where your children are, Kincaid. We’ve given you two solid reasons to do as we say. You can still save yourself and your children. You have roughly two days. Think hard. People are dying here. The plague is spreading quickly. Many people, perhaps one in three, simply succumb within moments of being infected.”
Kincaid could only stare at the man. The worst-case scenario was playing out—-if he was telling the truth.
The woman untied his hands and stepped back. Kincaid rubbed his wrists and examined his arm where the needle went in. He climbed back to his feet, straightened his clothing. 
The guy in the coat still held the phone. Kincaid took it and slipped it into his jacket pocket.
“You realize that threatening my children was a mistake, right? Tell Francis that,” Kincaid said, while looking at the bald man.
The man didn’t answer. Just glared at him.
“I’ll be on my way, then,” Kincaid said. He crossed the room to the door and went out into the corridor beyond. Other doors stretched away to either side, and about fifteen feet away to the right was an overturned garbage can. A sour, rotten smell wafted to him, and he gagged and coughed. The elevator was ten feet down the corridor. He pushed the down button. While waiting, he could feel cold sweat forming at his temples and wondered whether he was feeling whatever they’d injected him with.
A bell dinged; the door slid to the side. Kincaid stepped in and pressed the button for the first floor. There was only a vague sensation of movement. Moments later, the car arrived at the first floor, and he exited into a lobby with a gleaming white marble floor. On the way out, he passed a gray-faced man sprawled on the floor. 
He had the passing thought that the guy might be dead, but Kincaid didn’t care at the moment. Odds were, on a normal day, it wouldn’t faze him either. 
One of his shoes hit the man’s outstretched leg on the way past. The man didn’t react, and Kincaid reached the glass lobby doors and pushed out into the humid night. Not far away, the lights of the Baywalk Movie and Restaurant Complex glittered, and he could hear Barry White music coming from a nearby taxi where a guy sat behind the wheel tapping his fingers to the beat.
Kincaid felt for his wallet. It was gone. Probably still up in that penthouse. 
He needed that car, but didn’t have the money to pay for the ride. The driver looked big, but Kincaid figured with surprise on his side, he could take him. All he had to do was get the guy out of the taxi. What method would work best? he wondered.
A moment later, Kincaid staggered around to the other side of the car and rapped on the back seat passenger window with the ring on his finger, trying to appear drunk. He really wasn’t feeling well, so it wasn’t too much of a stretch.
Almost before he knew it, the taxi driver was out and coming around the car to assist him. Kincaid waited until he was within range and pounced. The driver was so startled that he didn’t have a chance. When they hit the ground, Kincaid had his hands wrapped around the guy’s throat and the driver’s head hit the pavement.
Kincaid grabbed the car keys and dragged the cab driver around the corner and into a nearby alley. He thought the driver was still alive.
Not that it mattered. 






  
  Chapter one
Mathers


My last broadcast.  
It certainly wasn’t going to be the sign off he’d imagined. He didn’t even know if there was anyone out there to watch it. 
Lance Mathers took a last, long drag on his cigarette and tossed it away. He looked at himself in a small hand mirror and rubbed at the dirt smudged on his cheek. Not much could be done about his hair, but it wasn’t too bad. His suit looked clean, and the viewers wouldn’t have a clue that his deodorant had failed. He turned to his cameraman and asked, “You get a good shot of the choppers coming back, Ritchie?” 
The small, disheveled young man nodded. “Yeah, I got the setting sun as a backdrop and everything. Even got some footage of them shooting down a couple of guys who got bit. That what you wanted, Lance?”
Mathers gave him a rueful smile. “That sounds great. Try to get the smoke and fire from that burning town in the next shot. This is probably our last broadcast. Might not even be anyone watching anymore.”
“Whenever you’re ready, Lance.”
Mathers looked into the camera and let himself slip into character: the tireless, suave newsman with the golden voice. 
“Good evening! Lance Mathers here, on a hillside in North Carolina, outside the presidential bunker with some final thoughts. All governmental structure appears to have collapsed. There was gunfire in the bunker recently. Ritchie and I will go in and investigate shortly, but I think this is the end. The latest report I saw on our overseas forces is that most of them escaped and are on their way home. But home to what? How many of them will come home to nothing? Our government has failed to protect us. I fear that this isn’t just the end of our country, but the end of humanity.” 
Mathers paused and turned his back to the camera. He gestured at the wooded hills and the pall of smoke, then pivoted slowly back around.
“Is this the future, my fellow Americans? A return to the wilderness? Back to a cave in a hillside? Those of us who survive, that is, while mockeries of what we once were parade around the ruins of our cities, hunting us...no, consuming us! Lends new meaning to the word consumerism, I suppose.”
Mathers dropped his chin and fell silent.
After a moment or two, the cameraman coughed and asked, “That all you got, Lance?”
“I think so, Ritchie. I’m done.” 
“What now, then? Do we go back in there?”
Mathers paused, thinking. “What did Bob Dylan have to say about too much of nothing?”
The other man looked off into the distance, as if pondering. “Something about the waters of oblivion?”
“Exactly,” Mathers replied. “If you still have that gun, maybe we can chance one last venture into the bunker to liberate some booze, and then we can get oblivious in style.”
“So, that’s your plan?” Ritchie asked.
Mathers nodded.
“Better than mine. Let’s go.”






  
  Chapter two
Clive


In the dream, Secret Service Agent Clive Collier relived being too slow, over and over, feeling useless and lost as he was shot repeatedly. He couldn’t believe those soldiers had gotten the drop on him. Of course, how could he have anticipated anything that had happened in the last week? Were there contingency plans for riots and chemical warfare? Sure, but reanimated corpses hungering for flesh?  
Nobody outside of Hollywood ever considered the possibility of this new reality.  
He woke, lying in a pool of his own blood. Blinked slowly. Felt detached. Stared for several moments at the twin fluorescent lights on the ceiling. Watched as the light flickered, then steadied. He had the vague thought that something must have caused a fluctuation in the power. Problem with the generators?
Hard to think. 
He closed his eyes, tried to piece together what happened. He remembered sitting with that army lieutenant. What was his name? Green? They both were looking at a photo pinned to the wall over a map of the United States. The photo was a beautiful picture of blue water, islands with lush jungle, and a mountain rising in the distance. 
Green had said something like, “That’s where I need to be. Find a nice island girl. Build a house right there at the edge of the water and at the foot of that mountain.”
Clive was about to reply when he heard shouts and went to investigate. Speaker of the House, Candace Fiore, was arguing with the survivors of the failed rescue mission. He didn’t quite catch what she’d said, but suddenly the soldiers surged forward, killed all three secret service agents with her, and then threw her on a pool table. 
He couldn’t just stand there. 
Trying to intervene was a mistake. My first loyalty should have been the president’s safety. 
The only other option would have been killing the soldiers. It would have been a simple thing to step into the room behind them and blaze away with his pistol.
Next time, he vowed to himself. 
He felt so weak that it was good to lie down and stay still. That soldier named Reedy had shot him at least three times in the chest. Thank God it was with a 9mm pistol! A bullet-proof vest was probably the only reason Clive was still breathing.
As for the others, from the corner of his left eye, he could see bodies. All of them were his friends, and were the only other secret service agents left: Khalid, Andrews, and Hale. 
He couldn’t believe it. Why? Why are we still killing each other, when every day there are fewer of us, and more of them?
He lifted his head, couldn’t see any other bodies. Wonder what happened to Green and the speaker of the house? 
Clive was sure they were dead, but not sure they were going to stay that way.
His left wrist was throbbing. He may have landed on it when he fell. The right arm was okay, and he used that one to lever himself up. Once sitting upright, the ache in his chest woke up, and he couldn’t get his breath. 
Halfway there. Next tough assignment: standing up. 
He was exhausted.
Something made him look up. The Speaker was sitting up on the pool table, and she was looking at him. Her legs were still splayed apart, and she still wore her spiked-heeled shoes. Her trench coat was open and the red sheath dress beneath was bunched around her waist. He had a clear view of everything. For a moment, he gaped, drinking in the view.
It’s been so long for me, but why is she doing this? 
She slid off the table, and her dress slipped back into place. She stood awkwardly, as if unused to wearing heels. With the view gone, the spell was broken. He looked at her face. Her expression could be mistaken for lust: lips parted and eyes half open.
Her color seems a bit off...
Is she one of them?
She said, “Help me.”
He spotted movement behind her.
“Oh Jesus,” he said out loud.
Andrews was sitting up now, too.
Clive reached under his arm, underneath his jacket, and pulled out his pistol with his right hand.
The Speaker was lurching toward him, somehow staying on her feet. Andrews was right behind her.
He flicked the safety off and sighted down the barrel, waiting for a clear shot. He worried that there wouldn’t be one, but the woman stumbled, barely staying upright by grabbing onto a chair.
He squeezed the trigger. Andrew’s upper body jerked with the impact, blood sprayed, and his body staggered back a step or two.
Clive aimed more carefully at what remained of one of his best friends. Fired. The bullet plowed into Andrews’ mouth. Andrews still didn’t stop. Hands shaking, Clive aimed again, this time between Andrews’ eyes. Behind him, Hale and Khalid were standing up, and other people crowding in behind them. He couldn’t aim the gun from his position. He’d have to get up or slide backwards, and he had to make a choice soon. In a moment or two, it wouldn’t matter. He couldn’t steady his hand enough to aim properly. With only five feet between them, Clive put his good arm down, shifted his knee sideways to the floor, and got to his feet. Andrews grabbed his arms and leaned down. 
Andrews was ready to bite. 
Adrenaline enabled Clive to bend his knees and then drive his arms up and out, breaking the hold. Andrews staggered backward. Clive followed, shoving the gun against the other man’s nose and firing. The body dropped. 
Hale and Khalid were within ten feet. Clive shoved the security room table into them and knocked them down. He snarled, “Candace, kick your shoes off!”
The woman looked puzzled, but obeyed. He grabbed her right hand in his left, and although he couldn’t run, he reeled through the doorway and into the break room. Three undead soldiers staggered toward them from the exit to the main entrance to his left. To the right was the passage to the president’s quarters.
There wasn’t time for debate—simply get out or do his duty. 
He took the right turn, pulled the Speaker along with him, and didn’t look back.    







  
  Chapter three
Johnny


He thought getting up would be the hard part. With icy rain pounding down, a stiff breeze blowing, and his back screaming in pain, finding the courage to move was hard.  
The back pain was no joke. 
A woman screamed in agony. He assumed it was the woman in the turquoise dress. The need to hurry down from the mast no longer seemed as urgent. 
Getting down was bad too, and he was probably too late to save the woman.
He was hunched over, breathing hard, when he heard another scream. The woman’s voice was quickly drowned out by a volley of gunfire. He drew up at the bottom of the steps, almost to the next deck.
He didn’t want to face whatever had happened to the woman. He was right in the middle of trouble ahead and trouble behind. 
Johnny took the last step and walked toward the scream and gunfire. 
“Who are you?” someone asked from behind him. The voice didn’t come from the stairs, so it was from the deck he was on now. He turned around slowly, trying to minimize the chance of another back spasm. He saw a white woman in her late forties standing behind him with her finger curled around the trigger of a small handgun. She wore skintight blue jeans, a long-sleeved green pullover, and boots. Her hard-eyed expression conveyed fierce determination, and her long brown hair was a tangled, sweaty mess. Overall, she was fit, and fairly attractive, but her deodorant had failed.
“You going to answer me, or am I going to shoot you?” she asked with a sneer. 
Johnny pointed at the name badge, still clipped to his shirt, and tried to smile. 
The woman squinted and leaned over a little to read his name. 
“Ha, ha, are you a funny man? You may have noticed that I’m not laughing.” She wasn’t smiling either.
Johnny shrugged and smiled. He knew she was thinking about what to make of him. Perhaps deciding whether to kill him. The gun didn’t waver an inch. Her eyes were still squinted. 
“You either can’t speak, or won’t. Do you want to live?” 
Johnny nodded enthusiastically.
“Follow me, then! Don’t make me regret not killing you.”
Following her wasn’t too much to ask, even with his back injury. Making her not regret killing him might be a taller order. So many people didn’t understand him. Somehow, he annoyed people and couldn’t figure out how most of the time. Too much of what motivated people was beyond him. From his perspective, life was fairly simple: covet nothing, expect nothing from people, and appreciate what you have. It worked most of the time. At least it used to.
The woman’s walk was provocative. If her hip sway was calculated was debatable, but as usual he pushed such thoughts aside. 
Expect nothing. Don’t anticipate! Live in the moment. 
There was nothing else. 
Nothing at all.
He followed her through a doorway and into a fairly wide passageway lined with doors on either side. The doors were all spaced widely, probably pricier cabins on this level. 
A corpse wearing a black suit, white shirt, a scarlet cumber bun, and a bow tie was sprawled near to an open door on the right. He’d been shot through the head. Before Johnny could look away, he saw white bone, tattered gray flesh, and matted, greasy hair. Blood and what looked like brain matter were sprayed across the brown carpet a few feet away.
Could be me soon. The thought skittered across his mind, and the image stayed.     
The woman didn’t even break stride. She strutted right by and stopped briefly to peer through the open door. He saw a ‘6’ on the door above a peephole and heard a man’s voice greet the woman. 
“Come in, Gretch.” 
She entered and waved for Johnny to follow.
The room beyond was large. There was ample room for a king-size bed, two dressers, a TV stand, a bookcase, and some tasteful watercolor paintings on the walls. French doors led out to a balcony on the far side of the room, and there was a walk-in closet and what appeared to be a large bathroom. A small, dapper man was seated at a desk inside the doorway to the right. A big handgun sat on the desk next to a writing pad and a phone.
“You found someone new, Gretchen?” the man asked. His eyes were hooded, half-open, giving the guy a look of calculation. The skin of the man’s face was a little droopy, with bruised bags of flesh beneath his eyes, a dew flap hanging beneath his weak chin, and a saggy neck.
“Yes I did, Gary. I think he must’ve fallen off the bridge or something. People were jumping off. What are the odds of him timing it right?”
Gary laughed. “With only one eye, there must have been some luck involved.”
Inwardly, Johnny shook his head. I’m not even human. Not even with real monsters out there.
The woman was smiling, but it was mirthless. 
If Death Incarnate could smile, would she look like this woman? 
Gretchen’s smile faded. “He doesn’t speak, either. Not sure what to make of him.”
Gary appeared to be thinking this over. He laid his fingertips alongside his temples and with a musing tone said, “Perhaps he could be of use? He looks strong. There’s a glimmer of intelligence behind those eyes. What do you say, Gretch?”
“He fell from the sky, Gary. He hurt his back or something, but why not give God’s gift a try? Like that? I rhymed it.”
“Well, we can’t rely on the Navy anymore. Take God’s gift with you and go get him hooked up with Billy Ray down in Sick Bay. Get him some pain pills or something. If nothing else, we can use him to get rid of some of these stinking corpses.”
“Come on then, Big Boy,” Gretchen said, and waved the pistol.
Johnny followed her back out into the passage. 
He guessed they couldn’t read a name badge. They weren’t too concerned about his injury, either.  






  
  Chapter four
Trish


The temperature of the water was warm on her skin as she floated on her back in the pool. All she could hear was her breath as she inhaled and exhaled, and in the background, muted by the water covering her ears, the sound of rain on the metal roof of the screened enclosure. The patter of rain always made her want to sleep.  
As tired as Trish was, the memory of losing her last three friends prevented her from sleeping and kept her mind racing. Each of them had died horribly right in front of her, while she’d lived to escape. She found it hard to believe that her past and everything that had meant anything to her from before was over. How could she accept that life as she knew it was changed forever? Why wouldn’t she give up?   
I should’ve died with Anton. I wouldn’t be here all alone now. Living alone was a fact of her life, though. She’d been alone in her one-bedroom condo, and she’d liked it that way. People cluttered and complicated things.  
She swam to the edge of the pool and climbed the ladder to get out, then padded over to her clothes and shoes. She looked around. A hose with a sprayer attachment wasn’t far from the sliding glass doors into the house. She turned the faucet handle, and it worked. She rinsed her clothes and shoes thoroughly, thinking it was best to get the salt out of them now before they dried. There was no one around to care if she was bare-ass. It had never mattered before, either.
When she was satisfied that everything was clean, she spread the clothes out on a lounge chair near the pool. She noticed off to the side, near a screened patio door, there was a sink and cutting table arrangement, probably for scaling fish. A still-strong dead fish smell hung in the air and dried blood and scales were in the sink. Two knives sat on the edge of the sink. One was an old butter knife, and the other some kind of folding knife with a six-inch blade.
She picked up the folding knife and opened it with a flick of her wrist. The blade looked razor sharp.
She took one last look around the backyard, the dock, and across the canal. Nothing moved in the downpour. For a moment she watched the sky and the nearly solid sheet of rain pounding down and then, with knife in hand, she walked over to the glass patio doors and peered into the house through open venetian blinds. A big dining room and tables were visible and the outline of a doorway. She shifted the knife to her left hand and grabbed the handle of the door. It slid open at a tug. Her bare feet sunk into plush carpet as she stepped inside and paused, listening while pulling the door closed behind her.
Hot in here.
All she could hear was the rain thundering on the metal frame of the screen enclosure. A pile of newspapers was stacked on the table, and all the chairs had been pushed in. Through the doorway across from her, she could see a living room, and a second doorway to her left led into a kitchen. Both rooms were dark. The curtains were all pulled closed in the living room. Anything might wait for her in there. Her heart raced, but freezing up or panicking wasn’t an option. She looked for a flashlight in the kitchen. At least she could see in there. 
She walked around the table to the left and peered into the kitchen from the doorway into a large room with a skylight, wooden-framed fluorescent lighting, and mahogany cabinets. The refrigerator, dishwasher and oven were chrome, and a large prep island was in the center. A countertop ran beneath the cabinets and wrapped around the room. She didn’t see any doors or a way out. Through a window she saw the hedge separating this house from the next.
The room was clear. 
Despite her hunger, she was determined to make sure the house was safe before relaxing.
There were several drawers beneath the countertop. Three were between the sink and the right-hand wall. She tried them first, starting from right to left.
On the first try, she found a blocky six volt flashlight. She pushed the switch, and the light revealed blood all over the sink and some dishes piled there. There was more blood on the terrazzo floor. Not a lot, but it was there.
Something was inside with her.
She walked back into the dining room, her bare feet sinking into a deep shag rug, and stopped by the entrance to the living room. She played the light beam over a recliner and a big screen TV, took a step and felt something crusty matting the carpet beneath her right foot.
Dried blood. 
She quickly panned the light around the rest of the room. Saw a glass coffee table piled with magazines and a large black leather couch. A short hallway led to the front door, not too far right of the recliner, and another hallway deeper into the house. A door was in the wall on the far side of the room to her left.
Trish tried the door first. 
Did I just hear a thud?
The skin on her arms broke out in gooseflesh. She clicked off the flashlight. Her hand was on the knob when it turned. 
The door flew open. 
She took a step sideways.
A massive figure barreled through the doorway, past her and into the living room. 
Trish flattened her back to the wall. 
The man stopped a few feet away but was turned in the opposite direction. He was sobbing. Each time his chest hitched, she heard little wails.
She didn’t think he’d seen her, but all he had to do was turn his head slightly to the left.
Every nerve was screaming at her to run, hide, or fight. Any action right then would be better than watching a tall, obviously distraught man wearing only a pair of dirty tan slacks stand and cry.
She didn’t see any bites, but there was blood on him: on his hands, his arms, the back of his head, and on his feet. His whole naked torso racked with sobs, and some sort of pistol was held loosely in his left hand.
What to do? 
A little voice in her head answered: Nothing isn’t working. Any moment, he will turn my way, and then what? Things get ugly for me, is what.
The guy’s back was a wedge-shape that had probably once been carefully sculpted muscle, marred now by age. Sweat rolled off his body, and his gray, spiky, crewcut was damp with perspiration. It was hard to guess his age from behind. He could be as young as sixty, but he might be well-preserved and much older. 
She inhaled slowly, half expecting to smell him, but didn’t. She exhaled, feeling the tension build as sweat sluiced down her body. Surely he would pick up on her fear? It seemed incredible that he could stand there, sobbing or not, and have no idea someone was behind him.
Trish couldn’t stand it. One way or the other, she had to do something. Her palms were damp with sweat and the knife was getting slippery. She hesitated only a moment more, and whispered, “Hello.”
The man straightened up and turned toward her. Now the gun was aimed at her belly. 
“Who are you?” he asked, his gravelly voice breaking a bit. His eyes were in shadow, and there was no chance to read his expression. Even in the near darkness, she knew he must be able to see that she was completely naked. Her only clue as to his reaction was the adolescent squeak he made when his voice broke. 
She fought the urge to switch the flashlight back on.
What happened to my composure? It wasn’t like she hadn’t confronted a nut holding a gun before, and it wasn’t the first time she’d been naked when it happened. She couldn’t control the quiver in her voice when she answered.
“Name’s Trish. My clothes were wet. I came in hoping to find something to eat and some dry clothes. Thought I should check the house first to make sure none of them were in here.”
“So, you come into my house, and just think you can help yourself?” 
She shrugged. 
“Nothing to say then?” he asked, taking a step in her direction and lowering his gun. He wasn’t crying anymore, and there was a menacing tone in his words.
His age was closer to the high end of the scale. Probably over seventy. She could see a slight jowl beneath his chin and lines around his mouth and forehead.
Pretty good muscle tone for an old guy, though.
He took a deliberate step forward, planting the foot firmly, then took another. 
Will he get into stabbing range? She gathered her courage.
“Nothing to say, then?” he repeated.
“Ask me something worth answering, and we’ll see,” she replied.
“This is some kind of joke? What kind of woman enters a strange house completely naked, brandishing a knife? You, the Naked Intruder or something?”
He laughed briefly and took another step. 
“Stop. Don’t come any closer!”
Her voice was shrill, and she held the knife in both hands in front of her.
He stopped and shuffled forward an inch until the point gouged into his left pectoral muscle. A bead of blood appeared and rolled down his chest, painting a black line across the mostly smooth, hairless alabaster skin.
“I just had to kill my family, lady. You think I care if you shove that fucking knife into my heart?” He still held the gun limply at his side, as if he’d forgotten it was there.
“Probably not,” she said. She couldn’t meet his eyes. 
“That’s right! Just killed my little girl, my grandson, and my wife.”
“Were they changed or still dead?”
She cursed herself inwardly. Dumb ass question. What does it matter?
His smile was gradual. Like something that has to be built. First, he raised one side of his mouth, then the other...
“Ah, that, my naked little beauty, is a good question.”
What the fuck? Naked little beauty? 
He lifted his free arm and wrapped his fingers around her hands. His hand was enormous and engulfed hers.
“Don’t,” she said, feeling truly helpless, and not understanding why.
“Either stab me, or give me the knife,” he rasped.
She let him take the knife, then lowered her arms to her sides, making no attempt to cover herself. She trembled. Caught herself looking up into his face, searching his eyes, and made a connection at last. Moonlight shone through the front windows now, and she saw him looking at her body. Both of his hands were at his sides. The gun barrel and the knife blade were pointed toward the ground.
Trish took a deep breath, saw his chest rise and fall. She looked downward. There was a big lump at the front of his pants.
Nothing new there. More often than not men got erections around her. A lot of them were drunk or high on something—sometimes both at the same time. She looked back up. A tear rolled down his cheek.
“They were all about to come back,” he said, nearly whispering the words. “I shot them in the head, one at a time.”
When? I didn’t hear any shots.
She couldn’t decide whether the guy was a freak or a victim.  
She was leaning toward freak. Still, what should she do? This might get ugly and she had to be careful, very careful. Trish nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He stepped forward, wrapping both arms around her body, and settled his hands at the top of her ass. Hugged her close. She wrapped her fingers tighter around the flashlight. Her posture remained stiff, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
A voice in her head whispered: He probably doesn’t care, Trish.
She stood there in the dark, waiting for something to happen. Told herself to disconnect. It was time to check out and detach. Observant, but detached. Wait for the right moment. 
His fingers slid lower, roughly caressing her buttocks. 
Let go. Drift. He can’t touch me. Not the real me.
Neither of them said anything for a long time.






  
  Chapter five
Jacobs


Her eyes were cloudy and blue. Like one of his marbles when he was a kid. Not at all like one of his favorites, the kind that was clear down to the center. Mesmerizing all the same, though, but for a different reason.   
The girl zombie was near enough to touch, close enough to embrace. The hunger in her expression was undeniable. She wanted him, for one thing. 
This is as honest as it gets, Jacobs thought.
The dog, Sussu, was whining and cringing away. 
Indecision gripped him. He held the pistol near the dog’s head, and was surprised at how upset he was. He even considered shooting the dog.
The dog wanted to live.
Should he shoot the dog and himself or choose to live?
It was a hard choice.
Jacobs backed up and grabbed the dog’s collar, dragging her with him. The girl followed, and he got a whiff of rot and excrement as the dead girl closed in.
The urge to put the gun to his own head was almost unbearable.
Her hand clutched his left shoulder and yanked. His strength was such that he barely moved. He raised the pistol, aimed briefly, and shot her in the head above her cloudy left eye. She pirouetted a half step backward and fell to the floor.
She didn’t move.
Sussu whimpered.
“Good girl,” he said, caressing behind her ear. “Good girl.”
If someone asked, he wouldn’t be sure whether he was praising the dog or the dead girl.
He knelt down, feeling infinitely tired, and beat-up. The dog put a paw on his leg and he hugged her. 
“Let’s get out of here,” he said into her ear.  
He stood back up and gathered his equipment, leaving only the pile of spent brass. He slung the rifle over his shoulder and holstered the pistol, carefully cradling the dog in his arms. Then he began the distasteful, laborious process of stepping on, or sliding over, the dead.
He figured it was the only way he could get her downstairs.
The dog was truly well behaved. Other than some whining, she didn’t voice a protest or try to break free. When they reached the bottom, he set her down and took the rifle back into his hands. Better not to take any chances.
Nothing moved, but the smell was awful.
He wondered where the old man kept her leash. He had to have one, right? 
He checked by the front door and in the kitchen and found nothing. In the closet under the stairs, he found several. He selected a sturdy one that was about six feet long and attached it to her collar.
The dog looked up at him with her ears perked up, wagging her hips and tail in apparent eagerness. 
He smiled with genuine pleasure. 
“You up for a walk, girl? Let’s go find another place to sleep.” 
He decided the back door was the way to go. They walked back past the corpse of the old man, and he paused a moment to look out the back window to see if anyone was there. All he could see was a battered old pickup truck and wondered if the keys were in it.
He wasn’t even sure it would be worth taking. Where would they go?  
They stepped outside together, and the yard was empty. The only light he could see came from the moon, the stars, and the glow of fires in the distance. He kept the dog close to his side by choking up on the leash and walked out into the alley behind the house. 
He turned right, or to the west, walking carefully along the rutted asphalt surface. Each house had a driveway. He could see a couple of detached garages, but carports were more common on this block. The yards to either side of the alley were fenced, creating a six foot, mostly wooden, wall along either side, broken only by the driveways. A lot of weeds were growing up against the fences, and huge black plastic trash cans were behind every other house on his left.
Drawing even with the first house on his left, he glanced down the driveway and saw an empty carport. The dog wanted to sniff a palmetto bush. Jacobs gave her a gentle tug, and they kept walking.
He had no idea what he was looking for.  
He was a killer. He’d killed kids. Who was going
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