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Z-APOC


 


I – Baby,
I’ve been here before


 


For John Allen, the end of the world began with a slutty
pumpkin.


Looking back a year to the day,
he found it almost prophetically funny that he’d been dressed as one of the dead
that Halloween night.


As a walker.


The soulless.


A biter.


Call them what you will, John
had been dressed to impress. His zombie makeup, torn clothes, and yellow
contact lenses had swept Holly Beckett, the slutty pumpkin from some sitcom,
off her feet and into the backseat of his ’87 Astra. The logistics of the
pumpkin costume had almost foiled any foreplay, but John had persevered, as
lads thinking with their dick are wont to do.


That’s the last good thing
that happened to me, John thought, shifting into third on the Pacific
Highway, as dawn crept over the horizon a few hundred clicks north of what had
once been Sydney.


He smiled as he thought of
Holly, her orange face dashed with pumpkin-seed freckles and a green leafed hat
atop her head. As cute as they come, only just sixteen, and a year below him
back at Ocean Bay High School. They had laughed, they had fucked, and they had
drunk cheap children’s booze, Chateau Cardboard, as Bowie’s Greatest
Hits blasted out of the radio.


“You’re a sweet thing, John Allen,”
she had whispered, her breath hot against his neck.


A zombie had eaten Holly’s
freckled face a day later, as the whole country—and, as far as Haven knew, the world—had torn itself asunder. John, alone and
afraid, had buried her under the cherry blossoms south of Dunsborough. Holly
clawed her way out of her shallow grave later that night, as he slept nearby in
the Astra, and John had killed his first Z—with a tyre iron.


You always remember your
first. He snorted, veered around an overturned sheep carrier full of bones,
kicked up orange dust in the emergency lane, and jumped up into fourth gear.
The road ahead was clear.


John had kept pretty close to
the coast this trip to the mainland. The survival business was always touch and
go, and what worked for one didn’t always work for another, but he’d found some
supplies and encountered very little in the way of hordes near the coast on
past trips. Suburbia and the city itself would be a different game entirely,
but a year on since the end of the world—and I feel fine—and most
outlying towns had zilch in the way of supplies.


These days survivors of Z-Apoc had to suck it up and scavenge nearer to what had once
been mass-population centres.


Every ten minutes or so John
flicked the stereo in his purple Jeep Cherokee from the CD player over to the
AM/FM bands, scanning for a signal. Casey Tully, the comms
girl back on Haven, had a theory that if there were still any government or
military in New South Wales, they’d be pinging emergency messages off the radio
towers in and around Sydney. So far John had heard nothing.


He didn’t expect to hear
anything. Mainland belonged to the Z’s.


John flicked back to the Chili Peppers and tapped his hands against the wheel,
keeping the beat. He had been driving for near-on seven hours, down from the
docks at Port Macquarie, making a wide berth around the charred pit of grinning
skulls that had been Newcastle, and heading for Sydney. Almost
time for a rest stop, and perhaps a power nap. Dangerous to sleep alone,
but locked doors usually provided enough time for a quick getaway.


The roads had been disturbingly
quiet—free of Z’s.


Pleased with the time he was
making, John allowed himself a rare treat. He popped the tab on a can of warm
Coca-Cola and savoured that fizzy first sip.


“Oh sweet
gravy, baby.”


He finished the can and tossed
it over his shoulder into the backseat, next to a small chest of assorted
weaponry. One pistol—never used—garden shears, a hammer, and a six-inch hunting
blade. His tried and true favourite weapon, the crowd pleaser—a cricket bat
he’d affectionately dubbed ‘Thumper’—rested on the passenger seat within arm’s
reach.


The list of Haven’s sorely
needed supplies was taped to the dashboard. Food was on the list, but not the
priority. Medical supplies first and foremost, followed swiftly by motor oil,
batteries, and any sort of combustible fuel. John’s contribution to the island
community of Haven, known as Hamilton Island before the outbreak, was these
supply runs. He, and a dozen other men and women, braved the mainland once a
month, travelling down by boat to Port Macquarie, bypassing Brisbane entirely.
Most of the land north of Brisbane had been picked dry. This was his sixth and,
so far, least productive trip.


A second, unofficial list was
folded in his pocket. Special requests from some of Haven’s two hundred and
fifty residents—mostly liquor and cigarettes. A pack of cigarettes could be
worth as much as a week’s rations, and the Haven Council had expressly forbid
their use as currency, which made them the perfect item to scavenge in exchange
for favours back on the island. Jack Trask, a
horticulturist before the end of the world and Haven’s crop supervisor, was
rumoured to be growing a tobacco patch somewhere on the island. If the rumours
were true, Jack would soon be the world’s first post-apocalyptic millionaire.


Which was bad
for business, as far as John was concerned, but he had Trask
in his pocket, for now. The old man needed a steady supply of eye drops
for his glaucoma.


John rounded a curve in the highway,
squinting against the bright mirage of heat waves dancing on the hot asphalt.
Down to the east, the land dropped away to coastal plains. The ocean glittered
like a band of diamonds. Ahead, bauxite-rich orange sand had blown over most of
the road. Not in the mood for an invisible pothole, he slowed to a crawl and
glimpsed a fallen road sign lying in the scrub. As good a
place as any to stop for a leak.


Pulled up onto the shoulder,
John sat idle for a few minutes, and scanned his surroundings. Z’s were attracted
by noise, even the dull roar of an idling engine. He couldn’t see any of the
bastards, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. He reached into the back,
holstered his pistol, strapped on the knife, and lifted Thumper up over his
head as he exited the Cherokee.


A wave of dry heat almost
knocked him back into the jeep. The air carried a taste of salt and the heady
aroma of native bottlebrush.


John unzipped and relieved
himself on the fallen road sign. He washed away some of the dust coating the
green, reflective distance marker and saw something encouraging.


 


WYONG             
30


BEROWRA        
86


SYDNEY            
123


 


Almost to Wyong—one of a scant
number of towns still likely to have something in the way of supplies, given
its relative remoteness. At least according to Casey, who was often right about
these things. The land between Sydney and Brisbane,
two major cities, fell hard and fast to the Z’s. With any luck, John could
gather what he needed there and avoid circling any closer to Sydney. He’d yet
to see any of the infected this trip, but that luck couldn’t hold forever.


Something else was written
underneath the sand on the sign. John swung his stream that’a’way
and washed the muck clear. Someone had scrawled a crude message in ugly, red paint.
The sun had faded it to crimson reminiscent of old, rusty blood.


 


Dead Ahead!


:(


 


Not so encouraging, but the sad
face was a nice touch.


He got back into the Cherokee,
locked the doors, and went to sleep for an hour. 


When he awoke just after nine,
the air in the jeep was stifling. Aussie summer—brutal and
unforgiving. And it didn’t bother the dead one godforsaken bit. The
virus, or whatever it was, had thrived in last year’s heat. It hadn’t affected
everyone—a slim few, like John, were immune. Casey had crunched some very loose
numbers, based mostly on her own observations and stories from other survivors,
and tentatively suggested that one in every two thousand had been naturally
immune to what had become known as Z-Apoc—zaypoc—the end of the world disease.


And of those immune, a bite from
the infected was still a short drop and a quick stop. Fever followed by rage
followed by death... followed by not-death. For that reason, John wore
shin guards under his jeans, two pair front and back, a thick leather jacket
even in the heat, and kept a hockey helmet in his emergency gear. But,
he reasoned, if you were at the stage where the helmet was necessary, then
you were most likely fucked six ways from Sunday anyway. And
not by a slutty pumpkin.


With a quarter-tank left in the
Cherokee, John made the distance to Wyong in good time. He’d had to stop twice
in the night and pump fuel manually from servo reservoirs, and would have to do
so again before he left Wyong. Good thing about these country towns was an
abundance of petrol stations. The roads were a little busier with dead cars
closer to town, and he had to weave his way down the highway for the last few
kilometres, getting out once or twice to smash windows and release the
handbrakes on a few vehicles, nudging them gently out of the way with his
mighty jeep.


Wyong was as silent as the
grave.


As expected, great swaths of the
town had burnt—months ago, if not the full year since Z-Apoc—and
there wasn’t a soul, living or dead, in sight.


“I know you’re here, you
bastards…” John whispered, and pulled into the lot of an abandoned 7/11 just
off the main strip. Spider webs of cracks splintered the windows and the
shelves looked bare from the car park, but a quick expedition might scrounge a
few tins.


John suited up again, stepped
out of the jeep, and stretched his legs before slinging an empty backpack over
one shoulder. He gripped the worn rubber handle on Thumper hard enough to turn
his knuckles white, and then relaxed.


The lot was quiet and the noise
from his engine should have had any of the dead stumbling out of the minimart. Conduct
an environmental risk assessment, Sergeant Charles Cook, Haven’s security
chief whispered in the back of John’s mind. Identify, Assess, Evaluate,
Check, Review.


John assessed, checked with his
gut, then nodded. This was as safe as it got, and the
supplies weren’t going to come to him. Broken glass and sand crunched underfoot
as he stepped inside. The air was stale but didn’t stink of death or decay. The
aisles had been ransacked months ago, toppled and discarded, but it looked like
whoever had been through here had been in a hurry. They’d missed a diamond the
size of his fist. He found an unopened packet of Mi-Goreng noodles on the top
shelf. That alone made the 850 kilometres he’d travelled since midnight worth
it. The rest of the shelves were bare. What hadn’t been taken had turned rancid
and dried in the heat. Nothing else to be had here.


John saddled up and circled the
outskirts of the town in his Cherokee. He drove down Main Street,
eyes peeled, and pulled up in front of Friendly’s Chemist. Medical supplies
were in dire need back on Haven. He had a good feeling about this place—but if
there was nothing here, he’d have to brave Berowra or, worse, Sydney. That felt
a little too much like suicide, but there was still the supposed distribution
centre around here somewhere...


Most of the shelves were barren
inside the chemist. A few packets of allergy meds and over-the-counter aspirin
were all that remained. Not too shabby, but not worth the time and the risk.
Moving quietly, John walked around the pharmacist’s counter toward the
prescription cabinets—the good stuff.


The cabinets had been sealed,
even with the power out, and sometime in the last year the batteries or
whatever protecting the drugs had failed. John, feeling giddy, kicked open the
metal grate and began to stuff his pack with anything and everything.


Antibiotics—mostly
penicillin. Some Tramadol
and Maxalt. He found a stash of doxycycline, enough to last months, at the back of the
first cabinet and cleared it out. He raided the second cabinet and stuffed his
bag fit to burst. John returned the pack to the car, full of the good stuff,
and retrieved another empty sack. He found some ciprofloxacin, excellent for
infections. Doc Harvey had trained all the supply runners on how to separate
the gold from the silt. Prednisone—steroids—was on his list. John filled half a
satchel. Empty IV drip bags, syringes, and rubber tubing for blood transfusions
were next.


In boxes next to the failed
safety cabinets, John found rubbing alcohol, betadine,
and about a hundred triangular bandages. He loaded it all into the Cherokee.
This was the best haul he’d ever stumbled across, and the day was still young.


Before moving on, John took a
swig of water from his filtered store in the trunk and wiped the sweat from his
brow. The day was going to be a scorcher, probably pushing mid-forties. He was
sweating like a pig in his leather jacket and jeans, so he got in the car and
cranked the A/C. Sweat began to dry cool and uncomfortable down his back.


“Okay...” He scratched a few of
the key items off his supply list. Already this trip could be called a success,
but he wanted to see if he could find the rumoured distribution centre. He had
to check it out, at least to cross the town off the list as a viable source of
supplies, if it had already been scavenged. “I need a map.”


Well, Google was out, and GPS
had become unreliable nine months ago.


John drove further down Main
Street and pulled up in the town centre. He found an information board, cracked
and warped after a year without maintenance, but the map of Wyong and surrounds
was still readable. Marked on the map were a bunch of nearby tourist
destinations—Burbank Nurseries, Little Creek Cheese Factory, and Muirs Lookout, just to name a few—and after a few minutes
of study, John found what he was looking for.


Woolworth’s Distribution Centre.
A spot on the map about five kilometres out of town along
Jilliby Road. I drove past that road on the way in, I think—


A high-pitched shriek cut
through the silent, stagnant air like a knife and John almost jumped out of his
skin. He turned on the spot, survival instincts kicking in, and dived back into
the Cherokee, slamming the door shut and locking it fast.


The car still running, he made
to flee, when a woman hobbled out from around the dilapidated Subway across
from the town centre, about thirty metres from John and the jeep. Even from
that distance, John could see her face was a mask of fear. Only one thing, these
days, could cause such distress.


The Z’s came one at a time.
Staggering and stumbling around the back of the Subway after the woman. First one, then two, and then all at once a group at least twenty
strong and growing. Shit, a horde!


In varying states of decay and
rot, what had once been men, women, and children gave chase to the poor women.
John hesitated with his hand over the jeep’s horn. If he could get her
attention... but that would bring the horde, too. He froze, gripped with
indecision. A hot shot of nerves shivered up his spine and forced goose bumps
to ripple up and down his arms.


The Z’s stumbled after the
woman—not quite running, but moving at a brisk enough clip on rotten legs.
Lifeless eyes glared from sunken and hollow sockets, jaws hung askew and
bloody, and the low, deep-throated moan from the creatures rose and fell in
eerie waves.


The woman ran across the town
green—wild, weedy brown grass—favouring her left leg. She limped with every
step, dragging her right ankle. The pack of Z’s closed in, like sharks scenting
blood in the water. Her head snapped toward the sound of John’s engine, and her
eyes widened when she saw him sitting behind the wheel of the Cherokee. She
changed directions, just as a Z caught her hair in its hands and yanked her
head back. The woman screamed and pulled herself free, almost fell, but
recovered and limped toward John.


He moved his hand from the horn
over to the automatic door lock.


He hesitated again. The Z’s were
too close. She’d never make it inside.


The woman slammed her hands
desperately on the driver’s window, tried the door and found it locked, and
moved to the rear door. That was locked, too, of course. She stared at John,
eyes wild and pleading. His finger had frozen above the
unlock...


 John and the woman shared
a brief look and then the horde washed over her and tore her to pieces. She
died screaming, as the Cherokee rocked back and forth under the surge of
mindless, hungry Z’s.


Taking a deep, shuddering
breath, John shifted into reverse and clenched the wheel hard as the undead stumbled and moaned against the windows, leaving
bloody smears as they clawed to get inside. He reversed slowly, carefully,
taking his time and staying calm, knocking a few of the Z’s to the road and
driving over them. A trail of distorted, rotten flesh spewed out in disgusting
patterns from the front of the jeep.


“Nothing I could’ve done,” he
muttered.


He put the woman’s terrified
face from his mind. What were you even doing out here on your own? 


 


II –
Thumper’s Last Stand


 


On his way out of Wyong to Jilliby Road, back up on the
highway, John stopped at a Caltex Service Station to fill-up. A small place
with only four pumps and broken windows, but it was quiet, with few places for
Z’s to hide. As usual, he sat idling for a few minutes, seeing if his presence
attracted anything less than fresh, then got out of the jeep.


Working fast, he used his kit in
the trunk to pry the cap off the pipe and breach the underground tanks. Having
been syphoning fuel for a year now, the process was old hat. He unfurled his
manual pump, stuck one end down the dark hole and the other in the jeep’s tank.
He had to prime the pump, turning the crank a few dozen times, before the fuel
began to flow up from the reservoir. Through the clear tubes, the fuel looked
clean, but he wouldn’t really know until he was back on the road.


Some risks were unavoidable.


Hot and bothered from the pump,
John sat on the rim of the jeep’s trunk and knocked back a half-litre of water,
resting Thumper on his knees. He watched, amused, as a troop of kangaroos
bounced across the highway, disappearing into the scrub and trees. After the
tank was full, John filled his two ten litre jerry cans. All things being even,
he’d only need to stop once on the drive back to the dock at Port Macquarie.


As he loaded his gear and closed
the trunk, a figure emerged from within the darkened interior of the petrol
station, crunching glass underfoot and moving slowly.


“Hello,” she said, brandishing a
tyre iron like a club.


John waved away a few buzzing
flies and regarded the woman. She was older than he was, but then at eighteen,
a lot of folk were. Not old old, though. Mid-
to late-twenties, closing in on thirty, perhaps. Her skin was a healthy tan,
and her eyes shone like dark sapphires in the heat of the hazy day. A head of
frazzled auburn hair clung to her brow. She wore a pair of dirty-white
sneakers, khaki shorts, and a blue tank top stained navy with patches of sweat.
Over her shoulder, she carried a tartan Burberry bag. John recognised the design.
His mother had owned a matching scarf.


“Happy Halloween,” he said, and
moved around to the front of the jeep, cricket bat in hand. “You look like you
haven’t slept in days.”


“I...” She hesitated, and tried
for a smile. “Jeez, that’s just what a girl wants to hear. I was travelling
with a friend. She went into town this morning, to see about a car or a
bike...”


“Young?
Brunette? Jeans and a Wallabies
jersey?”


She nodded.


“Ah.” John kept his eyes away
from the gore caked onto the jeep’s bumper. “I’m sorry. I saw her go down in
the town centre. I... There was nothing I could do.”


The woman nodded again and wiped
a quick tear from her cheek. She threw the tyre iron to the ground and fought
back a sob. “I knew... when she didn’t come back. I knew... Oh, Annie. I’m so
sorry.”


“Wasn’t your fault,” John said.
“Z’s got her.”


“No...” The woman rubbed her
hand on her shorts and offered to shake. “I’m Sarah. Doctor Sarah Bell,
Canberra.”


John considered, and then
nodded. He took her hand. “John Allen. Perth.”


“Perth? You’ve come a long way
from home. You don’t fear the dead?”


As soon as she said the words,
two Z’s stumbled around the side of the servo as if summoned, dressed in ragged
overalls and stinking like a year’s worth of decay. They caught sight of John,
standing out in the open, and moaned low in their
throats. 


With a curse, John stepped in
front of Sarah and readied Thumper. The Z’s staggered toward him, the world’s
worst drunks, and as the first one got within arm’s reach, John swung. His bat
connected with the side of the creature’s head and made a resounding, sickening
thud.


The Z’s may have been lifeless,
reanimated corpses, carrying infection in every bite, but they had one
weakness—they were rotting, however slowly. A good swing with the cricket bat popped
most of their skulls like grapes, and John, a year into surviving the end of
the world, was good with his swing.


“No, I don’t fear the dead.”
John swung Thumper again, cracking the other Z’s head like an egg. Two sixes
over the fence, and it’s back to the pavilion for
lunch. Blood and gore, flecked with bone, splashed the road. He took a deep
breath. “I fear the living, Sarah. What we became, after Z-Apoc
took a hold. At least with the dead, you know what to expect. With the living…”
John used the cuff of his shirt to gently wipe some blood splatter from Sarah’s
cheek. “Stranger danger, I’m afraid. We’ve all had to do terrible things to
survive.”


“You… you don’t seem too bad.”


John smiled. “According to the
laws of where I’m from, a place we call Haven, I’m supposed to leave you out
here alone now.” He shrugged. “And if you try to follow me, I’m supposed to
kill you.”


Sarah took a step forward and
wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tight for just a brief moment. John froze,
even under the blistering summer sun, as gore dried into the grain of Thumper’s
wood. The pull of her arms forced the sweat on his back to press uncomfortably
against his shirt. He shivered, but not from the sweat, expecting a quick knife
in the back and to be relieved of his valuables.


“You’re a sweet thing, John
Allen,” Sarah Bell said.


John stood for a moment, silent
and worried and caught in a past that felt like it had never existed. Another life—another time. You’re a sweet thing,
Holly Beckett had said, a year to the day. He cleared his throat. “You’re going
to like it on Haven. We’ve got pinball and baby turtles.”


“You’ll take me with you?”


John sniffed and cleaned the
mess off Thumper on the Z’s overalls. “You say you’re a doctor. We need doctors.”
John got back in the jeep and unlocked the passenger side door. “Or you could
stay here, I guess.”


Sarah nodded slowly and then got
into the jeep. “Oh my, it’s cool in here, that’s a relief. But my mother warned
me about getting into cars with strange men.”


“This isn’t a car,” John growled
his best Batman-like growl. “Eh, well it is, I suppose.” He keyed the ignition
and reversed out of the servo back onto the Pacific Highway. “We’ve just gotta make a quick stop before we hit the open road, okay.”


“Where?”
Sarah asked quietly, still clutching her tartan bag.


“There’s a Woolworth’s
distribution centre not far from here. Need to check it out for supplies.
That’s what I do, for Haven, I’m a Runner.”


Sarah glanced into the backseat
at the crate of weapons, protective gear, and the bulging backpacks of medical
supplies. “Right.” She looked beyond the backseat, out
of the rear window and down the highway toward Sydney. “But let’s not linger,
John. I don’t want to be here for nightfall.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


They found the centre easily
enough—a warehouse the size of a football stadium—just off Jilliby Road. A
chain link fence surrounded the main depot, bush scrub clinging to the bottom
few feet. A redbrick laneway led up to the main gate, which was barred and locked
and damn-near impregnable.


John cursed.


“Isn’t that a good sign?” Sarah
asked. “No one’s been here.”


“Maybe.”



John had a pair of bolt cutters
in the trunk, but it would take half an hour to cut a section of the fence down
to get the jeep in. He reversed out, off the laneway and into the scrub.


“Hold on to something,” he said,
and revved the engine.


“What are you—?”


John dropped the clutch and hit
the chain link fence going about sixty kilometres an hour. The metal buckled
and the Cherokee pulled the fence down ten metres either side of the impact.
The jeep jumped over the fallen metal screen, hiccupped over the speed bump,
and came to a sudden halt in an abandoned parking lot.


Gripping the dashboard, Sarah
whispered, “Are you mad?”


“Who isn’t?”


John made a few slow laps around
the distribution centre, and found no sign of Z’s or that anyone had made this
place home in the last year. A few semi-trailers and rigs, branded with the
green Woolworth’s logo, were parked in the loading docks—which were open.


“A way inside,” John said, as
the Woolworth’s jingle from the old T.V. ads bounced around in his heads. Da-dum-da, the fresh food people, took on a
new meaning these days. “You coming in?”


Sarah nodded.


Parking the jeep close to the
docks in case of a quick getaway, John killed the engine and pocketed the keys.
He didn’t know how long this would take, and didn’t want to waste fuel—or risk
stopping to refuel and gaining another passenger. If Sarah really was a doctor,
then Haven would take her, even though they were already fifty people over
capacity. Only so much room on an island, after all.


Geared up, John slung Thumper
over his shoulder, ducked under a roller door on the loading dock, and stepped
into the distribution centre. He strained his ears, listening for any sound,
particularly the low rasping of air being squeezed through dead lungs, and
heard nothing.


What he saw, however, made his
heart leap into his throat.


“Holy... dreams of Californication,” he breathed.


Aisles upon aisles of shelves,
stacked at least ten metres high, were fit to burst with canned food, clothing,
and all manner of supplies. John just stared, thinking how great he’d felt
finding a pack of noodles an hour ago. Entire boxes, hundreds of boxes, of the
same noodles sat unopened on wooden pallets nearby.


A set of metal stairs led up to
a network of walkways built over the long aisles, and a row of windowed offices
in the eastern corner overlooked the entire operation. With the windows and the
open dock doors, enough sunlight streamed in to dimly illuminate the warehouse.
Near the stairs stood a row of shopping carts.


“Let’s get to it,” John
whispered, as if a loud noise would shatter this Eden.


The centre had most of the items
on John’s list, and a whole load more. For whatever reason, this place hadn’t
been sacked or looted. The warehouse was a little out of the way, off the main
roads, but not that far from the highway. Never one to question his good
fortune, John grabbed a cart and only wished he had more room in the jeep.


I’ll have to tell Haven about
this immediately. We need everyone—every Runner—to come down here and stock up.


John packed several hundred cans
of tinned food into his cart, and Sarah helped, loading a cart of her own. Then
he came back for portable electric stoves, water filters, medical first aid
kits, and a store of flashlights. Their third trip netted bottles of Coleman
fuel, toilet paper, batteries, packets of yeast and 10kg sacks of salt and
whole wheat flour. Sarah helped load a cart of hygiene products, including
tampons, shampoo, toothpaste and brushes, mouthwash, and condoms. The fourth
trip, as mid-afternoon became early-evening, was for luxury items. The Cherokee
was near fit-to-burst, but a little room remained under the passenger seat and
in the glove box for a few more things.


John grabbed pencils, pens, and
pads of paper, and fifty rolls of duct tape. He took scissors and sewing
supplies, vinegar and olive oil, liquor, chocolate bars melted in the wrapper,
candy, socks, underwear, shirts, and twelve cartons of Winfield Gold and Blue
cigarettes. I’ll have to stash some near the dock to bring back later.


After the fifth run, even the
legroom in the passenger seat was knee-deep with loot, and John knew he was
going to be welcomed back to Haven a hero. Sarah rubbed her arms, sore from the
heavy lifting, and kept glancing anxiously south, toward Sydney and the rest of
New South Wales. The sun had nearly sunk below the horizon, casting a deep,
mauve shadow across the sky. One or two dull stars twinkled high above.


“Can we go now?” she asked.


John consulted his special list
of black market goods. He had everything, save two items. “One more trip. I
need to find some Coco Pops and canned dog food.” The last was for Old Alby, who was keeping an unauthorised Pomeranian on the
island.


Sarah looked like she wanted to
protest, so John, keys to the jeep safe in his pocket, ducked back into the
warehouse. He carried a flashlight this time, as most of the natural light
streaming in through the windows had gone, and found what he was looking for
inside ten minutes. The dog food was next to a pallet of barbeque propane tanks
along the aisles toward the back of the depot. We could use a few of
those... “No, too heavy. Next
trip.”


Backtracking to the loading
dock, he ran into Sarah heading the other way. Her face was drawn, pale, and
her eyes wide with fright. John shelved his supplies and unsheathed Thumper
from the loop on his belt.


“Up,” Sarah whispered. “We have
to go up.”


“What—?”


John heard them before he saw
them. The low, guttural moans carried well in the large warehouse. He nodded
and followed Sarah up a set of dusty metal stairs onto the walkways above the
aisles. He switched off the torch, using what little natural light remained to
see the damage. From their vantage point, John held a commanding view of the
warehouse, and felt his stomach tie itself in knots at what he saw below.


“Why now? Why’d they come here now?”
John spat, looking down at the hordes of biters washing over the aisles. A few
quickly became dozens, became hundreds, streaming in through the loading
dock. The most Z’s he’d ever seen in one place, outside of the cities, crawling
all over his treasure trove. An ungodly stink rose on the air. “Christ on a
stick.”


“He sent them for me...” Sarah
whispered.


“What?”


“We have to get out of here! Now!” Sarah set off at a jog, and John had no real choice
but to follow.


But she didn’t make it too far.
Darting ahead in the dim light, John watched Sarah stumble and fall flat on her
face. Her leg made a loud crack as the limb went one way and the rest of
her went another. She cried out, loud enough to rouse the dead. John caught up
and swore—some of the slats in the walkway, access panels for the rising
forklifts, had slipped and fallen through to the floor below. Whimpering, Sarah
pulled her leg from the gap. Blood trickled down her shin, soaking her sock,
and over her white sneaker, dripping the ten metres or so onto the heads of the
Z’s below.


The creatures started to moan,
drawn by the blood and her cries, and shambled up the first few steps of the
stairs to the second level.


“Oh...” John groaned, and almost
laughed. “Shit.”


He pulled Sarah up by her arm
and along the walkway, crying and dragging her useless leg behind her. She
swayed in his grip, tears ran in rivulets down her face, but she hadn’t let go
of her bag. If anything, she clutched that all the tighter.


The moans of the infected rose
higher, as if they were speaking to each other, heated and excited, chasing
fresh prey. The walkway shook as dozens of pairs of feet clambered up the
stairs.


“Come on, faster!” John snapped.
If we can make it to those offices...


“I can’t...” Sarah breathed
through the pain.


A group of Z’s were going to cut
them off on an adjacent walkway just ahead. Slinging her arm over the barrier,
keeping her up on her good foot, John gripped Thumper in both hands. The Z’s
closed in on them and John, a practiced musician, made his instrument sing.


Heads flew—literally—and corpses
tumbled to the floor. John kicked them over the side, clearing a path, to get
at the rest of the gang. Thumper swung and sung, a cacophony of dull, wet
thuds, and John used the narrow path to his advantage. The Z’s could only come
at him two abreast. But if he wasn’t quick, they’d close in from behind too.


The way ahead clear, John
collected Sarah and pulled her limping and crying along the rest of the walkway
and into the offices. He saw one room with the blinds drawn, the door ajar, and
didn’t hesitate. He pulled Sarah over the threshold, let her fall to the floor,
and slammed the door. A lock? Yes! He snapped
it shut and listened.


Sarah tried to stifle her cries.


Blood and flecks of brain matter
had soaked well and truly into Thumper’s grain. The cricket bat was snapped
down the middle, as if John had hit a six into orbit—or a dozen skulls. 


“Farewell, old friend.” He
tossed the bat aside and knelt down next to Sarah, turning his flashlight on to
inspect her wound.


Her left leg was most definitely
out of order. A white nub of bone had broken through the skin just above her
shin. An ugly break, and well beyond John’s skill to repair.


“Yup, you’re not walking on
that. What should I do, Doctor?”


“Please... don’t leave me.”


Low, guttural howls and the rasp
of air in dead lungs echoed throughout the warehouse. So much
for not causing a ruckus this trip to the mainland. This is why you
travel alone. People only slow you down. 


“Leave you?” John chuckled. “Honey,
we only just met. More importantly, we’re somewhat surrounded.”


Sarah shuddered and clutched her
all-important Burberry tote bag close to her chest. Her tanned skin turned a
whiter shade of pale, as blood leaked out of her leg.


“I’ve been looking for you for a
long time…” she whispered. “So very long, it seems.”


John nodded. They were safe for
now, locked in the office. A name plaque on the desk read Norris Wellington
– Floor Manager. Nothing dead or worse was trying to beat its way inside.
The blinds were drawn and the only light came through the window overhead, a
dusky azure of twilight, bleeding orange, and barely enough to see the room. It
would be completely dark soon, which had its positives and negatives.


But they couldn’t stay here.
Sarah needed help—the kind of help Doc Harvey back on Haven could offer. Haven
was a day away, though, at least a day, and a few hundred kilometres by boat.


“Let’s try and stop you from
bleeding to death, eh?”


“A long time,” Sarah said,
staring through the wall. “Kind eyes, even when you… you kill them. Kind eyes.” She smiled, and almost focused through the pain.
“You’re not a bad man, are you?”


Tell that to your friend I
let die. John shrugged out of his pack and dug around for the first aid
kit. Two bandages, some antiseptic, burn cream, a few bandaids, and ibuprofen.


“What’s in your bag, Sarah?” He
needed to keep her awake, lucid—fighting.


“You need... set the leg.
Straighten...” Strands of auburn hair hung in her eyes. She brushed them aside
and wept, drifting on the edge of consciousness. “My bag?
The future. The future is in my bag.” 


“Is it?” He took off his belt
and folded it in half. “Bite down on this then.”


“Mm-hmm.”


John knelt at her feet and
cupped her left foot, white sneaker stained crimson. “This is going to hurt.”


Sarah whimpered between the
leather. John cocked an ear toward the door. He could still hear the harsh
rasping of the Z’s, but at least they weren’t just outside on the walkway. For
now, they’d lost them. For now, they were safe, but that wouldn’t last.


“Okay. Bite down hard and,
whatever you do, don’t scream.”


She nodded and turned away,
squeezing her eyes shut.


John took a deep breath… and
pulled her leg straight.


Sarah screamed.


 


III -
The Free Man


 


Later that night, after true dark had fallen, John sat
behind Norris’ desk in a swivel chair, going through the drawers and looking
for anything of use. Sarah lay on the floor, crying softly. All John had been
able to do for her leg was splint it with the broken halves of Thumper, cleaned
up and wrapped in bandages.


Sleep was impossible, as every
so often one or more of the Z’s would stumble past the door.


Finding nothing worth
scavenging, John sighed and tapped his pocket and the keys to the Cherokee. He
could make it on his own, he was sure, if he had a distraction—something to
pull the horde away from the loading dock. Bait, perhaps... The
semi-automatic pistol strapped to his belt would serve as a replacement weapon
if he encountered any stragglers. He’d never had to use the gun before, but
without Thumper, those twelve bullets, however loud, suddenly seemed like a helluva good idea.


But what
about Sarah? John thought on the pistol again, and shook his head.
Putting Z’s down was one thing...


“John, are you there?” a tiny,
scared voice whispered into the dark.


“I’m here.”


Sarah sighed. “I dozed off for a
minute. Thought you might have... might have left me.”


John didn’t let himself feel
guilty about thinking just that. He didn’t want to die here. “Two painkillers
left, if you want them.”


“No.” She paused. “My bag, I
can’t do it myself. Hurts to move. There’s... medicine
in my bag.”


John stood and walked around the
desk. He knelt down in front of Sarah and turned on the torch, casting a cone
of light over her prone form, splayed out on the floor. She looked corpse-like,
her pale face covered in a sheen of sweat.


“Okay,
medicine, sure. Something to dull the pain?”


“No...”


Sarah didn’t let her bag go, but
she unzipped the mouth and, after a moment’s consideration in which she stared
deep into John’s eyes, removed a small leather pouch about the size and
thickness of a deck of playing cards. She unclasped the pouch and soft,
ethereal light shone from within.


Sarah removed a plastic cylinder
containing a single syringe, full of some white, shining fluid—like metal
burning white-hot.


“I need you to inject me, behind
my knee, with half of what’s in this needle.”


“What is in the needle?” John
asked. He kept an ear trained on the door, listening for the telltale rasp.


“Please, just do as I ask.”


Sarah unscrewed the plastic
cylinder and removed the syringe. She handled it gently, as if it were the most
precious thing in the world, and gave it to John with some reluctance.


“Only use half,” she warned.


John bit his tongue and nodded.
He removed the cap as Sarah turned on her side, and pierced her skin just
behind her knee. She tensed. With care, John injected half the glowing
substance into her leg and withdrew the needle.


“Quick, cap it and put it
back—don’t drop it! That’s all there is in the world now.”


He capped the needle and secured
it in the cylinder, which went back into the pouch, which went back into
Sarah’s bag.


“Okay, now tell me what—?”


John’s words caught in his
throat as Sarah’s leg began to glow. Dozens of tiny stars swam beneath her
skin, shining blood-red through her vessels and arteries. The stars of light
spread throughout her body in seconds, and then converged on her broken leg.
Sarah bit back a cry as trails of luminescent smoke bled from the wound.


John had to look away, the glow
was so bright.


When he looked back, black spots
danced before his eyes, and Sarah’s leg was whole and healed. A patch of fresh,
pale skin where the bone had punctured her shin stood stark against the darker,
tanned skin around it.


“What the fuck?” John
whispered, and scurried away on his hands.


Untying the sloppy splint, Sarah
pulled herself up using the desk and tentatively placed weight on her leg.


The leg held, and she nodded
once, apparently satisfied.


The flashlight had rolled away
during John’s quick crawl, and now shone on his face from under the desk. Sarah
looked at him, a small smile playing in the corners of her mouth. “Get me out
of here alive, and to your Haven,” she said, “and I’ll tell you everything.”


John considered, and then
nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


Keeping a lid on his questions,
John gathered his gear and drew his 9mm pistol. He racked a load into the
chamber and pressed his ear against the door. He listened for a good minute
before deciding the walkway outside was clear, and disengaged the lock.


“Wait here,” he whispered. “I’m gonna take a look.”


“Be careful.”


John rolled his eyes. He slipped
out onto the walkway above the cool, dark warehouse. He held his torch on a dim
setting, just enough to illuminate five feet ahead. No dark, shambling figures
stood out. Had the horde moved on? That didn’t seem likely.


Taking a few slow steps along
the walkway, John stepped out over the aisles and saw that, no,
the warehouse was full of infected. Down below he heard shuffling and dry
rasping. He backtracked and headed the other way, past the manager’s office,
and came to the eastern wall, hoping for a convenient Hollywood-style fire
escape. All he found was a set of stairs that led down onto the floor, around
the back of the offices.


At least the stairs were clear.


A
distraction... something to draw them from the loading dock. An idea
swam across his mind and John cringed. He stood at the top of the stairs,
gripped by indecision, then sighed. None of the
supplies in this warehouse were worth a damn thing to him if he was dead. That
settled it. He moved on light footsteps down the stairs.


Back on the floor, he found
himself in an unpacking area. Sealed and open wooden crates were stacked
against the wall, next to a row of defunct forklifts. Still no visible Z’s, but
he could hear their rasps echoing along the aisles nearby. John shone his torch
over the crates, across the forklifts, and then swung the light back.


A crowbar rested on top of the
crates. Holstering his noisy pistol, John hefted the crowbar—the metal was a
touch heavier than the cricket bat, but it did have a pointy end. A good shot
through the eye would pierce the brain... 


A grim smile spread across his
face.


Now he could get to work.


A quarter of an hour later, he
stepped back into the manager’s office and shined his light over Sarah. She
looked relieved to see him. Blood and gore dripped from his crowbar, and he was
panting hard. 


“Okay, we need to be quick. Come
on.”


Sarah ran over, her bag of
tricks bouncing at her hip. “Is it clear?”


John massaged his forehead. “It
will be.”


They stepped out together onto
the walkway and John led Sarah back the way they had come, over the gap in the
slats where she had snapped her leg, and took a right, away from the
loading dock and the Cherokee.


“This is the wrong way,” Sarah
whispered. “Oh my...”


John, as silent as the night,
came up behind two Z’s. His crowbar pierced the brain stem of the first, and as
the second began to turn he pulled the bar free and drove it home through the
creature’s eye. They dropped to the walkway.


“We need to draw them away from
the dock. I’ve got a little surprise rigged up. You’ll see.”


Another left, and a right, led
them out over the aisles. Down below, John ran his torch over the floor. A few
dead Z’s, his handiwork, were being inspected by a fresh batch. A stack of
splintered wood and paper, a small pyre in the middle of the aisle, was built
directly beneath the walkway.


“What’s that smell?” Sarah
asked. “Is that... is that gas?”


John shone the torch along the
aisle, over to the stack of barbeque propane tanks he’d seen earlier, after
coming back for dog food and Coco Pops. “It sure is.”


“What are you going to do?”


John removed a few items from
his pockets. “The gas won’t always light from just a spark. We need an open
flame.”


“The gas won’t... what?”


John didn’t answer. It became
obvious what he was doing. In the last twenty minutes, after connecting hoses
and opening the valves on the propane tanks, allowing the gas to spill out, he’d
pilfered a sewing set from the next aisle over, taking out a half dozen Z’s for
his trouble. In front of the leaking tanks, he’d soaked a whole stack of paper
and wood from the crates in Coleman alcohol fuel. 


Now, he tied one end of a roll
of cotton around the lid of his Zippo and spun the wheel. The lighter flared to
life, a spot of flickering orange flame in the dark.


“I’m going to lower the lighter
down and ignite that pyre. The open flame, once it grows, should be enough to
blow the tanks. We’ll be running by then.”


Sarah nodded and even smiled.
“Gosh, this is exciting.”


John looked at her sideways.


“I mean, sorry... How do you
know how to do this?”


“It’s been a long year. Where’ve
you been?”


Sarah didn’t answer. John began
to lower his tiny flicker of flame down to the fuel-soaked stack below. He
lowered the Zippo slowly but surely and was rewarded with a whoosh of
hot air as the fire took to the fuel in the pyre greedily. He quickly pulled
the cotton back up and reclaimed his lighter.


John released a breath he hadn’t
realised he was holding. “Come on, we need to be quick—the explosion will draw
them away, but not for long. The only thing worse than a
horde of Z’s is a horde of burning Z’s.”


 


IV -
Run, Shit’s Exploding!


 


John and Sarah set off back along the walkway as the fire
down below took hold of the kindling. They followed the path a few aisles over,
out of the blast radius, and waited hunched down against the steel railing.


A minute passed.


Then another.


John cursed and gripped his
crowbar. Glancing up and down the walkway, he looked at Sarah and muttered,
“Wait here.”


He took off back toward the fire
and got about halfway before a tremendous boom shook the entire
warehouse and knocked him from his feet. A wave of heat burst up and outwards,
washing over John, as the propane tanks went up like fireworks—some shooting as
high as the ceiling with an almighty clap of thunder.


Above the noise of the explosion
rose the collective moan of the horde. Down below, the creatures began to
shuffle toward the heat and the noise. Satisfied everything had gone to plan, John found Sarah right where he’d left her, flames
dancing in her eyes, staring at a rising pillar of thick smoke.


The distraction worked, and drew
the Z’s along the aisles toward the back of the warehouse away from the loading
dock. John and Sarah watched the horde move toward the bright, flickering
flames. Another explosion rocked the warehouse, and the metal beneath their
feet groaned and shifted in protest.


“Time to go,” John said.


“Agreed.”


John took point and they ran.


Along the walkway back to the
dock were six Z’s, drawn like moths to the flame. John faced them head on,
driving his crowbar home and making each blow count. Their shadows danced along
the walls and ceiling, lit by the flames from behind, wreathed in the crackle
of fire and the scent of smoke.


By the time they made it to the
stairs and down into the loading dock, the space was clear of all but a handful
of Z’s. John, adrenalin surging through his system, took care of business and
ducked under the roller door, out into the clear night air.


The Jeep Cherokee was right
where they’d left it, bursting with supplies, a dark silhouette against a fat,
full moon and about a million twinkling stars.


The way was clear.


John burst out laughing as he
and Sarah climbed into the jeep and slammed the doors shut.


For a few minutes they just sat
quietly, catching their breath. John placed his trusty crowbar down the side of
his seat, feeling like some powerful videogame character that had just finished
the last level and unlocked one hell of an achievement. 


1000 Z’s—Killing Spree!


“That fire will burn like a
beacon and attract every biter for miles,” Sarah said, as if discussing the
matter over a few quiet drinks.


“Best we be
somewhere else then.”


“John...” Sarah met his eyes.
“Thank you for not leaving me back there.”


Keying the ignition, the
Cherokee roared to life. John shifted into reverse and swung round the
semitrailer. He had a clear line, save for a few stumbling Z’s, out of the
distribution centre through the broken fence and back onto the road. For the
first time in hours, John let himself relax.


Ten minutes later and he made a
smooth turn north onto Pacific Highway. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, he
saw an orange glow above the trees, and could smell smoke on the wind.


“You look sad,” Sarah said. “Be
happy.”


“Just thinking
about all those supplies that’ll be ash by dawn.”


Sarah squeezed his knee and
yawned. Not five minutes later, her breathing evened and she fell asleep.


An hour down the road, as dawn
broke, washing the stars away under a coat of light blue paint, John pulled
over in the same place he had stopped nearly a day ago, and for the same
reason. He got out of the jeep to relieve himself on the fallen road sign. 


Dead Ahead, the sign had
promised—and delivered.


“Breakfast,” he said to himself.
“Then sleep.”


Sarah,
roused by the stop, joined John for a breakfast comprised of water and
chocolate from the supplies in the trunk. They ate in silence, watching the
sunrise over the coastal plains below.


John spent a minute or two
wiping the gore and grime off his crowbar with some water and rags. Some of the
mess had started to dry, and he had to scrape that off with his knife.
Satisfied, he held the crowbar up toward the rising sun, triumphant.


“And I shall name you...
Stabber!” he declared, to an audience of one. “May your brother, Thumper, rest
in pieces.”


Sarah stared at him, took a
breath, and then vomited up water and Snickers onto the side of the road.


“Whoa,” John leapt back as she
emptied her stomach. “Here...” She took a bottle of water and sipped it gently.


 “You won’t leave me?” she
asked a few minutes later, for what felt like the thousandth time.


John chuckled. “Not until you
show me how that medicine in your bag works. I’ve never seen anything like that
in my life.”


Sarah gave him a look of the
utmost seriousness. “It’s the future,” she whispered. “I wish I didn’t have to
use it on my leg, but if I’d died, then there’d be no one to make more. Not
with Annie lost. How far is it to Haven?”


“A day or so, and that’s if the
boats are on dock, which they won’t be. I’m overdue already—they’ll think I’m
dead. They’re trained to think I’m dead if I’m two hours past collection. We
don’t wait for stragglers.” John sighed. “But we should be able to send a radio
message from the harbour. Two days, at most, and the docks are secure, so we’ll
be safe enough. Now, didn’t you promise me some answers?”


Sarah nodded. “Yes, yes I did.”


“Like how your leg healed? How
that horde seemed to just come out of nowhere? And so many of the bastards!
I’ve never seen that many in one place before.”


Sarah sat on the rim of the
jeep’s trunk and swung her legs back and forth, staring down at the ocean.
“There’s a... man.” She cursed. “A bad man.”


John frowned. “Okay.”


“He’s hunting me, because of
what I took.” She clutched her tote bag close against her breasts. “I don’t
know what he is, but he’s not human, John. God, I don’t think you’ll believe
me. He’s…”


“What? A
zombie?”


“No. Powerful, smart, but... I
don’t know what he is, okay? He can do things. Things
that make no logical or scientific sense.”


“Like what?” 


“Like read minds,” Sarah
snapped. “Make you think things and do things you don’t want to do. Bad things. He can make people kill themselves, make them
walk out into a horde of Z’s, just by looking into their eyes. He can control
the hordes! Direct them. He’s killed so many survivors.”


A year ago, John would’ve
thought she’d been watching too many horror movies, or reading too many Stephen
King books before bed, but in a world where the dead walked the earth and bones
could be healed in seconds, he paused and considered. “This guy got a name?”


“Jacob Dusk.”


For no reason he could think of,
John shivered, as if a layer of snow had settled over the warm Australian dawn.


“He showed up at our compound in
Canberra six months ago, and just took over,” Sarah said. “We were working on,
on what you saw in my bag, but when Dusk arrived he started organising raids on
other survivor camps, started gathering the infected into pens, and most
everyone just went along with it! Like I said, he has a way of... of getting
into your head.” She stifled a sob. “He also knew things, things no one
should’ve known. Like why this all happened. How this all happened. He
called it the Lord’s Judgment, but he looked at me when he said it, and I knew
he knew the truth.”


“So what was he saying? That Z-Apoc is some… some fucked up higher power testing us? What
are you saying, Sarah?”


“I’m saying that Z-Apoc wasn’t an accident. Someone, perhaps something,
wanted it to happen.”


“What?”


For the first time since he’d
met her, John watched Sarah part with her tartan bag. She put it down in the
trunk, atop a pile of soup cans, and took hold of his hands. “When you see one
of the infected... do you wonder why they’re infected, how the virus keeps them
walk—”


“How they’re still moving?” John
asked aloud, following Sarah’s lead. “Yeah, I do wonder. It’s been a year. They
should’ve rotted away to nothing by now, especially in this heat, but they
don’t look any less fucked up than they did when all this began.”


Sarah nodded. “I know. That’s
because...” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “That’s because it’s not
a disease, John. What caused Z-Apoc was a nano-virus, developed at the Canberra Institute of
Technology.”


“What in the hell is a nano-virus?”


“You have to understand,” Sarah
whispered, and squeezed his hands, “that the people who did this were trying to
cure disease, heal injury, and even eradicate cancers entirely, forever!
They were trying to improve humanity. But the virus... it got out, a
swarm of tiny little robotic bacteria—millions could fit on the head of a
pin—and started turning people into... into monsters.”


“Robots?”
John licked his lips. “You telling me this wasn’t a zombie apocalypse, but a
robot uprising? Shit, two for the price of one.”


Sarah looked like she was going
to be sick again. “That’s how they’re still moving, why the Z’s haven’t rotted
away, and how they... how they digest what they eat. Each of the
infected is a nest of self-replicating nanomachines
that have taken over the host and kept most basic functions working. Like
sight, smell, minor brain activity... rage.”


“And a
mindless hunger for human flesh?”


Sarah sighed. “That’s the virus
doing what viruses do—what all life does—pass on its code, reproduce,
replicate. Some of us were immune from the start, I don’t know why. The swarm
that got loose wasn’t big enough to overwhelm everyone. But once the machines
find a host, start eating and reproducing inside that host, then they can spread quite easily to me or you through a
bite. The machines evolved, having found a uniquely perfect delivery
system. The bite passes on a concentrated swarm of the nano-virus
into your bloodstream that travels to your brain, overriding whatever natural
immunity we had at the start. You understand?” 


John understood enough to feel a
hot, burning anger in his gut at the people who had developed the virus. “And the glowing medicine that healed your leg?”


“That’s the nanomachines
doing what they were meant to do. Heal.”


“How do you know all this?”


Sarah flinched, and her face
crumpled. 


That was, perhaps, all the
answer John needed. “Doctor Bell?”


“I was part of the team that
developed it. God save me, John, I was part of the team that destroyed the
world!”
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Z-Apoc will continue...


 


Until then, why not check out Joe Ducie’s
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