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Fun in the Sun
 
   “Oh wow!”
 
   Tiffany rolled her head toward the front of the yacht and cracked one eye open.  Even through her sunglasses she found the glare of light beating down unpleasant.  It had been pleasant laying on the . . . whatever the deck on the back of the pleasure boat was called . . . enjoying a semi-daze while she tanned.  But Betsy’s exclamation seemed urgent.  “What’s wrong?  The cooler’s out of kiwi spritzers?”
 
   Betsy shook her head.  “Are you seeing this?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Look.”
 
   “At what?”
 
   “That!”
 
   Tiffany sighed and lifted herself enough to prop herself up on her elbows so she could look across the water in the direction her friend pointed.  The yacht was anchored several miles off shore from Florida, beyond sight of land.  That was on purpose; it was quiet out here, with nothing but wind and waves to disturb their planned day of peace; but usually at least one or two other boats were somewhere close enough to be more observable.
 
   “What am I looking at?” Tiffany asked as she scanned the blue water.  She saw two boats over in that direction.  One that was close enough to be discernible as a boat; while the other, which she was pretty sure was a vessel, seemed to be headed south and merely passing through the area.  It was already barely a boat shaped blob of color, at the limit of her eyesight.
 
   “I was trying to take a nap guys.” Ann said from her towel on Tiffany’s right.
 
   “So was I.” Tiffany said with a belabored tone.
 
   “There!” Betsy said, stabbing at the air with her finger for emphasis.  “Right there.  Don’t you see that?”
 
   Tiffany stifled her urge to scowl or snap at Betsy.  Annoying and strident as the girl might be right now, her dad was still even richer than Tiffany’s.  And her mom was good friends with at least three designers that Tiffany knew about.  Being on Betsy’s bad side was moderately high on the list of things Tiffany was determined to make sure didn’t happen.
 
   At least, not until Tiffany had used Betsy’s connections to get in good with the same New York crowd.  Until then, Tiffany needed to play nice.
 
   So she arched her back so her head went higher as she stared at the boat Betsy seemed to be indicating.  The boat in question was an ordinary looking thirty or thirty-five foot affair, a middle manager’s mid-life crisis craft her dad called it.  Big enough to feel useful, small enough to only seat maybe a couple handfuls of guests; but still a crappy little thing that only went for a few hundred thousand dollars.
 
   She saw four people on it, on the back behind the little house looking deal where the driver steered from. Calling it a bridge was stupid when it was basically most of the ‘structure’ the boat offered for getting inside.  Whatever it was called, the people aboard were moving around.  They were making the boat rock heavily back and forth; far more than was explainable from wave action.
 
   “Okay, what about them?”
 
   “You don’t see anything strange about that?” Betsy asked.
 
   “They’re dancing.” Tiffany shrugged, starting to lay back down.
 
   “No they’re not!”
 
   Tiffany looked over her shoulder again, and saw Betsy had picked up the pair of binoculars the trio of girls used to scope for cute guys anytime the yacht was near things worth looking at.  “Betsy, they’re dancing.”
 
   “Oh my God!” Betsy said after she put the binoculars to her eyes and pointed them at the other boat.  Her voice was a scream, and the binoculars slipped from her fingers as she flinched violently like she’d been slapped.  Tiffany sighed as the expensive viewing instrument clattered to the deck with a heavy thump; if they were broken the boat ‘captain’ was going to let her dad know, and Daddy would be annoyed at the ‘lack of respect for the value of things.’
 
   “They’re killing each other.” Betsy blurted.
 
   “What?” Ann asked, sitting upright and grabbing for her bikini top.  
 
   Tiffany squinted and looked at the other boat again.  It was painted white and black, with a pair of big white outboard motors positioned at the back.  She still couldn’t make out much of the figures on the boat, but she did see something wrong with the boat’s paint job.  Red was visible, more obviously on the white than the black; but it didn’t look like paint to her.  In fact, as she peered at the scene, she saw new splotches of red appearing on the side of the craft.
 
   “What the . . .” she murmured, scrambling up off her towel.
 
   “Ms. Wagner?” a male voice asked hesitantly.
 
   Tiffany’s gaze left the other boat as her head came around to see one of the yacht’s deckhands standing in the doorway of the cabin.  The younger one, the one that was her age; there was a second who was about the age of the captain.  This one was working on the yacht for the money and experience, or so she remembered the captain saying.  He was a nice enough guy, and reasonably cute; but his means were more than a few account placeholders beneath her notice.  Anyone who had to think about what things cost generally was as far as she was concerned.
 
   As all this flashed through Tiffany’s distracted mind – whatever was happening on the other boat, and the sudden appearance of the deckhand – she abruptly remembered she was topless.  One of the reasons she’d talked Daddy into letting her and her friends use the yacht on the trip down to Miami Beach was so they could sunbathe properly without having to put up with tiresome problems like laws and voyeurs.  Her eyes widened, and she grabbed for the towel she’d been laying on.
 
   “Jesus, didn’t I say we weren’t to be disturbed?” she snapped as she hunched herself over so the towel – which she was still sitting on – would reach up enough so she could cover her exposed breasts.
 
   The guy turned to face toward the wall next to him; obviously trying to make it clear he wasn’t looking at the girls.  “Sorry, but the captain sent me to ask you to come up to the bridge.”
 
   “Fine, fine.” Tiffany said as she got the towel spread enough to shield herself decently.  “I’ll be up in a minute.”
 
   “He did that on purpose.” Ann said, barely even waiting for the deckhand to vanish from view before she spoke.  “He’s been staring ever since we came aboard.”
 
   “He’s a guy.” Tiffany shrugged as she picked up her swimsuit top.  She started arranging and tying herself back into it.  “I’d worry if he wasn’t looking.”
 
   “Good point.  Gay guys are always the worst.” Ann said with a grin.  “Cute as hell and completely off limits.  Such a shame.  Drives me crazy.”
 
   “Tell the captain to get on the radio and call for someone to come out and deal with that over there.” Betsy said as Tiffany got her bikini knotted once more.  “The Coast Guard or cops or someone.”
 
   “They’re just having fun.” Tiffany said.
 
   “You can be so boring sometimes.” Ann complained to Betsy.
 
   “Fucking . . . look then.” Betsy insisted, leaning down and scooping the binoculars off the deck so she could waggle them at Tiffany.  “Look for yourself.”
 
   “Do they still work?” Tiffany asked, standing up.  The yacht’s motion was gentle, but enough to make her cautious.  It definitely wasn’t like being on land.  But she was semi-used to it after two days.  They weren’t going anywhere in the yacht, but since there was plenty of room and supplies, there wasn’t any reason to put it into dock at night either.
 
   Besides, the view out on the water once the sun went down was even better than during the day; Miami and Miami Beach lit up like beacons as the night clubs and hotels shifted into afterhours mode.  The captain usually swung closer in so the girls could enjoy the view.
 
   Betsy put them to her face and swiveled around toward the other boat.  Tiffany made it over to her just in time to catch the binoculars when the other girl dropped them a second time.
 
   “Betsy!” Tiffany said.  Her building annoyance – resolution to butter Betsy up or not – was threatening to become evident.  But she managed to choke most of it off when she saw how pale her friend was beneath her healthy summer tan.
 
   “S-s-sorry.”
 
   Tiffany turned toward the boat and lifted the binoculars.  It took her a few moments to adjust them to fit her, and several seconds further to locate the boat.  When she fiddled with the focus and made the craft leap into clear view, she almost dropped the binoculars as her jaw fell open and she felt most of the muscles in her body go weak with shock.
 
   “Jeez, you too Tiff?” Ann asked in amusement.
 
   Saying nothing, Tiffany just stared at the scene on the other vessel.  It was five people, not four; but one of them was face down in a puddle of what just had to be blood.  Nothing else looked that red or that stark when someone was positioned motionless in it.
 
   There were four others; two guys and two girls.  All of them were wearing swimsuits.  She wasn’t positive, but it looked to her like one each of the men and women were attacking the other two.  Everyone was covered in blood, and the decking beneath their feet was slick with it.  The two ‘defenders’ seemed to be properly alarmed at the circumstances they found themselves in – she could see their mouths opened in screams and yells that didn’t carry across the water to where she stood – but their two attackers were surprisingly calm.
 
   The defenders were losing.  Tiffany knew nothing about anything physical, she didn’t even watch action movies, but she could tell which way things were going over there.  The screaming people bore obvious wounds on their arms and torsos, and as she watched the woman slipped and went down with the man attacking her following her down on top.  Tiffany swung the binoculars down slightly to see what happened, and blinked when she saw the man lean in close and bite her on the arm.
 
   “Jesus!” she blurted, dropping the binoculars.  They hit the deck for a second time, just missing her bare feet, but she ignored that.  She found herself grabbing for the nearest chair, which fortunately was only a foot behind her, as she felt her knees buckling.  Tiffany collapsed into it just in time, and sat staring across the water at the other boat in shock.  Without the binoculars she couldn’t make any real details out, but with the perspective lent by her close-up look she could tell the last defender was just going down too.
 
   “What’s with you two?” Ann said as she stood up and fluffed her hair back behind her shoulders.
 
   “I . . . I . . . I need to see the captain.” Tiffany said weakly.  She had no idea what was going on over at the other boat, or why; but she knew the captain could work the yacht’s radios.  Betsy was right; someone needed to be told what was happening.  To come . . . she didn’t know what, but someone needed to know about it.
 
   “Ms. Wagner?” the deckhand asked from behind her.
 
   “I’m coming.” Tiffany said, too blown away to even be annoyed that he had reappeared to hover and nag.  But when she tried to push herself up out of the chair she found she couldn’t get her body to fully cooperate.  She tried twice, nearly falling the second time, before she gave up and looked at the guy.  “Can . . . can you . . . help me?”
 
   “Uh, sure.” he said quickly, coming over and offering her his arm.  Tiffany grasped his forearm with her hands and managed to pull herself to a standing position with his help.  She almost fell as the boat’s gentle rocking assaulted her faltering ability to balance herself.  The deckhand snaked an arm around her waist quickly, closing his fingers on her hip and pulling her against him to steady her.
 
   Tiffany was suddenly very aware of her barely-there bikini.  The deckhand wasn’t wearing much more – just a simple t-shirt and cargo shorts – but she found herself abruptly much more up close than she typically allowed anyone but her boyfriends to get when she was this scantily clad.  However, she stopped herself from pulling away just in time.  She was convinced the quivering feeling in her knees and thighs meant she’d just end up on the deck.
 
   “Are you okay?” the deckhand asked uncertainly.  Tiffany didn’t trust her voice much more than her traitor legs, so she merely shrugged.  The guy blinked at her, then shifted his weight and her with him.  “Okay, this way then.”
 
   Tiffany let him guide her through the rear of the yacht’s cabin – a large sitting room with plenty of comfy sofas and chairs complimented by an extensive wet bar – and down the central passage past the kitchen and storage rooms to the stairs.  They took a bit of doing to ascend, but between his help and her claw-fingered grip on the bannister, she managed to navigate them without making a complete fool of herself.
 
   On the yacht’s upper level, the two of them went forward to the base of the bridge ladder.  As she steadied herself against the wall, the deckhand raised his voice.  “Captain?  Captain?  I’ve got Ms. Wagner down here.”
 
   “Well come on up.” a booming voice called back.
 
   Tiffany took one look at the ladder and shook her head quickly when the deckhand glanced at her.  “Come down here.” she said, wincing internally when she heard the quaver in her tone.  She hated feeling like this, but her mind kept replaying the splash and gush of blood, the silent screams and struggles, of the people on the other boat.  It was throwing her off her game, and she couldn’t find a way to clear her head of the distracting horror.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Come down here.” Tiffany said louder.
 
   “She wants you to come down sir.” the deckhand added helpfully.
 
   “What in the hell—” the captain swore before cutting himself off.  A few moments later a lean and tanned older man wearing a smartly turned out civilian naval uniform appeared at the top of the ladder.
 
   “Are you feeling alright ma’am?” the captain asked.
 
   “No.” Tiffany said, shaking her head.  “The boat over there . . .” she said, pointing vaguely in the direction she meant, “. . . get on the radio and get someone out here to deal with them.”
 
   “Deal with them?” the captain said, his tone patiently curious.
 
   “They’re . . . I don’t know.” Tiffany said.  “Attacking each other.  Something.  There’s a lot of blood.”
 
   A shadow of discontent crossed the man’s face, recognition and acknowledgement and . . . fear.  Tiffany blinked at that realization while the captain finished digesting what she’d told him.  He turned and looked across the water from the elevated position the bridge gave him, in the direction of the other boat, then stepped back from the edge out of view.  She opened her mouth to call him back, but a moment later he returned to view with a pair of binoculars in his hands.
 
   “The reason I called for you ma’am, was because of the news we’re getting from Miami and the rest of the country.” he said as he set the binoculars to his eyes.  His binoculars were quite large, much larger than the set Tiffany and her friends had been fooling around with while they sunbathed and drank.  The captain also handled them with rapid skill that escaped the girls; he had them centered and apparently focused in almost no time at all.  She saw his mouth tighten into an almost scowl.
 
   “And I guess maybe they’re not kidding.”
 
   “Who’s not kidding?” Tiffany asked.  “What news?”
 
   The captain lowered the binoculars.  “It sounded like just some sort of riot or civil disorder problem at first; but then the same story started coming in from other places too.  And then the CDC released a medical alert about some sort of fuc—uh, some kind of disease or something that they say has symptoms that match up with the problems in the cities.”
 
   Tiffany was feeling stronger now.  She still felt chilled, and her control over her body was definitely tentative; but at least she didn’t feel her knees wobbling internally anymore.  Pushing herself fully upright and on balance, she shrugged out of the deckhand’s grasp with a bit of her normal annoyed superiority.  “Hello?  You’re not explaining anything.”
 
   The man above looked down at her.  “Aren’t you listening?”
 
   “I’m listening, but you’re not making sense.” she answered snappishly.
 
   “It’s a plague.  Some kind of plague.  It’s making people turn violent.”
 
   Tiffany frowned at him.  Her automatic impulse was to object, but the images she’d seen on the other boat were too fresh.  The assaults, the blood, the . . .  She shook her head like something was buzzing around her.  “Okay, so there’s a plague.  What’s that mean?”
 
   “Uh, something’s really wrong over there.” Ann’s voice said from the passage behind Tiffany.  The girl turned and saw her friend approaching, with Betsy close behind.
 
   “That other boat is starting to sink.” Betsy said worriedly.
 
   “It is?” the captain asked.
 
   Ann and Betsy moved out of the hallway so they could look up at the captain standing on the bridge.  “It’s leaning way over in the water now.” Ann explained.  “I don’t know; isn’t that what sinking looks like?”
 
   The captain looked over the top of the yacht’s structure for a moment, then put the binoculars back to his eyes.  He was muttering something that sounded to Tiffany an awful lot like “How in the hell did they manage that?”, but she wasn’t sure.
 
   Betsy frowned at Tiffany’s questioning look.  “What’s going on?  It looks . . .”
 
   “Yeah, this is really weird . . .” Ann picked up as Betsy trailed off, before stuttering to a halt herself.  She gaped at them for a moment, then shrugged awkwardly.  “It’s like a horror movie.” she finished lamely.
 
   “Yeah, so we’ve got a problem.” the captain said abruptly.
 
   All eyes turned upward to him again as he lowered the binoculars.  He sighed heavily and let the instrument fall on the strap around his neck as he looped it into place.  “Whatever’s going on, the radio doesn’t make it sound like there’s any kind of plan for resolving or fixing it anytime soon.”
 
   “But the government, I mean, they—” Tiffany said hesitantly.
 
   The captain shrugged.  “CDC is government, and some of the news includes stuff from cities and states – nothing Federal yet – and it doesn’t sound like to me they’re getting a handle on anything.”
 
   “So what do we do?” the deckhand next to Tiffany asked, his voice level.  She glanced at him in surprise, then blinked.  He was her age, but his tone suddenly made him sound like her father.  Like he knew what to do.  He even sounded more assured than the captain, who was nearly three times her age and had spent most of his life working on the water.  She couldn’t remember much about any of the things she was supposed to know about him – details bored her – but she knew Daddy wouldn’t have picked just anyone to see to the multi-million dollar yacht.
 
   “Well for starters we need to keep an ear on the radio, and figure out if there’s a safe port anywhere.” the man said.
 
   “Wouldn’t staying out until things calm down be best?” the deckhand asked.
 
   “I’m not saying we should put in right away Hugh,” the captain said with a nod, “but we’re only provisioned for another five or six days.  The water tanks will probably hold us for a few weeks – as long as everyone stops taking freshwater showers –  but the pantry isn’t really stocked for a long cruise.  No sense in waiting until we’re out to decide where to go.”
 
   “How far can we get?” Tiffany asked, struggling to find a question she thought wouldn’t sound completely needy or stupid.  The men’s eyes swung to her – for once not even flickering down even briefly at her chest – and she shrugged.  “I mean, before we’re out of gas.”
 
   “We’ve basically got full tanks.” the captain said with a shrug of his own.  “Technically, as long as we don’t hit any serious weather or headwinds, we could make most anywhere on the European coast with a reasonable reserve.  But that’s seven or eight days, so we’d either need to pick up some food from somewhere or tighten our belts to make the supplies last.”
 
   “Do we really need to cross the Atlantic?”
 
   “No.” the captain said immediately.  “Not unless we’ve got no other choice.”
 
   “Why are we talking about it then?” Ann asked.
 
   “It’s good to know all our options.” Hugh said.  “What the captain means is we need to think things over while we gather more information.”
 
   “Right.” the captain said with another nod.  “And, whatever we decide or learn, the boat can take us quite a ways.  Certainly we can go anywhere we need to on the East Coast, or down into the Caribbean, Mexico, most of South America, even California assuming the Canal in Panama stays in operation.”
 
   “So we need more information.” Tiffany said, still trying to sound like she thought Daddy would in this situation.  She blinked as she suddenly realized there were three satellite phones on the boat, plus the radio and other built-in gear.  She could talk to Daddy.  “I want to call my father while you monitor the radio and whatever for more information—” she started to say, but she cut herself off when the captain abruptly toppled forward.
 
   Hugh’s hand closed on her arm, pulling her roughly out of the way.  The captain fell right past her, close enough for her to feel the passage of air as he went by, and hit the deck less than a foot from her.  His body smacked down full length, like he was doing a belly flop, with no sign he’d made any attempt to catch or protect himself.
 
   Tiffany realized she and Ann and Betsy were screaming.  Hugh was saying something, but whatever it was his voice was lost beneath those of the trio of terrified girls.  She realized there was a splatter of blood across the deck from something that had happened to the captain in his fall; the splatters had reached her bare feet and legs.
 
   Betsy darted past Tiffany and Hugh, falling to her knees next to the captain.  She reached to turn him over, something Tiffany wasn’t entirely sure should be done.  Wasn’t there something about not moving people who’d been in an accident?  But before she could gather her shocked thoughts enough to say anything, she saw the captain moving.  As Betsy rolled him over, his head lifted and turned toward her.
 
   There was an almost audible snap as his head seemed to center on the bikini clad girl at his side.  One of his hands reached up and grasped her forearm as she pushed on his shoulder, and as he rolled over on his side, his other hand latched onto her thigh.
 
   “Captain?” Betsy said compassionately.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “Uh—” Hugh said.
 
   “Betsy—” Tiffany finally got out.
 
   A second scream from Ann cut through both of their comments, washing it away.  Tiffany glanced behind herself again, the beginning flickers of annoyance stirring.  It was just a fall.  The captain was fine; he was moving around.  Maybe he might have broken something – the deck was imported hardwood after all – but even so, it wasn’t like the boat was hard to handle.  She’d seen the bridge many times; steering wheel like a car, with a lever to control how hard the engines were going.  Not a big deal.
 
   But all that faded away from her mind as she saw what was happening.  Blood was pouring down Ann’s torso from her neck.  The second deckhand, the older one, was behind Ann.  His arms were wrapped around her upper body, pinning one of her arms against her side; and his mouth was fastened onto the curve of her body where neck met shoulder.  As Tiffany stared in that one horrible instant, she saw blood spurting out across the man’s face as his teeth tore into her friend’s flesh.
 
   “Oh fuck!” Hugh half-shouted, swaying in place as he looked too.  Ann’s scream was high and thready, and she started pushing on the man’s head with her free arm.  She wasn’t making any headway; he was resisting every bit of her panic fueled efforts to shove him away.  The blood was starting to pool on the beautiful wood beneath her feet, and her summer tan was nearly gone beneath the coating of sticky red as her life pulsed out of the gaping wound opened by the man’s teeth.
 
   Just as Ann’s screams started to weaken, along with her attempts to free herself, Betsy’s scream took up the chorus.  When Tiffany tore her attention away from Ann, she saw the captain was chewing on Betsy’s thigh.  Not biting, chewing.  There was a large gap in the skin and muscle of her upper leg that glinted blood smudged bone at the deepest part; and there was a lot of blood flowing.  He had the girl by an arm and leg, and wasn’t letting go despite her frantic struggles as he masticated the mouthful of her thigh he’d bitten off.
 
   Tiffany’s mouth flopped open, and she felt a thin exhalation that wasn’t strong enough to turn into a scream leaving her lungs as she stared at the scene erupting around her.  This was not happening.  This was some sort of sick joke.  How, she didn’t know; but it couldn’t be happening.
 
   Hugh stepped forward and kicked the captain in the side of the head.  The deckhand wore simple deck shoes, designed to give good grip in wet conditions and slip on and off easily.  They weren’t designed for kicking; not even balls on a sporting field, much less a human head.  But Hugh gave it his best in a clear bid to knock the older man off the girl.  He howled in pain as his foot made contact, and the captain rolled back some.
 
   As Hugh hopped, trying to keep his balance with his face contorted unhappily as he held his foot clear of the deck, Betsy tried to scramble backwards.  The captain’s grip on her leg had loosened, and his hand on her forearm was starting to slacken as well.  Tiffany found her strength and propelled herself into motion as Hugh put his foot down and tested his balance gingerly.
 
   She leaned forward and grabbed Betsy under both arms.  Pulling, she helped as Betsy tried to extract herself from the captain’s clutches.  For the first couple of seconds he came with her; then Betsy got her uninjured leg into the act, kicking at him several times.  Her foot stomped out like she was stepping on a bug, and even without shoes she managed to knock the captain’s fingers loose.  Tiffany fell over backwards as Betsy suddenly moved without impedance.
 
   “Here.” Hugh said, leaning down and tugging on both girls at once.  Tiffany didn’t have time to be startled at the strength in his lean, tanned arms as he hauled her and Betsy up.  Betsy swayed on her feet, crying and cringing from shock and pain, but Hugh got one of her arms draped across his shoulders so he could hold her upright.  “Come on.”
 
   “But A—” Tiffany started to say, looking that way, only to feel her voice trail off in fresh shock.  Ann was clearly dead.  There was more bone showing where the other deckhand was . . . eating her.  Tiffany felt her stomach roiling within her as she saw the man chewing pieces of Ann.  Blood was only sporadically spurting now; not the massive gusher it had been moments ago.  The girl’s head was lolled over, away from the wound, and her eyes were fixed and open.  She was not moving, except where the deckhand was jostling her as he held her against himself and bit and chewed.
 
   “Ohmygod!” Tiffany blurted incoherently as she doubled forward and vomited  The remains of the chicken wrap she’d had for lunch, and the alcoholic fruit juices and water she’d been sipping since, poured up and out of her as her insides heaved.  She felt it splattering across her legs and feet, puddling on the deck; but most of it went right across Betsy and Hugh.  They were in front of her, and Tiffany had no time to try and aim or control herself.  It was all she could do to suck in breath around the acid and bile coming up along with the food and drink.
 
   “This way.” Hugh said, catching Tiffany under her arm with his free hand and pulling her away from the bridge and the yacht’s central passage.  Stumbling as she tried to keep her feet while he tugged and her stomach kept heaving uncontrollably, Tiffany ended up leaning against the railing on the left side of the ship.  The last of her gastronomical reversal went over the side to the water below.  Then she dry heaved half a dozen more times, her insides knotting and clenching up painfully as she huffed and groaned.  Finally the muscular spasms ceased, and she wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.
 
   Straightening, she saw Hugh kneeling next to Betsy, who was clinging to the railing several feet away.  The deckhand had taken off his shirt and wounded it around into a sort of approximation of a cord or rope; and was now pulling it tight around Betsy’s leg just above the bite.
 
   “Yeah, bite.” Tiffany thought sourly.  “Freaking meal more like.”  The wound looked big enough for someone’s hand to fit into.  Tiffany couldn’t imagine anything short of a gunshot being worse.  She could see Betsy’s thigh bone for God’s sake.  Blood was still pulsing out, but it was slowing some as Hugh pulled the makeshift tourniquet tight.  The shirt sank into her flesh, and raised fresh protests from Betsy.
 
   “Oh God.” Betsy moaned.  “Oh God, oh my God.”
 
   “Best I can do right now.” Hugh said, standing up.  “Medical kit’s in the crew quarters.”
 
   “What about . . . help.”
 
   “Have to do something about Captain Noonan and Cooper first.” Hugh shrugged unhappily, glancing at the passage at the base of the bridge.  Tiffany looked, but she could only see the captain’s feet at the moment.  From where he was, she guessed he must have joined the . . . 
 
   “Are they eating—” she got out uneasily.  Her insides rumbled, but there was nothing left to expel.  Otherwise Tiffany was sure she’d be vomiting again.
 
   “I think so.” Hugh said.  “Come on.  We need to check on Ángel.”
 
   “Who?” Betsy asked weakly.
 
   “The cook.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Med kit’s in the same direction.  There’s nothing we can do for your friend.”
 
   “But—” Tiffany started.
 
   “There’s an emergency kit back there too.” Hugh said urgently.  “We don’t need the bridge to get on a radio.  Let’s go.”
 
   Unwillingly, Tiffany followed as Hugh helped Betsy move back along the outside of the yacht’s railing.  Betsy was being more or less dragged along, since her feet were barely moving; but Hugh was clearly a lot stronger than his wiry frame seemed to indicate.  Tiffany was having trouble keeping up as Hugh led the way to the rear of the deck where the ‘back door’ to the yacht’s structure on this level was.
 
   Pushing it open, he immediately descended the stairs on the side.  Tiffany took one glance up along the passage, to where Ann was, and immediately regretted it.  Both men were leaning over the girl, and they were definitely eating her.  It was horrific.  Tiffany shuddered and followed Hugh and Betsy quickly.  The next level down was the ‘main’ one.  The forward portion was all boring stuff; kitchen, some storage, and the crew’s quarters.  Guest bedrooms were all upstairs and downstairs, along with various sitting and lounging rooms.
 
   Hugh led the way forward.  There was a hatch-like door next to the entrance to the kitchen, which he opened.  Tiffany saw a number of boxes and bags in it, each labeled neatly with embroidered lettering.  The one Hugh pulled out was white with a red cross on it, making the label that read ‘Medical’ redundant.  “Okay, in here.” he said to Betsy, slinging the medical bag over his shoulder before reaching for the kitchen door.  “We’ll need some water I guess, to wash that out.”
 
   Betsy nodded weakly.  With no better notion occurring to her, Tiffany kept following as Hugh pushed through into the kitchen.
 
   As the door opened, she smelled something cooking.  No, something burning, she realized.  Craning her head around Hugh so she could see, she saw several pots and pans on the stove.  Steam and smoke was rising from them, and beyond the cooking appliance she saw Ángel standing with his back to them.  The normally neat area was a mess; with a lot of the contents of the cabinets and shelves scattered across the floor and counters.
 
   “Ángel, man, turn all that crap off and help me.” Hugh said quickly.  “Dinner’s postponed for the moment.”
 
   The cook turned with a lurching motion, staggering around in a ragged stationary circle that alerted Tiffany before she saw the man’s face.  His normally swarthy and cheerful features were slack and pale.  Not completely pallid, but definitely lifeless and drained of a lot of his normal color.  His eyes, dead but moving, fastened onto the trio who had just entered, and his arms reached up toward Hugh and Betsy since they were closest.
 
   “He’s like the others!” Tiffany screamed, while Betsy just screamed inarticulately and tried to back up.  She surprised Hugh, who was busy reacting to the cook, and slipped from his grasp.  As soon as he wasn’t supporting her, she tripped over a bag of rice and fell back against Tiffany.  The girl’s sudden weight unbalanced her, and Tiffany went down with Betsy atop her legs.
 
   “Oh shit.” Hugh said.  He grabbed for something on the counter next to him as Ángel staggered forward.  The deckhand brandished a knife at the other man, but the cook didn’t seem dissuaded at all.  Not even when Hugh leaned forward and stabbed the knife right into the man’s chest.  The dead man’s chest.
 
   Tiffany stared in shock as she saw the carving knife sticking out of the cook’s body, wobbling and wagging as he kept moving.  There was no blood; it was like Hugh had stuck it into a watermelon or cantaloupe.  No, fruit had juice.  People were supposed to bleed.  But Ángel just ignored the knife and reached for Hugh.
 
   “Oh fuck, oh fuck!” Hugh said, splaying his hands out to either side of himself.  Catching his weight on the counters, he lifted himself and lashed out with both feet at Ángel.  The cook staggered backwards when Hugh kicked him, tripping over the stuff scattered across the floor and falling flat on his back.  As with the captain, he made no effort to catch himself or arrest his fall.  He hit, bounced a little, and almost immediately started straightening and righting himself.  Tiffany saw something wet and slick spreading beneath him; something on the floor he’d broken or burst when he went down.
 
   “Get her up.” Hugh said loudly, and it took Tiffany a few moments to realize he was talking to her.  She was busy staring at the cook, who was clambering unsteadily to his feet.  His every movement was rough and jerky, like his muscles and limbs had forgotten how to function properly.  But he was rising, and that was a problem.
 
   “Hurry!” Hugh said, turning to look at them.  Tiffany started scrambling to her feet, extracting herself from beneath Betsy; who was moving slowly and clumsily.  Not as much so as the cook, but not with any sort of serious grace or ability.
 
   Tiffany had managed to get herself up to a kneeling position, reaching to get a grip on Betsy so she could try and get her friend up, by the time Ángel was back on his feet.  He lurched forward again, but as he did this time he brushed against the stovetop.  The burners were showing blue flame at varying intensities, and he knocked a frying pan off one of the front corners as he staggered against it.  As its contents cascaded down across him, there was a sudden whomp-woosh of something expanding and Tiffany felt a blast of hot air blow her hair back away from her face.
 
   She blinked rapidly, turning her head away instinctively, as she felt heat.  Not a little either; a lot of it.  The little room, the kitchen, was suddenly bright enough to make her wince even though she was looking at cabinets only a few inches from her nose.  She blinked some more, and felt her eyes tearing up from the intense burst of light, and finally the room started to darken back towards its previous level.  But not all the way, she noted dully.
 
   Hugh hit the deck just next to her; she barely missed having his full weight come down on her.  While he wasn’t a large guy, she wouldn’t want him landing on her.  She was quite slight, and wasn’t up to having full grown guys squish her into the ground, or deck, or whatever.
 
   Turning her head back, intending to look at Hugh, she gasped as she saw the cook had been engulfed in fire.  He was basically a torch with arms and legs; like something out of a movie.  And he was moving; still lurching forward and reaching out toward the trio.  Hugh was moving too, scrabbling backwards on his ass with arms and legs kicking and pulling.  Tiffany squirmed backwards alongside him instinctively, as Betsy raised her head and caught sight of what was happening in the kitchen.
 
   Beneath Ángel’s feet, the floor was on fire.  He was basically standing, or at least walking through, a pool of flame.  As she noted that, she also realized the cabinets on either side were aflame too.  And the fire was tall and big enough to reach the ceiling, which was rapidly starting to blacken.  Tiffany got far enough back that she wasn’t beneath Betsy anymore and started to shift around to her knees.  Hugh was already up, kneeling and reaching forward toward the injured girl.
 
   But Ángel reached her first.  He collapsed down across Betsy’s feet and grabbed onto her legs.  Betsy was screaming before he even made contact, kept screaming as Hugh grabbed onto her arm, and then shifted her screams into a new octave and level of panicked fear as the fiery Ángel got hold of her.
 
   The room was full of crackling and sizzling, and Tiffany wasn’t entirely sure where it was all coming from.  It was like everything was making noise, and none of it was good.  Betsy’s screams were reverberating around the space in time with the pop and snap of flames.  She saw the cook had buried his blazing head against her friend’s calf, and looked like he was doing exactly what the two men – plague victims – up near the bridge were doing to Ann.
 
   Settling down to eat.
 
   “He won’t let go!” Hugh shouted, tugging on Betsy.  The girl was still screaming, but her cries were starting to fade.  Tiffany reached up and grabbed the countertop above her, struggling to use it and her legs to get up.  As she clawed to her feet, she saw the skin on Betsy’s legs was starting to blacken.
 
   “Help her!” Tiffany shouted.
 
   “I’m trying!”
 
   Betsy’s screams were getting quieter.  Her head dropped back and hit the deck as she passed out, and Tiffany blinked when she saw the girl’s hair was starting to catch fire.  The bikini she wore was already sagging like melted plastic, which made Tiffany blink.  Then she realized how hot the room was.
 
   “Fuck!” Hugh swore, suddenly straightening and turning from Betsy and Ángel.  Grabbing Tiffany, he pulled her from the room.  She gasped as the cooler air of the hallway outside hit her face, but even as she welcomed the relief, she found herself struggling against his hands.
 
   “Betsy!” she screamed into his face.  “She’s dying.”
 
   “She’s dead.” Hugh shouted back.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “In few more seconds she will be.  Or close enough that we couldn’t save her anyway.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “The boat’s going up.” he said as something in the kitchen emitted an enormous crack of breakage.  “That fire’s getting out of hand.”
 
   “Do something!” Tiffany insisted.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Get rid of the fire!”
 
   “How?  There’s only two extinguishers on board.  One of them’s in there and the other’s on the bridge.”
 
   “Go get the one on the bridge.”
 
   “Past those two . . . whatever the hell they are?” Hugh demanded.  “Plus by the time I got back, it wouldn’t matter anyway.”
 
   Tiffany scowled at him, then jumped as something else broke inside the kitchen with a resounding crack.  She found herself backing away before she realized she’d moved.  “What are we going to do?” she asked.
 
   “I think we jump ship and see if we can’t make shore.”
 
   “We can’t swim back to Florida!” Tiffany half-screamed at him.
 
   “If it’s try or burn or get eaten, I’ll take the swim if it’s all the same to you.” Hugh said.  “But maybe we won’t have to.”
 
   He started toward the little hatch door he’d extracted the medical kit from, but before he could reach it there was another whomp-woosh of an explosion, and the kitchen door flew open to admit a ball of flame.  Tiffany scrambled further back and found herself out on the back deck of the boat, where she and Betsy and Ann had been sunbathing.  A moment later Hugh stumbled out and tripped.  He landed on his butt with a wince and a cough.  She saw his face was red, and there were singe marks in his eyebrows and hair.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” he shrugged, pushing himself upright.  Turning toward her, he gestured at the side of the yacht.  “You coming?”
 
   “You’re not serious?”
 
   Rather than answer, Hugh simply took three steps and hopped right over the railing.  She heard the splash as he hit the water.  Tiffany stared at where he’d disappeared from view.  It was impossible.  Sure she knew how to swim, but they were . . . 
 
   Something else went up in the kitchen, something with enough energy as it caught flame to produce a third detonation effect.  The yacht rocked, and she felt a wash of hot air roiling out of the passage she was more or less standing in line with.
 
   “Oh God!” she moaned before scrambling over to the railing and looking at the water.  Hugh was already several yards from the boat, swimming hand over hand with great form.  “Wait!”
 
   “Jump.” he yelled back without stopping.
 
   Tiffany jumped over the railing and fell into the water.  It was warm from the late summer sun, but enough cooler than the air that she gasped as she plunged in.  Kicking and pulling with her hands, she felt her descent stop, and then she was breaking the surface next to the yacht.  Blinking water out of her eyes, she bicycle kicked with her legs to tread water while she wiped her hair back from her face so she could see.
 
   “Over here.” she heard Hugh call off to her left some, and she twisted around in that direction.  His hand waved twice at her, and she struck out after him; he was waiting for her.  She wasn’t a great swimmer, but she did swim laps a few times a week for exercise, and wasn’t completely hopeless.  She reached him quickly enough, but as soon as she did he started swimming again.
 
   Tiffany scowled, but it was follow or founder.  She couldn’t yell at him and swim at the same time; not with her pulse racing and the waves rocking her back and forth as she tried to keep up.  He kept going at a good pace for what felt like a long time, but when he finally stopped and she was able to follow suit; she realized they were only maybe fifty or sixty yards from the yacht.
 
   Treading water next to him, she followed his gaze and saw the yacht was really going now.  Most of the back third seemed to be engulfed in flames.  Sooty black smoke was burbling up into the sky like a beacon.  She hoped so.  Maybe someone would come to investigate.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “Way I see it,” Hugh said as he looked around, “is we either float around out here and hope someone comes by to rescue us; or we head for shore before we get too tired to swim.”
 
   “Where’s shore?”
 
   “That way.” he said, raising a hand clear of the water to point.
 
   Tiffany looked, but she saw nothing but water.  This low, without the advantage of height the yacht had afforded, she couldn’t even really see the horizon’s curvature; just waves as she bobbed up and down.  “You’re sure?”
 
   “Yes.  Sun’s there.” he pointed at it.  “It’s setting.  That’s west.  Therefore east is this way, and that means Florida is there.” he continued, moving his point in the opposite direction, before bringing it back to the first place he’d indicated.  “I think we should start swimming.”
 
   “Won’t someone come check on the fire?”
 
   “Maybe.” he shrugged.  “On a normal day, I’d probably agree with you.  We could let the fire to die down some, then salvage some debris or something to help us float while we waited.”
 
   “Why not now though?”
 
   “The stuff going on with the plague or whatever it is.”  Hugh said.  “If what happened to the captain and Ángel and Martin is happening on the beach . . . if it’s happening on other boats in the area . . . I think every minute we waste floating around out here hoping to be rescued could be a minute we want back when we’re tiring and trying to keep from drowning.”
 
   “If we swim back, how long is it going to take?”
 
   “I don’t know.” he admitted.  “But I do know I don’t like the odds if we just stay here.”
 
   Tiffany bit her lip unhappily.  After a moment she nodded.  “Okay.”
 
   He nodded back.  “Great.  So let’s get going.”
 
   Hugh struck out in the direction he’d picked as where Florida was supposed to be.  After a moment, Tiffany followed suit.  Behind them, the yacht kept burning.
 
   # # #
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   If you enjoyed this short, you might find Apocalypse Atlanta entertaining.  Free samples are available, so why not give it a try?
 
    
 
   
  
 

Also by David Rogers
 
   Apocalypse Atlanta – We’ve all seen it on the news every year.  A hurricane, a tornado, a tsunami, a flood.  A BAD thing happens, and all hell breaks loose.
Some people are caught in the chaos, others are victims, some run, others wait for help, most sit at home watching for everything to be fixed for them, and a few dive in to do whatever they can.
 
   The thing about a zombie apocalypse is whether or not you’re in that initial wave of people who get hungry and start snacking.  And where you are as few turn to many.  As we all know, when it’s zombies, soon many turns to most.  And it’s over when most become all.
 
   Apocalypse Atlanta follows three people as the zombies start eating and bring the world down around them a bite at a time.
 
   One is a retired Marine.  The second is a widowed single mother.  And the third is a biker.
 
   Are there right or wrong answers when zombies are involved?  Do things like morality and decency matter?  Is it better to be alive to feel guilty, or dead an honorable?  Who decides who’s right or wrong when a single mistake can make you dinner for a ravenous horde of the undead?
 
   The story that started it all, the preceding book to Apocalypse Aftermath.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Atlanta/dp/B00D538D6M/
 
    
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath – the follow-up to Apocalypse Atlanta, continuing the stories of Peter, Jessica, and Darryl.
 
   When an apocalypse starts, there's always running and screaming. Sooner or later, most of that starts to fade; if only because most of the runners and screamers are dead. Once the end of the world gets going in earnest, the sprint becomes a marathon. You can’t run all the time, can you?
 
   Saving someone is easy. Helping them is what's hard. Heroes happen all the time. After those moments when you become someone's saviour, what comes next? One day turns to two, and then the days are a week. Time keeps ticking by, and if you're going to keep from being ground beneath the clock’s relentless push, you've got to find the essentials for life. Food, water, shelter, safety. Everything else is negotiable.
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath picks up where Apocalypse Atlanta leaves off; following three people, each going in three different directions, all trying to survive the end of the world. The same question faces Peter, Jessica, and Darryl; what’s next? What’s a safe path to follow, one that doesn’t place them and those they’re with at risk of becoming a meal for the zombies? What’s the right move, and how do they see it for what it is in time to act? Which way is the right way?
 
   Because whether you’re an aging retired Marine, a widowed single mother, or a biker who bounces, the problem is the same.
 
   Zombies.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Aftermath/dp/B00KKB43E8
 
    
 
   Apocalypse Asunder – When zombies show up, the world usually goes to hell. They tend have that effect on, well, on everything. Zombies aren’t good, aren’t bad; they just are. They can’t help themselves. They destroy and consume because it’s what they do. Unfeelingly, unthinkingly, unerringly. But while a hungry corpse will hunt you down and chew you up . . . what people will do can be far worse.
 
   What turns good people bad? It’s really not that hard to figure out. They want something more than you. They need something more than you. Because no one is stopping them. Trust is a casualty of the apocalypse as surely as safety and survival. Not everyone is bad, but apathy and a lack of concern kill the same as malicious intent. An awful lot of people will let a lot of awful things happen if it means they survive. They’ll even do them to you; who cares if they feel bad about it afterwards? Because that’s what it’s all about when everything goes to hell.
 
   Survival.
 
   In the middle of a zombie apocalypse, nothing is routine and nothing is normal. One mistake can be your last. With winter closing in and life stripped of all the things that turn winter from just one more season into something that can kill, Jessica has to decide which is more dangerous for her and her daughter. Do they travel across two states in search of warm shelter, or sit tight and pray for providence to see them through?
 
   One thing Jessica’s learned amid the apocalypse though . . . help comes to those who help themselves.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Asunder/dp/B00P07HDNU/
 
   Apocalypse Asylum – In the two months since they brought the apocalypse down on the world, zombies have reduced everything to a shattered scattering of isolated survivor groups clinging to what’s left of their lives.  Living day to day, hand to mouth, constantly fighting amid the ruins of what’s left of a civilization that was over seven billion people strong; it isn’t much, but it’s that or become one more monster.
 
   One thing zombies have going for them is persistence.  Zombies never give up, never get tired, and are always hungry.  Zombies might be clumsy and slow, but humans get distracted and make mistakes.  The patience of death will always win out against the imperfection of humanity.  The clock is ticking on the living, not the dead.
 
   Peter Gibson has survived some of the worst the zombies could throw at him in downtown Atlanta, and has managed to help his battered squad carve out a safe spot in rural north Georgia for five thousand souls.  But squatting in a tent village, spending the days guarding the perimeter and making scavenging runs for more canned food and dry goods, praying that a zombie horde big enough to roll over the humans doesn’t show up; that’s just a holding action.  It doesn’t address the real problem.
 
   Zombies.
 
   What’s left of the government has been gathering itself at an Air Force base in the northern Midwest.  They say they’re working on holding and expanding a secured area, eventually aiming to retake the entire continent.  When his camp picks up those radio transmissions, that’s what Peter’s been holding on for two months to hear.  But it’s eighteen hundred miles from Georgia to South Dakota, and between the Atlantic and Pacific are over two hundred million zombies.
 
   Getting there will take a road trip of nightmare proportions.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Asylum/dp/B00TD7NS1O/
 
    
 
   Bite Sized Apocalypse – an anthology of five short stories set in the universe of Apocalypse Atlanta.  The common thread is the zombies.  Each story looks at a different little slice of the apocalypse as it gets going for those particular characters.  Little bite-sized chunks of it.
 
   Is that a dinner bell I hear?
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Bite-Sized-Apocalypse/dp/B00DUFWNKW/
 
    
 
   The five stories in Bite Sized Apocalypse are also available individually.
 
   Better to be Lucky – You've thought about it. What would the first few hours of a zombie apocalypse be like? For one company of military police, it was like almost any other job in the service. Boredom with flashes of sheer, howling terror.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Better-be-Lucky/dp/B00DENSDNG/
 
   Marching through the Apocalypse – Many things might be happening when a zombie apocalypse begins. For some of the most genre aware people in Atlanta, their survival wasn't so much who or where they were, but rather what they were wearing when people started getting hungry.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Marching-through-Apocalypse/dp/B00DEKA1IY/
 
   There goes the Weekend – A bail bondsman's, er . . . woman's, day can be boring or interesting. Boring can be profitable, and interesting can be fun. But there is such a thing as too much fun. When Darla goes looking for a wife beater right when the zombie apocalypse kicks off, there goes the weekend.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/There-goes-Weekend/dp/B00DSGFGBQ/
 
   Smoke ‘em if you’ve got ‘em – Life is about rules. Lots of rules. But when zombies start eating people, the rules change.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Smoke-youve-got/dp/B00DTI8S7C/
 
   A little me time – Every year, Lloyd spends a week hiking in the North Georgia mountains. This year, while he's getting away from it all, everything goes straight to hell.
 
   www.amazon.com/little-me-time/dp/B00DR5IPF2/
 
    
 
   Apocalyptic Appetizer – a second anthology of five short stories set in the universe of Apocalypse Atlanta.  Each story looks at a different little slice of the apocalypse as it gets going.  Little bite sized chunks of it.  A tasty meal ahead of the main course as full-fledged apocalypse gets going.
 
   Bon appétit.
 
    
 
   The five stories in Apocalyptic Appetizer are also available individually.
 
   You are what you eat – When a zombie apocalypse starts, everyone has problems.  Well, everyone who’s not a zombie I guess.  For one student in a small South Georgia town, her problem was zombies don’t respect dietary restrictions.
 
   www.amazon.com/You-are-what-you-eat/dp/B00ELLZGX0/
 
   Gut Check at the Choke-and-Puke – Lauren is a truck stop girl, just one more service provider riding the interstates and making a living. A layover south of Atlanta turns into more than just a fuel, food, and rest stop when zombies turn up. One thing leads to another, and soon it's everyone for themselves. Lauren has to hold on to both her stomach if she's going to hold onto her life.
 
   www.amazon.com/Gut-Check-at-Choke---Puke/dp/B00KMJNNTE/
 
   Working with Zed – One of the biggest problems someone faces in the middle of a zombie apocalypse is who to trust.  One nine-year-old boy doesn’t have that problem.   He knows who to trust.
 
   His dog.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Working-Zed/dp/B00MXKIF84/
 
   Time to Shine – Some people are more ready for the apocalypse than others. The kind of people who others snicker and snort at in normal times, they come into their own when zombies start snacking. Joe is one of those people who get treated like they're a bit too enthusiastic about his hunting and shooting and ready-for-anything hobbies. For him, zombies are just an excuse to step up and get things done.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Time-Shine/dp/B00Q3B55HI/
 
   Trouble in Paradise – Lounging around aboard a fancy yacht off the coast of Miami Beach might seem like one of the better places to be when the zombie apocalypse kicks off; but what happens when the zombies are aboard ship?
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Trouble-Paradise/dp/B00RQRAAJ6
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