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HAVEN


by

LAURY FALTER

“We live in evolutionary competition with microbes – bacteria and viruses. There is no guarantee that we will be the survivors.”
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Personal Note

M
Y NAME IS
K
ENNEDY
S
HAW.
I
am eighteen years old. I live in Hazelbrook, IL, just outside of Chicago. I was a senior at Woodrow Wilson High School. This is my personal account of what happened. I don’t ever plan to share it with anyone, so if you are reading it, do not come looking for me. I’m probably dead, or one of
them
.

Preface

I
TS PANTING WAS HOT ON THE
back of my neck and reeked like metal, that sharp tangy scent of blood that lingers in your memory from the first time your nose gets a good whiff of it. This odor was a strong one, and I knew the Infected behind me had fed recently. It wasn’t satiated, though. That’s why the damn thing had been following me for the last twenty minutes, keeping me at a good clip until I could barely catch my breath.

Think, Kennedy, think.

I needed an escape route, fast, or at least an obstacle to separate the two of us until I could find a way out of this mess.

As if in answer to my desperation, a gaping hole appeared in the floor ahead, one I missed earlier being too concerned with what was behind me to pay attention to what was in front of me. If I can hurdle it, make it across…

In a testament to the human mind, one not infected with the T1L2 virus, I managed to believe the rutted floor made of loose wooden beams below my feet had disappeared and that a rubberized runway had taken its place, one that would spring me to the other side. What I’m about to do is nothing more than another long jump, I told myself, like I’ve done hundreds of times; and on the other end will be the sand pit, like it always is.

The Infected growled behind me and the hair shifted on my scalp, moving against the wind. Vaguely, I registered that It took a swipe at me.

You missed.

I had an urge to laugh at it, to taunt it, to make it feel some amount of desperation. But it wouldn’t care what I yelled. It no longer understood words. Just blood, meat…food.

We’ll see if you understand what it means to splatter into pieces on the first floor. Just a few more feet now.

I paced myself perfectly, my toes curling around the rough edge of the hole as I launched into the air, straight up, just as my coach had drilled into me. But the landing was anything but a soft pit of sand. The concrete on the opposite side seemed to have risen to stop me, full force. That interim moment which makes the world pause every time I leap and until I land, came again and for a split second I felt safe, secure, in control. This time, however, when it subsided, I felt the uncompromising impact of my body against an immoveable surface. This time, my wrists screamed at me, pain shot up both forearms and into each shoulder. But it was my right ankle that made me stiffen, because there was no mistaking its splintering. And if it was broken, there would be no more running for me today.

A crash sounded from below, loud enough to be a falling body. I snapped my head around to find no sign of the Infected.

“Finally,” I sighed through heavy breathing.

My chest was still rising and falling rapidly as I assessed my ankle. It was pulsating heat as if someone had stuck a molten rock beneath my skin. But the most telling sign of its internal destruction was the odd angle in which it lay twisted.

A few months ago, back during a normal way of life, it would have been a moderate inconvenience that kept me out of competitions until it healed. Now, it subjected me to the strong potential of becoming a meal for the Infected.

Gently, I picked up my knee and prepared to move it. Sudden, excruciating pain seized my body.

I groaned, a sound that merged with a grunt from somewhere else in the building. My breathing stopped altogether then.

It couldn’t have survived the fall. The Infected aren’t impermeable. Fast, sure. Hungry, definitely. Obsessed with human flesh, that was without question. But the psychosis that made them what they are is still housed in a human body. If blood can no longer reach the brain, they die.

I tilted my chin up for a better vantage point through the open floor; just enough to see a pool of blood had begun to collect in cracks crisscrossing the concrete.

The grunting came again. Louder.

It approached from my right, from the metal stairs a few feet away. I watched the handrail jostle slightly, just enough to reignite my alarm. The grunting was now accompanied by slithering and the rattle of loose bolts.

I glanced back across the gaping hole, the one I had no chance of traversing with an injured ankle, and noticed the body of the Infected had rolled into my view. Its joints lay at odd angles. My focus returned to the stairs where the heads of the first few Infected were coming into view. And I sighed.

Intentional or not, that damn thing corralled me right to the rest of them.

~ 1 ~

I
WOKE UP WITH MY SHEETS
soaked. My heart was pounding. My breath came in short, hoarse intakes, rattling down my windpipe. My eyes snapped open and swept the room for any sign of movement or anyone nearby; my hands ready and forming small, but powerful, arcs in front of me.

I made another slow evaluation of the room and finding no indication of an intruder, I released the tension in my limbs and slumped back against the headboard.

The sheets were wet, adhering to me like a film, so I peeled them off. They made a strange slapping sound as they flopped onto my lap.

A knock on the door told me that my nightmare hadn’t been a quiet one.

“You all right, Kennedy?” a thick, rumbling voice asked from the other side.

“They’re…,” I began and paused. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

It really wouldn’t help anyone to mention the nightmares were becoming more frequent. He could notice that on his own.

“Hmmm,” he grumbled in a way that confirmed he didn’t believe me. “I’m heading for school. Are you coming?”

“No, not today.” I paused and realized how my answer might have come across. “I mean…I’ll take the Mustang.”

He muttered something, an affirmation maybe, which didn’t make its way clearly through the door and then continued down the hall.

I lived in Mr. Packard’s office, one that had been donned with a bed just under a year ago when I moved in. Being the kind man he was, he had suggested I make the room my own. Hang posters, he recommended. Paint it pink, put up drapes, lay out a rug. I had done none of these things. The walls remained pale blue and my personal possessions were still stacked in a corner near the closet, taking up a tenth of the space available to me. If you peeked inside fast enough you might even miss that I existed here at all. And I suppose, some small part of me knew, even though I hadn’t acknowledged it yet, that was actually the case. I hadn’t felt alive for a year now, to the very day to be exact.

Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I knelt at my compacted belongings and rifled through them, past the flowery dresses and lacy tops, to pull out a black, short-sleeved tee-shirt, cargo pants, and combat boots. I didn’t bother with my hair. My strands of auburn red could hang where they found themselves when I woke up, like they had done for the last twelve months.

I found Mr. Packard in his 1970’s kitchen quickly downing black coffee and dry toast while leaning against the green metallic stove. He evaluated me keenly as I strolled across the muted brown linoleum to drop my backpack on the plastic cushion of the nearest dining chair. I wanted to tell him “Don’t worry, I didn’t scratch my eyes out during my nightmare.” Again, he could figure this out for himself.

When he was sufficiently at ease, he remarked, “I’m gonna hit the head and then I’m out the door.”

Mr. Packard was an ex-Navy SEAL turned high school principal. Even though he’d traded his military fatigues for a suit and tie, old habits die hard. So when he mentioned hitting the head in reference to using the bathroom, I knew what he meant. My dad had used the same phrase. The two of them were cut from the same cloth, which was probably why my dad had made Mr. Packard my legal guardian.

He popped his head around the corner of the kitchen door a few minutes later, and I noted that his tightly trimmed, albeit graying, mustache and closely cropped ashen hair were freshly cut, as if he had a sense that today was important.

The small TV in the corner of the sparse countertop was set to a news channel, so he spoke over it as the morning anchor launched into her top-of-the-hour stories.

“I’ll see you there,” he said, though we both knew he wouldn’t, not unless I was called to his office.

“And in local news…”

“See you there.”

He nodded and seconds later, the front door slammed shut and I heard his car engine roar to life. It faded away as the broadcaster’s voice picked up.

And this was where I heard it first. It was a blip, a passing segment on the morning news, an anomaly that was ignored in favor of rising gas prices and government partisan squabbling. “…ate through the neck of his victim. No suspects have been apprehended. Reports of the occurrence have been-”

I, like so many others, didn’t give it much attention. In our media-driven society, we’d become complacent, numbly digesting what news journalists determined was important, or would bring in higher ratings. If they spent less than five seconds of airtime on the subject, why should we break from our daily routine for it? Those who did hear it were probably inhaling cherry Pop Tarts and downing their coffee or running for their car before rush hour started. They had no idea that traffic would soon be the least of their problems.
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