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“What your worst fear?” Daphne Erickson asked her friend while she floated on an inflatable swan in the hotel pool.  She wore a pair of sunglasses with large, round lenses and a skimpy bikini which covered almost as much of her body as the sunglasses.

Elaine Carpenter drifted beside her on an air-filled turtle float.  She sighed and adjusted her diamond-accented sunglasses.  “I don’t know.  Snakes, I guess,” she said with another sigh.

Both were recovering from a hard night of partying and a drunken sexual escapade which ended with the two of them in bed together.

“I’m serious,” Daphne protested with a whiny lilt to her voice.

“I really don’t know.  Right now, getting pregnant, maybe.  What’s yours,” Elaine offered, wanting her friend to stop talking so damn loudly.  She then felt something brush up against her hand.  Twitching away from the sensation, Elaine glanced over in time to see Daphne’s hand near hers.

Reaching over, Daphne took Elaine’s hand in hers.  “I really like guys and all...  But with what happened last night...  I...  I’m afraid...”

“What?” Elaine asked, tugging her sunglasses down slightly to eye her best friend.  The Bahaman sunlight felt harsh on her eyes, but her curiosity had been piqued.

Daphne squeezed Elaine’s hand then let it go without another word.

“What?” Elaine asked again.

Debating for a moment, Daphne finally gave up and threw caution into the wind.  “We’ve never done anything like that.  And...  Well...  I loved it.  And I think I love you.  Not just as a friend.  I think I want last night again.”  She couldn’t look at Elaine as she spoke the words.  She felt wrong about it.  But she couldn’t keep her emotions bottled up any longer.  

Elaine sat up.  She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  “Look, Daff.  We were really drunk.  And I think the Ecstasy had something to do with it.”  Elaine wanted to admit that she had enjoyed it too, but the way her friend was talking made her a little uncomfortable.  They’d been best friends since high school.  And now that they’d been intimate once, her friend was in love with her?  It didn’t make sense.

“It wasn’t the sex,” Daphne started.  “Well... it was.  But...”  She paused and pulled her sunglasses down to stare at the woman she loved with her deep chocolate eyes.  “It was waking up wrapped in your arms.  I never felt so...”  

Daphne stopped talking as a nasty snarl contorted her face.  “Ew.  Creeper much?” she spat, looking past Elaine.   

Elaine turned to see a disheveled man staggering toward the pool.  He seemed drunk as hell.  Something that looked like vomit covered his chin and the front of his shirt.  His eyes were glazed over and they were locked onto to the young women.

Feeling as though her skimpy bikini was now too revealing, Elaine tried to cover her breasts by folding her arms over her chest.  The man just stared and slowly stumbled toward them.

“Let’s get out of here,” Daphne said and slid off of the swan.  She stood in waist-deep crystal-clear water.  Grabbing a flipper of Elaine’s turtle float, she tugged her friend closer to the other side of the pool.

The man walked straight into the pool.  Splashing down, he fell beneath the surface for a moment then emerged and continued his trek to the women.

“What the hell?” Elaine hissed as she hopped off of her float too.  She held it out as a shield between herself and the stranger.  Daphne did the same with her float.

“Can somebody help us?” Elaine shouted.

Just then a chorus of screams erupted from the patio area where several people had been enjoying their breakfast.  “Help!” Daphne shrieked.  The man continued to slog forward.  

Elaine finally got a good look at his eyes.  They weren’t just glazed.  They were dead.  “Can I change my answer?” she blurted to Daphne.  “This.  This is my worst fear.”

Daphne let out a piercing scream.

Elaine took her eyes off of the man in time to see her friend get hoisted out of the pool by her hair.  Another crazed man had a hold of her.  As soon as he pulled her out of the water, he leaned down and bit into her neck.  Retracting with a huge chunk of her flesh in his mouth, the man chewed and swallowed.  Arterial blood spurted out and sprayed across Elaine’s face.  The pool float pressed up against her.

She turned in time to see the first man reaching for her, his mouth agape.  Ducking down, she pushed off and swam away.  She popped up near the side of the pool and pulled herself out.  The first man had already started in her direction.  

Elaine looked to Daphne.  The other man gnawed at one of her breasts.  Daphne’s body twitched and heaved in spasms as the man fed on her.

Without warning, Elaine vomited, half in the pool, half on the deck.

The other still approached.

She knew she couldn’t help Daphne.  Elaine started to run away from her dying friend.  Then she stopped and turned back.  She sprinted past the chaos of Daphne’s demise and snatched her phone from the chair she had earlier claimed.  Running on the deck of the pool, she witnessed the horrifying scene.  

Several people lay dead or bleeding while other bloodied men and women staggered or ran in random directions.  Swaths of bloody smears decorated the wall of the building.  Overturned tables and chairs littered the chaotic patio area. 

Elaine hustled into a group of young palm trees and ducked behind them.  She dialed her father on Face Time and prayed that he’d answer.

“Do you know what time it is?” a groggy Henry Carpenter answered from his bedroom in Malibu, California.

“Dad?” Elaine whispered.  “We’re being attacked by cannibals.”

“What?” Henry asked, his voice seemed overly loud amongst the chaos in this near distance.

“They’re eating people,” she hissed then held the phone high enough the expose the carnage.  With her arm still extended, she cried, “Daphne’s dead.  They killed her.”

“What the hell?’ Henry gasped as he viewed the atrocity taking place.  “Get out of there!  Run!  Get away as fast as you can!  I’ll come find you!  Run!”

Frantic, Elaine tried to think of where she could find a place to hide.  She glanced over to see a young boy scaling one of the mature palm trees.  That was her only hope.  She had to get somewhere they couldn’t reach her.

Elaine turned to run.  

And she came face to face with Daphne.

Daphne was battered and bloody with random chunks missing from her body.  Her eyes had taken on that dead hue.

But Elaine didn’t notice.  “We have to get out of here!” she said as she grabbed her friend’s hand and pulled.

Daphne didn’t budge.

“C’mon, Daff!” she growled as she looked back to her friend.

Daphne’s head seemed to hang to one side.

“Oh shit!” Elaine shrieked, finally noticing the eyes.  She turned away to run.

But Daphne had a hold of her hand.  And her grip was immense.

Pulling as hard as she could to free herself, Elaine stumbled backward and fell to the ground.  With Daphne right on top of her.  Daphne bit down hard into Elaine’s throat.  It wasn’t like last night at all.  As Daphne’s teeth pierced her skin, Elaine admitted, “I love you.”

Within the confines of an above-top-secret facility [the location of which remains unknown, even to the author], Special Agent Dan Carter burst into the research and development level and strode with a purpose to the front of the main lab.  “What do any of you know about this?” he asked as he clicked a controller and a large screen displayed the footage of the massacre from Elaine Carpenter’s phone.  He watched as the group of scientists, he typically referred to as the eggheads, all glanced up from their work stations and focused on the screen.

Silence.

Finally, one of them spoke up.  “Looks like a zombie movie,” Jonah Latham said.

“Zombie movie?” Carter snarled as he neared the scientist.

“I...  I watch them all the time.  I like goofy horror movies,” Jonah stammered as a pissed-off looking Carter stomped in his direction.

Gesturing to the replaying clip on the screen, Carter hissed, “This isn’t a damn movie.  This is happening.  How do we stop it?  Who knows about this shit?”

After an awkward pause, Jonah offered, “I might know someone.”
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A tiny dust devil spun across the desert runway then petered out to reveal a small cluster of buildings in the distance.  The words WHITE SANDS, NEW MEXICO appeared on the screen in all caps.  Closer inspection would reveal that this scene looked nothing like White Sands Missile Range.  One of the runways at White Sands had been used as an alternate landing site for the space shuttle Columbia in 1982.  But this... this looked more like a small, defunct airport in a desert on the outer edge of civilization. 

“Car,” a voice called out.

The footage cut with a jitter.  The scene returned, but the background buildings weren’t in the same location as before.

A dark speck appeared on the horizon then grew in size until it took on the form of a space shuttle.  As the shuttle neared, the edges looked too thick and fuzzy.  It had clearly been superimposed on the backdrop.

Static hissed then Craig’s voice (the same one who shouted car earlier) spoke through a radio.  “Shuttle Atlantis on approach.”

Everything went eerily silent as the shuttle continued to race in for a landing.

“Still no communication from the crew,” Craig said.  Then the pop of static preceded, “Atlantis?  Do you copy?”  Again, it was Craig’s voice.

As the shuttle moved closer still, it actually looked real, but was clearly recycled footage of a shuttle coming in for a landing (with its wheels fully extended) as the background changed several times.

A Jeep suddenly raced into the scene from the left.  Craig stood up and poked his head out of the open top.  He wore green fatigues and had a bulky headset over his green cap.  The jack, however dangled free behind the windshield.  It swung as the vehicle swerved.  “Atlantis?  This is Robinson.  Do you copy?” he shouted over the rush of the wind.  

After getting no response, he shouted, “Kreager?  What’s going on up there?”

A static hiss (exactly like the previous one) popped.  Then Tom’s voice, sounding dry and rotted, coughed, “Rob...sin.”

“Kreager?  Your gear’s not down!” Craig shouted then ducked as a shadow passed overhead.

The Jeep skidded to a stop.

Unlike the previous footage, when the shuttle came into view, it had not deployed its landing gear.  The obvious toy model slammed to the ground and slid across the dusty airstrip.

Craig plopped back down in his seat and shouted at his driver (Tom), “Follow that fuckin’ shuttle.”

The Jeep jerked to life and sped away.

As the Jeep slid to a halt, Craig ripped his headset off and tossed it over his shoulder.  He leapt out and hustled to the downed shuttle.

A streaking beam of light flooded the dark interior of the shuttle, which looked very much like a darkened computer lab.  Craig must have somehow climbed the exterior of the craft and had been able to open the door from the outside.  Craig stepped inside.  “Kreager?” he softly called out in the darkness.  

After another beat, he raised his voice.  “Kreager?”

“Rob...sin,” a whispery growl replied.

Then the zombie sprang from the darkness.  It was on top of Craig and gnawing at his skull.  The zombie looked strangely familiar (exactly like Craig’s driver, Tom, in zombie makeup).  The pair wrestled and tumbled around the space near the doorway.  The light spilling in did a wonderful job of keeping just enough of the fight visible.  Interlocked, they both fell back through the door.  The pair landed with a soft thud on the sand (as if the fall was only a foot from the ground).  The zombie continued to grapple and bite at Craig while Craig did his damnedest to push the creature off of him.

Finally wriggling free, Craig lashed out with a kick.  The zombie crashed back into the side of the shuttle.

A shot rang out.  A hole opened on the zombie’s forehead.  And an excessive amount of blood sprayed against the white backdrop of the shuttle.

Craig, with bloody bite marks on his face, staggered to his feet.  He looked over to see a ribbon of steamy smoke wafting from the barrel of his driver’s pistol.  “Thanks,” he panted.

“You’re welcome, Chico,” Tom replied.  Then he pulled the trigger again.

Craig’s head erupted with the same volume of cheesy gore as the zombie’s had.

Tom fished out a cigarette as he walked over and kicked Craig’s body.  He lit up and leaned his back against the shuttle, near the open door.  “I just single-handedly stopped a zombie invasion.  I’m a goddamn hero,” he boasted.

A graying, decrepit hand reached out and, with astonishing strength, yanked Tom up and through the opening.  Only his feet were visible now and they flailed as his screams echoed out.

Then the scene crashed black.

“Pretty good, huh?” Tom asked as he glanced back at Craig with a cheesy grin.  The pair were sitting in front of a large computer monitor.  Tom sat closer as he controlled the playback.

Rubbing his chin, Craig muttered, “In the immortal words of Stephen King on Creepshow, Meteor shit.”  He was still wearing his Subway uniform as Tom had insisted that he watch the short film as soon as he stepped into their apartment.

Tom slouched.  “What’s wrong with it?”

Craig cocked his head.  “Car?” he blurted, referring to the cut between takes on the desert road they had used as the runway.

“I can edit that out,” Tom promised.  “It’s the first rough cut.  We can clean things up.”  He grabbed a pen and scribbled the word car on the pad of yellow paper.  “What else?”

Craig sighed.

“C’mon.  I can’t fix it if I don’t know what’s broken.”

Craig looked around their apartment—a portion of which they had converted into their movie studio.  The floor was littered with wadded up sheets of yellow paper and wrappers from candy and protein bars.  He could feel Tom’s eyes on him and knew the other held the pen at the ready.  Finally, Craig unleashed his complaints.  “You can tell the shuttle is a cut-out.  The landing gear is down on all of the news footage we used.  It’s clear that the headset isn’t plugged in.  And the zombies move too fast.”

Without missing a beat, Tom offered, “We can re-record their scenes at a faster speed then play them back at regular speed.  We’ve done it before,” he said, referencing the zombies.  “We can reshoot the Jeep scenes.  We’ll tape the loose end to the dash.  It’ll only cost gas and time.  I’ll try to find some footage of the shuttle with the gear stowed.  I don’t think I can edit the wheels out.  It’ll look too obvious.  I’ll just need one clip and I can loop it.  I’ll clean up the edges of the cut-out.  It’ll take a few run-throughs, but I’ll get it looking better.”  He then shrugged.  “It won’t be perfect.  We don’t have the budget for that kind of editing.”

“That’s just it!” Craig complained as he spun in his seat and stood up.  He paced to an overflowing trash can and stuffed his hand in it to compact what was in there.  He snatched some of the debris off of the floor and stuffed it in.  “We’ll never be taken seriously.”  He stopped his custodial duties long enough to gesture to the monitor.  “Not with shit like this.”

Tom stood, walked over and slapped a hand on Craig’s shoulder.  “We’ve got creative freedom and control.  What director or actor wouldn’t want that?”

“Yeah.  Creative freedom,” Craig mockingly said.

“You gotta admit that dust devil was pretty cool, though.”

“That was just luck,” Craig countered.

Tom grabbed the trash can away from Craig and placed it on the floor.  “It was luck.  Means things are gonna go our way.”

“How are things gonna go our way when we keep putting out crap like this?”  The pair had shot several super-low-budget short films and loaded them on YouTube and a few other sites.

“All it takes is one person – the right person—to see one of them.  Whoever it is won’t care about the budget or the effects.  They’re gonna see that we’ve got great ideas and storylines.  It’ll happen,” Tom promised.

“I wish I shared your optimism,” Craig said with a defeated sigh.

“If people can walk out of the Smithsonian in DC and step into an airplane graveyard in the middle of the Arizona desert, anything is possible.”  Before Craig could rebut him, Tom added, “And that was one of the highest grossing movies of all time.”  He had referred to the second Transformers movie that had a huge budget.

“I guess you’re right,” Craig conceded.  “Let’s go grab something to eat.  I’m starving.”

Tom nodded his agreement and the pair headed to the door.

“Speaking of being right.  And about creative freedom...” Tom started.

“No.  We’re not making that movie.”

“But it’s so unique,” Tom argued.

“We don’t have the budget for something like that.  Hell, we don’t even have the budget for that crap,” Craig offered as he pointed to the computer and their zombie film.  Then he pulled the door closed and twisted the knob to ensure it was locked.

As they strode toward their Jeep (the same one from the movie), a man staggered in their direction.  He had the slow, dragging gait of the zombies Craig had desired for the film.  As he entered the sodium glow from the streetlamp, a bottle covered with a brown paper sack and an empty Styrofoam cup became visible in his hands.  The pair had come to refer to the man as Charlie the Bum.

When the drunken man extended the empty cup toward them, Craig dropped a couple of dollars into it.

“Why do you keep giving him money?  He just keeps coming back and doesn’t do anything to improve himself,” Tom said to Craig.

To Tom, Charlie slurred, “Gonna save the world someday, you fucker.”

Tom could smell the cheap whiskey on the man’s breath.  It did little to mask the odor of urine emanating from the homeless man.
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