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CHAPTER 1
I will never understand peoples’ fascination with the apocalypse. Why would you waste so much time and energy worrying about something you can’t change? Besides, most of the time, it never comes to fruition anyway. Remember Y2K? What a hullabaloo that was. People were so afraid computers were going to fail and throw society back into the Dark Ages that they were stockpiling supplies and moving into the wilderness so they could get away from technology. Why would they move to the wilderness? If technology was going to fail, wouldn’t they be just as safe in a city? I guess they were afraid when technology failed, everyone would go crazy and start killing each other. Either way, it didn’t happen. I wonder how those people felt afterward.
Then, there was the whole 2012 scare. This one was supposedly based on ancient prediction, so you know it was reliable. Are you kidding? Even the Mayans didn’t believe their own ancestors’ “vision.” What happened was there had been a tablet that had the Mayan calendar carved into it. The end was broken and faded, so no one knew what it said. Our culture, being the pessimistic lot that we are, automatically assumed it was an end-of-the-world warning. But, again, nothing happened on December 21, 2012. Christmas came and went, and I think everyone, everywhere, even the skeptics, had a little something more to be thankful for. Life went on as usual, and all those doomsayers faded into obscurity.
The day the world did end was pretty nondescript. By that I mean there was no nuclear explosion or asteroid or monumental natural disaster. There weren’t even any horseman or plagues to announce the end was coming. The world ended fairly quietly. I couldn’t even give you a date because it happened at different times depending on where you were. It was never predicted, and I’m sure a scenario that no one even considered. Who really thinks the dead are going to rise from the grave and destroy the majority of the population? No one but Hollywood, and we all know those are just movies. But that is exactly what happened. Those of us that survived were left wide-eyed, mouth agape, trying to figure out what to do next.
There were a few who were able to pull their heads out and organize those left behind. They made sure the populace had food, shelter, and protection. They were saviors, the United States’ heroes. Life wouldn’t have gone on without them, and it was pretty difficult those first few years after the zompocalypse.
Sometimes it’s difficult for me to remember what life was like before the rise of the undead. I was a teenager, though I hesitate to say normal. I wasn’t deformed or anything, but my classmates thought I was strange. I had a fascination with the dark, the macabre, but I wasn’t a Goth or Emo. I read books and magazines about serial killers. I didn’t idolize them or want to be like them—hell no—but I was fascinated with how evil and black a human’s soul could get.
I wanted to be a psychologist and work with the criminally insane, maybe figure out why they did what they did. Apparently, when you’re 15, your friends think you’re weird if you have desires to help someone other than yourself. While they were worried about becoming popular and getting the right boyfriend, I was trying to figure out how to make society better.
Of course, those dreams will never come true. Society doesn’t exist. Everything I once held dear is gone. I lost my parents to the horde, like a lot of kids. Unlike some of the others, mine weren’t taken by surprise or in some freak accident; they were taken because of their own stupidity. Some days I miss them a lot, but others I believe they got what they deserved. I might sound callous and uncaring, but what about them? Why would they abandon their 15 year old daughter? It used to keep me up at night, trying to find the answer to that question, but I’ve given up asking it. No reason wasting time on things that could’ve or should’ve been.
As I stare out the passenger side window of the semi, I’m reminded how bleak the future has become. The truck rolls down a once heavily traveled highway that has been reduced to a cracked trail. Gas stations and towns dotting the landscape have been abandoned and are crumpling into the weeds that are taking them over. There are a few areas that still resemble pre-zombie destruction , and these are the military outposts set up along the road, used for protection and refueling. I use the term “military” loosely because there is no formal military anymore. It’s a rag-tag group of men and women who were lucky enough to get guns. I chuckle to myself. It’s been two years since I was last out in the world, and a lot has changed since then. I still remember the day the zombies attacked. It’s as clear as if it happened yesterday .
* * *
I sat on the bench, my head bobbing and feet tapping to Korn’s “Freak on a Leash” as it pulsed through my eardrums. I mouthed the words until movement caught my eye, then turned. Carmen and her friends walked toward the school bus stop where I sat. Carmen walked by and for a moment our gaze met, then she flipped her long blonde hair and huffed, averting her gaze to the sky. I smiled and turned up my iPod.
Carmen and I used to be friends back in grade school. She used to be shy and awkward, like me, but when we got to Junior High, she broke out of her shell. She started making new friends, ones that apparently weren’t as weird as me. She quit talking to me. I guess I embarrassed her. I called her friends the Baa-Baa Twins because they followed Carmen mindlessly and did everything she told them to do without question—like sheep.
I stared at my feet, which once again started tapping to the beat. Someone bumped me. The other students made their way to the curb. Some of them believed they had to have the “right” seat on the bus, so they wanted to be first through the door. I remained seated. The bus was a little ways down the block when it stopped. I slid to the edge of the bench to look, turning down my music.
Carmen stepped off the curb and waved. “Helllooo,” she called out, “we’re down here.” She placed her hand on her hip. “What are they doing?”
I got up from the bench and stepped into the street. The sun reflected off the bus’s windshield so I couldn’t see inside. I paused my music. The only sound was the idling of the engine. Suddenly, the bus started to rock. A thud, as if something hit the ceiling, echoed through the streets. All of us froze. The doors slid open and the bus driver stumbled out, rolling onto his back after he missed the last step. He struggled to his feet and ran toward us. Two of the students, I recognized them as seventh graders, got off the bus. They almost fell down the stairs, and I wondered if they hurt their knees because they didn’t seem to want to bend them. As they stepped into the sunlight, they flinched and seemed slightly confused. They turned to their right, then to their left, and when they noticed me and the other students, they moved forward. As they drew closer, I noticed their eyes were bloodshot with dark circles underneath. They both walked slowly, and one of them dragged his foot.
I was convinced they injured themselves. I knew they were on the JV basketball team, so they could have fallen on the court, but I couldn’t figure out why they were getting off the bus. It must have something to do with the sound I heard. The one who wasn’t dragging his foot opened his mouth and let out a low moan. A shiver ran down my spine. The bus driver ran into the center of our group and grabbed Carmen by the shoulders.
“Run!” he yelled.
Carmen pushed him away, mumbling, “Eww, don’t touch me.”
Baa-Baa One stepped to her side and whispered something I couldn’t hear. A look of disgust covered both their faces.
He turned to another boy. “You’ve got to get out of here.”
All of the kids stared at him. Was this some kind of joke? A few of them grabbed their backpacks and headed away from the bus. Carmen watched the man, her hand still on her hip.
“We’ve got to get to school, you know!” she said.
The driver took off down the street, glancing only once over his shoulder.
I stared after him and then back at the seventh graders. There was something not right about how they were moving, something bizarre about their stare. I moved a little to the right so the glare was off the bus’s windshield and noticed what looked like blood on the window. I pulled my earbuds out and grabbed Carmen by the arm.
“We’ve got to go,” I said.
Carmen jerked out of my grasp. “What’s your problem? We’re supposed to go to school.”
Baa-Baa One stepped closer to Carmen, her eyebrows furrowed as she cracked her knuckles. I think she thought she was being intimidating, but with her styled hair and manicured nails, I wasn’t worried. I rolled my eyes.
“I think she’s right,” Baa-Baa Two said from the sidewalk. “I think we should go.”
Carmen threw her a dirty look. “When I want your opinion, I’ll give it to you.”
The seventh graders were now within ten feet, and I decided I wasn’t going to fight with Carmen. If she wanted to go to school, she was going to have to find her own way there. I ran a ways up the block before a scream caused me to turn back around. The seventh graders made it to Carmen and held her by her arms. They bit deep into her flesh, and blood pooled on the sidewalk. Baa-Baa One tried to pry one of the boys off, but she only succeeded in tearing more flesh off Carmen’s arm. She lost her grip and fell backward. The boy dropped on top of her and gnawed on her throat. Baa-Baa One’s scream turned into a gargle. Baa-Baa Two took off running.
I inhaled a sharp breath and ran for my house. When I got there, I slammed the door and locked the deadbolt. I looked quickly out the window, but the street was quiet. Running into the living room, I grabbed the phone and dialed 911. Oddly, I got a busy signal. I hung up and turned on the TV.
“Krista?” Mom’s voice called from upstairs. “Is that you?”
I didn’t answer. I flipped through the channels until I found the news.
“Krista?” Mom said right behind me. “What are you doing home? I thought you left for the bus ten minutes ago.”
“Mom, something weird’s going on. Two seventh graders just attacked Carmen and her friend.”
Mom rolled her eyes. “Of course they did, sweetie. Carmen probably deserved it.” She reached for the remote, but I jerked it out of her grasp. Mom huffed and placed her hands on her hips. “Krista, really. I don’t know what this is about, but I can imagine it has something to do with those serial killer magazines you’ve been reading. I will take those away if this is how you’re going to behave. I’ll be ready to leave in five minutes.” She turned and headed back upstairs.
The news droned on about how nice the weather was going to be for the rest of the week before switching to local sports. I changed the channel, but there was nothing. I turned the TV off and switched on the radio. I found the local country station. A George Straight song was just ending, and the DJ came on the air, preparing to take the next caller.
The woman’s voice was frantic.“Something is going on!” she screamed over the air. “Haven’t you guys had any reports? People…people are acting crazy.”
“Whoa, lady, slow down.” The DJ’s voice was low and calm. “How are people acting crazy?”
“They’re attacking!” The woman broke into sobs. “My husband…my husband.”
“What about your husband?”
“He’s dead.”
There was silence over the radio.
“Do you hear me! He’s dead and he’s attacking pe-” Her voice cut off.
The radio crackled and the DJ came back on. “Sorry about that folks. We don’t screen our callers before they are put on the air. We’ll be back after these messages with some more good, ole country to get you through your morning commute.”
As the radio switched to a commercial, Mom came back downstairs and grabbed it out of my hand. “It’s time to go to school, my dear.”
I stared at her. “I don’t think we should leave the house.”
“Nonsense. Everything is fine. Now, get your butt in the car.”
I stepped back and shook my head.
“Young lady, I am not going through this again. Get your butt in the car right now.” Mom moved to grab my arm but a pounding at the door interrupted her. “Who could that be?”
Mom glanced out the window before unlocking the deadbolt and opening the door. Dad came flying into the house and slammed the door behind him. He bumped into his wife and she landed on her side.
“Charlie, watch it!”
He turned and noticed her on the floor.
“Laura, I’m sorry.” He placed his hands under her arms and pulled her up. “Where’s Krista?”
“I’m right here, Dad.”
He breathed a sigh. “Get upstairs. Both of you.”
Mom stared at him. “Charlie, what in the world is going on?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Just get upstairs!”
The panic in Dad’s voice caused me to take the stairs two at a time. Both of them were right behind me, and we went into the master bedroom. Dad locked the door behind us. He went to the closet and grabbed his 1911 pistol and two rifles, which he handed to Mom and me .
Mom stared at him, wild-eyed. “Will you please tell me what is going on?”
I cradled the weapon against my chest and stared at him.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I was on my way to work and stopped at a red light. I noticed some people on the sidewalk, walking really slowly, as if they were drunk, and they attacked the people in the car in front of me. They reached through the open window and started biting them. There was blood everywhere. I would have helped, but a group of them converged on my car. I got out of there and hurried home as fast as I could.”
“That’s what happened to Carmen,” I whispered.
Mom pursed her lips and stared from Dad to me before shoving the gun into her husband’s arms. “Do you two really think I’m an idiot? I hate it when you get together and try to prank me.”
“Laura, I’m serious.”
“Mom, really, something is going on.”
She rolled her eyes and headed for the door. “Fine. You two play your little game, but I have to go to work. Charlie, make sure Krista gets to school.” She flipped the lock and flung open the door.
Normally, Mom would have been correct in her assumption. Dad and I loved to play tricks. They were usually harmless—ice cubes with flies in them, replacing the regular coffee with decaff, or putting colored Vaseline in the jelly jar. There was one time we pulled a really bad one. Dad and I were goofing around in the front yard, whacking rocks with a stick, pretending to be golfing, and one of them broke the window next to the door. Dad thought it would be fun if we made it look like someone broke in and killed us, so we poured some fake blood on the floor. We hid in the closet and waited for Mom to get home. She freaked when she walked in. We stopped her before she called 911, but she didn’t talk to us for two days.
As we cowered in the room, I wished I had never pulled any pranks on Mom. She never really trusted us after we pretended to be dead. Dad lunged after her, but she was already half way down the stairs. I watched from the top of the stairs as he intercepted her before she made it into the garage.
“Laura, please, this is not a joke.” He grabbed her arm and tried to get her to stay in the house.
She wiggled out of his grasp. “Charlie, seriously. This has gone on long enough.”
Dad stuffed the pistol into his belt and grabbed Mom around the waist, flinging her over his shoulder. She started kicking and screaming, but he wrestled her up the stairs and back into the bedroom. I locked the door behind them and watched as Dad tossed Mom onto the bed.
Mom’s face was red and her jaw clenched. “I swear to God, Charlie.”
A scream from outside interrupted her threat.
The three of us went to the window and looked out. A neighbor, who lived three houses down, ran down the street in her robe. She had on one slipper and half her hair was curled. Blood dripped from her arm and the back of her leg. Three others behind her walked in the same slow, jerky manner the seventh graders had. She screamed again.
Dad grabbed the pistol from his waistband. “We’ve got to help her.” He turned and made his way to the door.
“There’s no reason to, Dad. They surrounded her,” I said.
He came back to the window just in time to see the group converge on the woman, who tripped on her remaining slipper. One of the people grabbed the neighbor’s bottom lip between his teeth and ripped it clean off her face. Another took a sizable chunk out of her arm, and the third tore off an ear. I shuddered and turned from the window. Dad sank heavily onto the floor.
I turned to Mom. She swayed back and forth. Her face was white. I grabbed her before she fell and eased her to the floor. In the bathroom, I wet a washcloth and gently dabbed Mom’s forehead while Dad held her up.
“What’s going on?” Mom whispered. “Why did they attack that woman? Please tell me she’s part of the prank. Please.”
Dad shook his head. “This is not a prank. I don’t know why they killed her. But we can’t let them get in here.”
The sound of shattering glass echoed up the stairs. I ran to the window and peered out but couldn’t see anything. Dad ran to the door and opened it a crack before slamming it shut a second later.
“They’re in the house,” he whispered loudly.
Mom’s eyes grew wide and she scrambled to her feet. “They’re in the house? They’re in the HOUSE?”
Dad clamped a hand over her mouth and moved her toward the closet. I followed them in, and he pulled the string for the attic stairs. I climbed as fast as I could, then turned to help Mom up. Dad followed behind and pulled the stairs up after him. We crouched in the dark and waited.
More glass broke and footsteps thudded up the stairs. Mom grabbed me and backed into the corner farthest from the door. The muffled sounds of things breaking drifted into the room. I placed my arms around Mom’s waist and buried my head in her shoulder. Mom wrapped her arms around my head, and I felt her cheek on the top of my hair. It reminded me of when I was little girl, waking in the middle of the night from a nightmare. I used to have dreams about being chased by dinosaurs. They always caught me and ate me. I would wake up screaming, and Mom would come into my room with a glass of water. She would hold me and hum until I fell back asleep.
Every crash and thud made my entire body jerk, and Mom shook beneath me. This was almost like my dreams because the creatures would eat us if they caught us, but unlike my dreams, I knew there was no waking from this nightmare.
After a while, it was quiet. I assumed Dad remained by the door, his gun in his hand ready to fire. Mom and I slowly uncurled from the corner and made our way to him. We moved carefully so we wouldn’t make a sound. When we were close, Dad gathered us into his arms and we sat hugging by the door.
“It’s all right. I think they’re gone.” Dad’s voice was almost inaudible.
“What are we going to do?” Mom whispered. “We can’t stay up here forever. We’re going to need food, water.”
Dad pulled away and the attic light clicked on. I squinted at the brightness and held up my hands to block the light. Mom fumbled for the cord.
“What are you doing? They’re going to find us,” she said.
Dad grabbed her hands and calmed her down. “It’s all right. They won’t be able to see the light. Even if they got the closet door opened, they can’t get in here. I locked the attack door. They’ll need an axe to get us.” He glanced around the room. “We’ve got to see if there is anything in here we can use.”
My eyes adjusted and I took in our surroundings. Boxes full of Christmas decorations, old clothes, and stuffed animals were everywhere, and I doubted any of it would be useful. I watched Dad rip open a box and pull out some strings of tinsel and a few ornaments before stuffing them back inside. He moved to another, opened the top, and peered in. He knocked the box over. Glass ornaments skittered across the floor and a few shattered into red and silver shards.
“Isn’t there anything up here besides Christmas crap?” he spoke almost to himself.
Mom approached him slowly and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He buried his face in her neck and they hugged for several minutes. Eventually, he looked up and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.
“Okay. We need to figure out what we’re dealing with. Any ideas?” He looked at his wife.
Mom shook her head and folded her arms across her chest. “Maybe it’s gang related.”
Dad grimaced. “What gangs do we have in Oregon?”
Mom slapped her hands on her thighs. “We have Neo-Nazis here. It’s not that unheard of. Gangs attack and kill people all the time.”
“I don’t think it’s Neo-Nazis.”
“Then what is it?”
“Maybe they’re escaped convicts. We probably wouldn’t hear about a prison break,” Dad suggested.
“Seventh graders were attacking other students, Dad,” I interjected. “I don’t think it’s escaped convicts.”
He glanced at me. His look told me he wanted to know what I thought it was.
“What if it’s zombies?” I said.
Mom cocked her head to the right. “Zombies? Yeah, that’s more believable than a gang or escaped convicts. You really watch too many horror movies. As soon as we get out of here, I’m taking all of your books and movies away.”
“Think about it. They don’t move very fast or very well. They’re attacking the living and eating their flesh. What else could they be?”
“Maybe they’re crazy,” Mom said.
Dad huffed. “How many crazy people do you know who eat people?”
“Jeffrey Dahmer.”
Dad shook his head. “He cooked them first. He didn’t eat them raw. Besides, he never attacked them on the street. Or in a group.”
Mom unfolded her hands and threw them up in the air. “You can’t expect me to believe that the dead have returned to life and are killing people. That kind of stuff only happens in the movies. It’s insane.”
“What if the movies were right?” I whispered. “What if the movies were made to make us believe it can only happen in the movies?”
Mom chuckled, a small nervous sound . “And why would anyone release zombies onto the world?”
“What if it’s a biological weapon?” I asked.
Mom’s breath caught in her throat and her skin paled. Dad stared at me.
“It would be the greatest weapon because no one would believe zombies were actually attacking.”
Dad and Mom stared at each other for a moment.
“We’ve got to get out of here,” Mom whispered.
“And go where?” asked Dad. “If Krista is right, then this thing might be spreading across the entire country. If no one believes that zombies are attacking, how are they going to defend against it?”
“I don’t care where we go, but we can’t stay here.” Mom folded her hands across her chest. “We have no food and no water. We have to try and find help.”
Dad sighed. “All right. But we’re not going to run out there without a plan. We need to figure out where we’re going and how we’re going to get there. What do we know about zombies?”
CHAPTER 2
By the time my parents and I made a plan, it was night. We agreed that whatever we learned from the movies probably wouldn’t translate into real life. We talked about all the movies we had seen and decided the creatures were more like George Romero zombies than 28 Days Later zombies. They didn’t move very fast and craved human flesh. Although, we were pretty sure they weren’t turned into the undead by a meteor. Other than that, we couldn’t make any comparisons. None of us had a chance to study the undead. Like we’d want to. We hoped zombies could be killed by a shot to the brain or by beheading, but the only way to test our theory was on a zombie. We were all still too scared to poke our heads out the window and start firing.
We figured our best hope would be to get to the nearest military base. On a good day, the closest one was forty-five minutes away, but we had no idea what the roads would be like or how many zombies we would encounter along the way. We had a 1911 and four rifles but not that much ammunition. We knew we couldn’t stay and wait for help; we had to go find it. We would stay in the house for the night and start out in the morning.
Dad lowered the attic stairs cautiously and listened. I strained my ears also to make sure he didn’t miss anything. Nothing. He slowly made his way down into the closet and opened the door. I peered over the edge of the attic and watched him shine a flashlight into the darkness. I assumed he didn’t find anything because he signaled for us to follow him, and Mom and I crept down the stairs. Dad’s task was to go to the kitchen to grab as many cans of food and bottles of water he could carry. Mom was in charge of grabbing bedding and extra clothes, and I gathered ammunition and a bucket to use as a bathroom in the attic. We worked fast. We figured we would get enough supplies to see us through the night, and we would gather more before leaving.
It didn’t take me long to get my stuff and, after taking them up to the attic, I waited for my parents at the closet door. I had the rifle in hand and waited anxiously, switching my weight from one foot to the other. I heard them rummaging through the house, along with another sound I couldn’t place. It was so distant, it could have been the wind howling through the trees, but as it drew closer, it was unmistakably human, yet somewhat primal. It sent shivers down my back, and I whispered under my breath for my parents to hurry.
At first, there was only one constant moaning, but soon enough, it was joined by a few more, then a lot more. I didn’t know exactly where the sound came from, but I knew it was somewhere in the neighborhood. My parents made it back into the attic when the moaning sounded like it was at the front door. As Dad pulled up the attic stairs, the sound muffled but never went away. I popped in my earbuds and cranked the music so the sound was drowned out. I was listening to “Needles” by System of a Down when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned and Mom handed me a bowl. I pulled out one earbud and listened. The moaning was still prominent, so I put the bud back in.
We ate a dinner of cold Spaghetti Os, then Mom and I attempted to fall asleep. It was impossible to get comfortable on my blankets and pillows, and my music was so loud I got a headache. The few times I did fall asleep, I saw Carmen and my neighbor being eaten alive.
At close to three in the morning, my batteries died. Groggily, I pulled the buds out of my ears and braced for the moaning. I was surprised when I didn’t hear anything and sat up on my makeshift bed. Mom’s soft breathing and Dad’s low snores sounded on the other side of the attic. I crawled toward them. They were both curled up on the blankets I had brought for them, and I wiggled my way between them. They both wrapped their arms around me, and we slept for the rest of the night.
We awoke late the next morning, around ten, and had a quick breakfast of granola bars and water. Dad opened the attic door and surveyed the area before we climbed downstairs. Equipped with duffel bags and backpacks, we loaded up with as much food, water, clothes, and blankets as we could carry. I glanced out the window into the empty streets. The sun shone and it seemed like a normal day, but everything was quiet. Not even a dog barked. My stomach knotted. I knew we couldn’t stay in the house, it was a death sentence. So much could happen. The greatest worry was what we would do if we ran out of food and water. But other things could happen, too. Like the house could catch fire or fill up with zombies. We’d be trapped in the attic and have to endure a slow, painful death. But even those thoughts didn’t make me feel any better about venturing out into the open.
When all of the supplies were collected, we met at the garage. As quietly as possible, Dad strapped our belongings and extra gas tanks to the two four-wheelers.
“Are you sure we can’t take the car?” Mom whispered. “I would feel so much safer with sides and a roof.”
Dad handed Mom her helmet. “I know. But if people abandoned their vehicles on the road, we won’t be able to make it in the car.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and his forehead against hers. “We discussed this last night. The fastest way to get to the base is by four-wheeler. It might not be the safest, but we don’t have any other option.”
Mom nodded. Dad kissed her gently on the mouth and patted her shoulder. Mom pulled the helmet onto her head. I took a deep breath and did the same. Dad made sure both of our chinstraps were secure before pulling on his own helmet and climbing onto his ATV. Mom climbed onto hers, and I climbed on behind Dad. We all took a collective breath, then started the engines. The garage door rose.
I held my breath and waited for a horde of undead to swarm the garage. I released it when Dad gunned the engine and the ATV shot out into the street. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Mom was behind us.
We zigzagged our way through the deserted streets. Dad had been right about the main streets in town—they were blocked with abandoned cars. The going was slow at first, but not as slow as the zombies that followed us. At first, there were only a couple, but after ten minutes of threading through the streets, the number grew. I gripped the back of Dad’s jacket until my knuckles were white and my fingers ached. I kept turning around to make sure Mom was behind us and didn’t relax until we made it to the highway, where the cars thinned out and the zombies were left behind.
Dad threaded through the trees near the highway to stay away from any cars that had been left on the road and any zombies that might inhabit those vehicles. We stopped after a while to refuel and get something to drink. My throat was dry, but my stomach was in knots, so it was difficult to swallow the water. Every little sound made me jump. A bird tweeted and I almost peed my pants. I had to force myself to take deep breaths and calm down. Mom and Dad wouldn’t let anything happen to me.
“The base should be right over that ridge.” Dad pointed to the hill on his right. “We should approach it slowly in case it’s been taken over by zombies.”
Mom and I nodded our agreement. Dad gave me a rifle, and I laid it across my lap. When the four-wheelers were refueled and we had our fill of water, we climbed back on and headed toward the hill. We made our way to the top of the ridge and stopped. The base was right below us. Hundreds of people were lined up to get into the gate. Soldiers with automatic weapons kept the masses in order and shouted instructions for them to follow. As I surveyed the area, I noticed ambulances at the far end. I tightened my grip on the stock of the gun.
“Dad, I’m not sure going in there is such a good idea.”
He turned to look at me. “Why?”
I pointed at the ambulances. “What if they’re bringing in infected people? If they get loose in there, all these people are sitting ducks.”
Dad sighed. “What do you want us to do? We can’t camp out in the open—we’re the sitting ducks then. We can’t go back to the house, it’s too risky.”
“I have a bad feeling about going in there.”
Dad stared at Mom.
“What can we do?” Mom said and shrugged. “We’ll stay one night, formulate a new plan, then head out.”
Dad let the clutch out and was about to head down the hill when I grabbed his shoulder and made him stop. “What about the cabins?” I suggested. “We could stay in there. We have enough food to last a couple of days. We can figure out what to do after that.”
Dad glanced at Mom again, then focused his gaze on me. “Are you really that afraid of staying at the base? They have guns. They might have medicine to treat whatever this is. I mean, we don’t know if we’re actually dealing with zombies.”
I shook my head. “Even if it’s not zombies, look at the amount of people. Mass hysteria is bound to set in and something bad will happen. People are scared and don’t know what’s going on. They will easily fall prey to ideas and suggestions from others and start rioting.” My psychology lesson had no effect. “What if they take our four-wheelers away?”
“She has a good point, Charlie,” said Mom. “We can’t afford to lose our things. When we planned on coming here, we didn’t expect there to be this many people. We can stash our stuff at the cabins then come back and find out what’s going on.”
Dad sighed and stared down at the base. He was silent for a long time. “Fine.”
The cabins were a cluster of six buildings owned by the Forest Service where my family and I stayed during the past three summers. I didn’t want to stay in the cabins but in the lookout tower nearby. It was used to spot forest fires, and the only way in or out was to climb a rope. I hoped no one else had thought about the tower as a hiding place, but if they did, I prayed they would be nice enough to share.
As we approached the cabins, Dad slowed down and stayed within the tree line. The ground was extremely uneven, and several times I almost dropped the gun and careened off the back of the four-wheeler. When we were within ten yards, Dad cut his engine and signaled Mom to do the same. He told us to wait while he checked out the situation.
Dad was gone for five minutes, but to me, it felt like five hours. Mom and I stood together next to the four-wheelers, each with a rifle. Do you have any idea how many sounds there are in the forest? Twigs snap and fall off trees and sound just like someone or something stepped on them. Plus, with the echo, you’re never really sure which direction the sound came from. It’s very nerve wracking. It’s understandable why people accidentally get shot in the woods.
When Dad approached, both of us raised our weapons in his direction. When we realized it was him, we lowered the guns with a sigh of relief.
“It’s clear,” he told us and unloaded the four-wheeler. “We’ll stay tonight and figure out what we’re going to do.”
The three of us loaded our supplies in the basket, and Mom and I climbed the rope into the tower. Dad made sure we were safe and the supplies had been pulled up before following after us.
We stared out the windows onto the tops of the trees until it got dark. I could see the top of the military complex on the horizon and shivered. The floodlights from the roof of the barracks clicked on, and I hoped everyone was safe.
A snap resounded through the room, and the acrid smell of sulphur tickled my nose. I turned to see Dad lighting a fire in the fireplace.
“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Mom asked.
Dad shrugged. “What’s it going to hurt? Even if someone sees it, they can’t get to us. I pulled the rope up so no one can climb in here.”
“Yeah, but they might destroy the four-wheelers.”
Dad grimaced. “No one is going to mess with the four-wheelers. Without tools, it’s going to be pretty hard for them to take those babies apart. Even if they pop the tires, we’ll still be able to get back to the base. If there are other people out there, they deserve to be saved.”
I stared at Mom. I didn’t think a fire was the best thing either, but Dad knew best. Mom’s jaw muscles tighten.
“It seems really reckless,” Mom snapped. “We don’t know what or who we’re dealing with and you set a beacon that gives away our position.”
“We’re going to be fine,” said Dad, but something in his eyes made me wonder if he believed it himself. “Now, c’mon, cook up some of that canned stuff for dinner.”
Mom shook her head before picking out some food. I took one last look at the lights on the complex, then joined Dad on the floor in front of the fire. He placed his arm around my shoulders, and I laid my head on his chest.
“Thanks for letting us come here, Dad. I had a bad feeling about the base.”
Dad shrugged. “I want my family to feel safe.”
“Did you see how many people were at the base?” Mom set a pan of chili on the screen above the fire. “There had to be three, four hundred people.”
“Yeah, but if you consider that over a hundred thousand live within an hour of the base, that percentage isn’t very high.”
Mom sat next to Dad.
“Do you think there are more survivors out there?” I pulled my knees up to my chest and stared at Dad.
“I don’t know. I hope so,” Dad answered.
“Do you think any of them will come here?”
Dad sighed. “I don’t know.”
The chili sputtered, and tiny dots of red jumped out of the pot. Mom stood and stirred the food slowly. She looked at me and Dad. “What are we going to do?”
“Tomorrow I am going to go to the base and find out what they know. You two will wait here until I return. After that, I don’t know. We’ll have to play it by ear.”
“Why do we have to wait here?” Mom complained. “Wouldn’t it be safer if we stuck together?”
“Yeah, Dad, it’s not a good idea for us to split up. That’s when bad things happen.”
“It’ll be faster if I go by myself. No offense. Plus, what if Krista is right? What if they take the four-wheeler? If that happens, I’ll need you to pick me up. We at least have to try. We have to see if there are answers out there.”
Mom and I nodded. I still didn’t think it was a good idea, but arguing wasn’t going to get us anywhere. Mom took the chili off the fire, and we ate in silence.
Darkness enclosed the observation tower, and I snuggled into my sleeping bag. The fire crackled in the hearth, but I didn’t feel at peace. My stomach fluttered with unease, and I couldn’t fall asleep. I wanted to tell Dad not to go, but I knew he had to. We needed to know what was going on and if there was a way to combat the threat. I stared at my parents as they held each other in front of the fire. Any other time it would have been romantic, and I would have gagged, but I only felt sadness as I looked at them. I rolled over and drifted into a restless sleep.
I awoke the next morning to the salty, meaty aroma of canned hash, and for a brief second, I felt the joy I always felt when I camped, but then I remembered why we were there. I climbed out of my sleeping bag and approached the fire. The warmth radiated through my body, and Mom smiled wanly at me.
“Did you sleep well?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t really sleep at all.”
The door to the bathroom opened, and Dad stepped into the living space. He had his coat on and his pistol in its holster at his side. He was ready to head out. He glanced at his watch.
“It’s six right now. Hopefully, I will be back by noon. If I’m not, wait until tomorrow then head to the base .”
My throat tightened. “Why tomorrow? Why not tonight?”
“I’ll need some time to talk to people, get some answers, figure out the lay of the base. If I get the answers quickly, I’ll be back by noon. If not…”
“You’ll be back,” I said.
Dad smiled. “Of course I will.” He wrapped his arms around Mom and I and held us for a long time. The only thing that made him let go was the smell of burnt meat that was filling the room.
Mom pulled the pan from the fire and approached Dad. They kissed , then Dad headed down the rope. Mom and I stood on the observation deck until Dad was out of sight and we could no longer hear the four-wheeler. We came back inside and filled our plates with burnt hash and scrambled eggs.
I scowled at the food. “He could’ve at least eaten before he left.”
“You know your father. When he has his mind set on something, nothing distracts him. Not even food.”
I set my plate down and stared out the window. I wasn’t hungry. I watched Mom nibble on her eggs, then she set her plate next to mine. I don’t know why we thought we were going to be able to eat. I suppose we were trying to make things normal. Even though we both knew there was nothing normal left.
Noon came and went. Both Mom and I stood at the window, waiting for a sign of Dad. The horizon darkened and a chill filled the room before I turned away to start a fire.
“I’m sure he’s okay, Mom.” My voice was small. “He’s gathering information. Helping with the wounded.”
Mom stared out the window. I wished she would say something. Confirm my hypothesis in some way. After all, she knew Dad better than I did. She had to have some idea of what he was doing.
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