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    Previously 
 
      
 
    Resolve if the fifth volume of a much longer series called Invasion of the Dead, a post-apocalyptic zombie tale set in the south-eastern states of Australia.  
 
    The books are to be read in sections: 1-3, which follows a group of characters beginning in the New South Wales country town of Albury. Books 4-6 follow a group based in the Tasmanian town around Latrobe. Books 7-9 follow the merging of survivors from both groups.  
 
    The fourth volume, Breakdown, returns to the initial stages of the virus and tells briefly of a meeting between numerous high-ranking military officials in an underground defense department facility in the Central Highlands of Tasmania. Their only hope is that a scientist can formulate a vaccine. 
 
    At Frankford in the north-east of Tasmania, former Commando Shane “Mac” McNamara refuses to leave his sick wife, Jessica, to attend a wake for one of his former military colleagues. Jess convinces Mac to attend and he reluctantly agrees. Mac travels north on empty streets to the outskirts of Devonport and his mate Dave-O’s house. Here, they drink beer, play billiards, and reminisce about their fallen mate, Robbo. As darkness falls, a distant explosion sounds. They wait out on the street to see if they can discover more. Smitty tries to call a former military colleague with no response. Dave-O tells them all the neighbors are sick. After Leigh-Ann, Dave-O’s wife, heads inside, a scream sounds from within the house. 
 
     Mac and the others run inside to discover Neville, Dave-O’s sick neighbor, has bitten Leigh-Ann. Behaving like a wild animal, Mac manages to tie Neville up. Smitty tries the emergency help line but nobody answers. Shortly after, Neville climbs to his feet and attacks Dave-O, who kills Neville but is bitten. Concerned about Jessica, Mac calls, but she does not answer. He leaves for home and hits a kangaroo, crashing his SUV into a ditch on a dark road, and blacks out.  
 
    Kumiko and her father help her sick mother to the Mercy Community Hospital in Latrobe. Dozens of people wait outside the closed doors and they can’t get in. With her parents waiting on the front lawn of the hospital, Kumiko walks around the building and finds a side door entrance. She convinces an orderly to let her parents in but he won’t let her stay. With her asthma playing up, Kumiko leaves to find medicine. She is attacked at her car. 
 
    Mac wakes on the side of the road and races home to find Jessica asleep on the couch. Mac takes his and kids to his parent’s house, where his father is sick in bed. The kids remain there and Mac leaves with Jessica for the Mersey Community Hospital. On the way, they come across a car accident where a sick man attacks one of the passengers.  
 
    At the Mersey Community Hospital, Juliet Silverstein battles a tummy bug and a double shift in an emergency room full of people. Juliet finds one of the dead patients missing from an examination room. A call from the other section of hospital alerts them to an attack. Juliet rushes to the bathroom again. When she returns, patrons in the ER are screaming.  
 
    Jim Bennets, the local primary school principal stocks up on supplies at the school in an attempt to make a refuge for people. After checking the perimeter and the school’s freezer, he finds a trio group of some kids running away from an attack by numerous infected people. Jim offers to drive them home. As they leave in the car, Jim hears reports on the news that police have shot and killed a dozen infected people in Hobart.  
 
    Kumiko is attacked in the car park by an infected man. A biker with a grey beard and shaved head saves her. Her asthma is getting worse. She leaves the biker as a group of people converges on the car park. They just miss her as she drives away. People fight on the streets. Kumiko eventually finds a pharmacy and tries to locate medicine. The Pharmacist jumps out thinking she is a thief. The Pharmacist provides her medicine and she begins to feel better. An infected man enters the store and attacks them. The pharmacist fights it off as Kumiko hides. She tries to escape but another infected arrives. Under attack, another man appears and helps her escape. 
 
    Juliet runs back to the ER amongst the screams. Several crazed people attack the waiting patrons. People manage to kill the three attackers. Juliet then herds the survivors out of the waiting room so they can clean up the mess. As a silver car pulls in to the small car park outside, they order the security guard to lock the doors. 
 
    Jim drops the boys off at home as sick people wander the streets. Jim collects his shotgun form home, then returns to the school, where he finds a sick boy he used to teach walking the streets. It starts to rain and Jim rushes inside the school building but forgets to close the school gates. Under pouring rain, he returns to the gate as other infected race to enter. Jim gets it to shut but another infected has gotten inside from somewhere else. 
 
    Leaving the accident for the hospital, Mac gets a call from Smitty who says Leigh Ann has died and Dave-O is sick. Smitty has intel that things are going to get worse. Mac stops at another accident, where he finds an injured man and drags him free intent on taking him to the hospital. An infected chases and Mac fends him off before driving away. They reach the parking outside the hospital entrance.  
 
    Kumiko and Dan run through the now crowded streets to Kumiko’s car, but its swarming with crazy people and she abandons it, fleeing up a side street. They find Dan’s car and make a run for it as the infected attack, then drive towards the Mersey Community Hospital. Before they reach it though, they have an accident and Kumiko blacks out. 
 
    With the doors locked, Juliet starts to organize the ER again. She helps a guy named Bill and stacks dead bodies into more examination rooms. With another nurse and one of the doctors, they discuss potential treatments for the virus. Outside the entrance doors, a man shouts for them to let him in.   
 
    Mac fights his way through a pack of infected to the hospital doors with Jessica, convinces them to open up, then leaves Jessica with a biker. Mac returns to the SUV, wakes the injured man and helps him to the hospital. The infected overwhelm them though and the man goes down, bitten. Mac fights on and makes it. 
 
    Inside the hospital, Juliet and a doctor (Seth) attend to Jessica. They cannot determine if Jessica has a common cold or the lethal virus. After discussing the situation with Juliet, Mac says he needs to leave and collect his kids. His phone rings and he excuses himself. Seth insists Juliet get some sleep after her lengthy shift. 
 
    Mac takes a call from Smitty, who informs him Dave-O and Leigh Anne are both dead. Mac says he will come for Smitty, but phones his mother first and finds out she is sick. Mac needs to collect his kids, but the Nissan is damaged and unable to be driven. Jessica is medicated but must stay at the hospital. Sensing his desperation, Juliet offers Mac the use of her car. After promising Jessica to return, Mac leaves for Dave-O’s place. The infected fill Dave-O’s street as Mac parks the car and runs for the door. He makes it inside but the house is surrounded by many infected.     
 
    Kumiko and Dan wake in the car as darkness closes in. They witness a strange creature wandering around outside, but it disappears. Infected attack as the speed away, but when they reach the hospital, it is full of sick, and Dan refuses to leave Kumiko. She agrees to go with him if he promises to bring her back when it is safe. They soon reach Dan’s Nan’s house, which is next to a primary school, but they are forced to flee the car as something more aggressive attacks. The other infected close in. They see an open gate leading into the school and run for it. 
 
    Inside the school, Jim remembers he forgot to close one of the back gates. Jim fights off infected on his way to the back fence, where he sees a car stop in the middle of the street and two people run for their lives. Jim calls them inside the school and they all work to close the gate as the infected fight to enter the school.  
 
    Surrounded by infected, Mac and Smitty are stuck at Dave-O’s house for the night. They fall asleep and wake at 6 am. The road outside is clear. Mac finds an M4 assault rifle in the roof. They collect supplies and leave in Dave-O’s Holden Commodore parked in the garage.      
 
    Kumiko wakes in the middle of the night and sits outside under the stars. Dan joins her and they discuss the world and where it is going. They learn about each other and their relationship develops. The next morning, Jim prepares Dan and Kumiko before he leaves for home to get the generator.  
 
    Juliet wakes from her three-hour sleep to find the door locked. The keys are on the floor beneath the door. In another room, she finds a dead doctor who was infected and a woman named Jessica hiding. In the ER, many people have been killed. Juliet finds her friend, Deidre, as one of the aggressive infected chases her. She finds Jessica and another woman named Meg, and they run for a vehicle in the basement car park. As they drive away, the aggressive infected stands in their way.      
 
    Jim drives home to get the generator and as the infected converge on his home, is stuck inside the garage. 
 
    Mac and Smitty leave Dave-O’s and head to Mac’s parent’s house. Mac’s infected mother attacks and he is forced to shoot her. He finds his father attacking Tyler and kills him too. 
 
    Kumiko and Dan leave a horde of infected at the entrance to the school after Jim’s departure. Inside, they hear a message on the radio about the virus being a terrorist attack. Dan says that after dark he’s going to check on his grandmother. 
 
    Juliet drives at the aggressive infected. At the last moment, it steps out of the way. Hundreds of infected fight to get inside the main entrance of the hospital. A military convoy appears and warns the ladies to leave. The military attack the infected and many personnel are killed as the infected overwhelm them. Bill, the biker, appears on a motorbike and crashes. The infected converge on him. The women must decide if they help him. 
 
    The dead hang around outside Jim’s garage, waiting for him. He loads the generator into his SUV, then spends his time looking through old photos waiting for them to leave. Eventually, he tries to raise the garage door and the infected attack. One gets inside and Jim kills, it, but almost suffocates from the car fumes.  
 
    Mac and Smitty bury Mac’s parents up the back of their property. Tyler tries to watch and Mac gets angry at him. They leave for Mersey Community Hospital.     
 
    The girls help Bill escape the infected attack after crashing his Harley Davidson. Meg surprises Juliet by assisting.  They find a fuel station and become trapped inside the store where they treat Bill’s ankle that he injured falling off his motorbike. The infected surround the store, eager to be let in. 
 
    Mac and the others are waved over by a policeman who tells them Mersey Community is no more. He suggests Mole Creek where the army has set up a site. Mac checks the hospital anyway and recognizes the fire-bombing. They head back to Mac’s house and find Dutch. The kids can’t find the dog. Mac’s neighbors, Shelli and Ken arrive, asking to tag along to Mole Creek. 
 
    When Jim hasn’t returned, Dan decides to check on his grandmother. He leaves via the back fence and agrees with Kumiko to meet back there in an hour. She falls asleep in the office and races to the rear of the school.  After fighting his way, Dan, with Kumiko’s help, manages to get back inside the safety of the school.  
 
    Using a spear gun and a bottle of liquid petroleum gas, Jim fights his way out of the garage by exploding the bottle and killing the infected. He drives away with the generator, grateful he still has his life. 
 
    Jim has not returned, and Dan wakes Kumiko to tell her the infected are threatening to break down the school fence. They check the perimeter and watch the fence buckle as the infected swarm into the school. 
 
    Outside the fuel station convenience store, the infected have cleared away and Juliet makes a break for the car to fill up on fuel. They obtain a little fuel and escape from the attacking infected. They turn down the wrong streets and are almost trapped, but a large SUV drives past and the driver tells them to follow, which they do, and momentarily escape. 
 
    Despite the kids not finding their dog, Mac and the others leave the property. Mac promises to return for it.  On the highway, they come across a traffic accident. Dutch gets out and fires the gun at one of the aggressive types. Its finds a way to attack Ken and Shelli and Mac must use all his driving skills to save them. 
 
    Opening the entrance gates to the school, Jim is attacked and uses a spear from the gun to kill the infected. More attack though, and he is about to die when his phone wrings, motivating him to fight back. He answers it and finds his daughters are under attack. Jim fights his way back inside the school. 
 
    Kumiko and Dan hide inside the administration building. They are glad to Jim return. Jim needs their help to get the generator out of the car by distracting the infected. 
 
    The infected fill the streets as Juliet and the others follow the SUV to safety. They reach a big solid set of gates and Jessica urges Juliet to turn back, but it’s too late. They enter and the gates close. Rough men appear and one grabs Jessica. Bill strikes him and the man attacks Bill.  
 
    Mac and the others drive until they find the crashed petrol tanker blocking the road beside the school. Dutch is keen to investigate the school after seeing the sign welcoming people. Gunfire from inside the school grounds draws them in. Ken and Shelli wait with the kids in their car.  
 
    Kumiko and Dan create a distraction for Jim to retrieve the generator. But they are cut off from the building and are forced to run towards the playground and eventually, onto the equipment. Kumiko falls off one of the wooden platforms as the infected converge on them. 
 
    Jim unloads the generator from the back of his vehicle. The weight of it freezes his back and he is caught holding it, unable to move, with the infected approaching and Kumiko screaming in the distance.  
 
    Juliet and the others, including Bill, are locked in a massive empty metal storage tank. A young woman has been inside the tank for two days after the men killed her brother and friend. Bill vows to escape.  
 
    Jim abandons the generator and fights the infected with the spear. He goes down and crawls underneath the car to avoid their groping hands. The infected disappear as one of the aggressive types arrives and drags Jim out. 
 
    Dan jumps off the playground to help Kumiko. She climbs back up out of reach and uses the shotgun to kill several infected, but Dan is stuck amongst the infected on the ground. 
 
    Sam, the man who offered Juliet and the others advice upon capture, arrives at the tank and opens the door. He convinces Juliet and the others to follow him towards the back of the lot. Eventually, they realize the other men are chasing, and that they won’t all be able to climb the fence in time. They convince Bill he must escape. He reluctantly agrees, climbs over the fence as the men close in and runs off through a field, promising to return.  
 
    Mac, Smitty and Dutch enter the school. They split up; Mac saves Jim from the aggressive infected and then fights it. Eventually, he kills it with the shotgun. They take the generator into the school and then Mac heads towards the playground. 
 
    Kumiko helps Dan up onto the safety of the playground platform. They noticed an aggressive infected watching them. Men with guns approach and start to shoot dead the infected. They begin to leave the playground and converge on the men with guns. The aggressive type attacks the men. 
 
     Running towards the playground, Mac sees the aggressive woman attack Dutch. He fires and hits the woman and she runs away. Dutch dies though. Kumiko and Dan join Mac and Smitty. The radio crackles; Ken, Shelli and the kids are in trouble and heading towards the school. Mac runs towards them.  
 
    Jim watches as the Nissan with the old couple and the kids’ crashes through the entrance gates. Jim races from the building and grabs the young girl, then takes her back and puts her inside the office. 
 
    Mac takes Tyler from Ken’s protection as Jim arrives. Ken is overcome though. Jim and Mac help Ken, then Jim takes Tyler. Mac picks up Ken, who is bitten. They reach the office where Smitty arrives with Dutch and the others. Inside, Ken dies on the office floor. 
 
    The bad guys reach Juliet and the others. Sam cops a hit and argues he was trying to stop them leaving. Bill, or Skoota, as he asked to be called, is gone. The men take the ladies back to the holding tank. 
 
    Mac, Smitty, Jim, Dan, Kumiko, Shelli and the kids are locked inside the office building, the infected wandering the school grounds outside. Mac promises to help Jim clean up the school in the morning, and then they’ll head to Mole Creek… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1 
 
      
 
    January 9, 2014  
 
    9:11 pm 
 
    Latrobe, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Darkness slipped over the junkyard, stealing the faint pinpricks of light from the walls of the rusty steel tank and turning the interior into claustrophobic blackness. Juliet sat with her back against one flaky wall, eyes closed, temple pulsing, her mind churning through vivid memories of the last hours. If she thought the previous day had been disastrous, it had nothing on this. They were held captive by a bunch of lunatic guerrillas, and their two best hopes for survival were a man who was probably getting beaten to death for aiding their escape attempt and another who had a badly hurt ankle as a result of crashing his motorbike. Sam wouldn’t survive his treason, and Bill—or Skoota, as he had asked them to call him—was out wandering the wastelands, alone, injured, and most likely zombie food by now. Jessica had suggested their chance of being rescued was slim at best. Juliet agreed.  
 
    The others had retreated to their corners of the tank. Meg lay on her side with her knees drawn to her chest, sobbing. Juliet felt a little sorry for her, despite the way she’d behaved. Some people just didn’t know any better. Lory cried softly most of the time. Jessica had taken Skoota’s place at the wall, looking out through the holes. Juliet sensed the anger boiling in her. The woman had a steely, irrepressible resolve. Despite this, there was little Jessica or any of them could do.         
 
    Following their earlier escape attempt, the men had tossed the women back into their prison and laughed as they walked away, dragging Sam by one limp arm. Then they had slammed the rusted, squeaky door behind them, and Juliet immediately recognized the hard thump of a fist on skin. Sam had grunted, but he didn’t cry out. Shouting followed, then several more sickening blows. She imagined steel-capped boots being driven into his ribs. The others in the vault shifted positions every time they heard another uncomfortable noise. In that moment, they all knew it hadn’t been some elaborate attempt by Sam to get them in trouble. He had genuinely wanted to escape.  
 
    Now, without food or water since earlier in the day, Juliet heard footsteps on the gravel outside the vault. She tried to alert the others to be ready, but her voice came out in a dry whisper.  She stood, knees popping, but Jessica was onto it first, shifting her footing to face the doorway.  
 
    Metal squealed and scraped as the bolt retracted. The heavy door swung open and a yellow beam blinded them. Juliet stuck a hand up to cover her face. 
 
    “Out,” a deep, croaky voice spat. Nobody moved.  
 
    “Can you get that thing out of our eyes?” Juliet said. Her dry throat was painful. 
 
    The floor vibrated as the man stepped inside the vault. The light’s beam still obscured her vision. She tried to step back, but he was too quick. Pain flared in her skull as he yanked her hair and she fell forward, stifling a cry of pain. 
 
    “Asshole,” Jessica shouted. 
 
    Juliet stumbled out the door into the darkness. The man shoved her, though she managed to keep her footing. She rubbed her head and turned to face her attacker, but he had disappeared back into the vault, and now returned holding Jessica by the collar. He tossed her to the ground and swung the door shut, then slid the bolt across.  
 
    “No!” Lory cried from inside the tank, the sound reverberating as she struck her fists against the wall. “No!” 
 
    “Shut your mouth or I’ll take you, too,” the man growled. He passed Juliet and Jessica. “Move, or I will go back and get the young one and make her suffer twice as much as you two are gonna.” 
 
    Juliet’s stomach dropped. This was it. They were going to be raped and murdered, and there wasn’t a soul nearby capable of saving them. She glanced at Jessica and in the fringes of the flashlight’s beam, their gazes met. Juliet read the same stark realisation in her companion’s petrified expression.   
 
    Ahead, the man’s flat, ugly face and balding head surrounded by tufts of curly hair—coupled with an intrinsic meanness—told Juliet everything she needed to know about him. Never popular with the blokes, a failure with the ladies, and now set to make his mark in a world where blind loyalty was the number-one currency. She ground her jaw, knowing the unfairness of it all. As if reading her mind, he turned and licked his lips, and it reminded her of a crazy man she’d once seen in a prison movie.  
 
    Stumbling, Jessica grabbed her arm. “Juliet?” 
 
    She tried to sound brave. “I’m okay.”  
 
    They had reached a long brick building with a flat tin roof and a single door. Flaky paint and discoloured bricks made it look old. The man waved them in with his lips curled at the edges, revealing broken, black teeth.   
 
    Male voices, laughing and catcalling, sounded from inside. Juliet gagged and stuffed the back of her hand over her mouth. Her stomach turned, and she thought she might be sick. Perhaps that was best; perhaps that was the way to create a diversion and escape.  
 
    Juliet turned to the man. He was uglier than she first thought, his face pockmarked, wrinkled with the deep lines of booze and brutality. But it wasn’t his face or skin that scared her; it was the soulless light in his eyes that told her he had no regard for her life. He would use them both and discard their bodies like food scraps. Juliet froze. Fear concreted her feet to the gravel.   
 
    “I’ll give you one more chance to git inside this building ’fore I make you wish you’d turned into one of those infected things.”  
 
    She looked at Jessica, who was looking back at her with an expression that told Juliet she had given in to the badness of the world, accepted it. Jessica stepped forward into the doorway and disappeared into the light. Juliet hadn’t expected that. But it only took her a second to follow. She’d rather die than leave the other woman to such horror. 
 
    There were six men and they leapt off a skewed collection of old couches, beers in hand, shouting and whistling and stumbling. They were drunk—probably high, too—and in the mood for what she thought was coming. It was going to be a long night for them. The longest. If she and Jessica were lucky, one of the men would accidentally kill one of them and end the torture.  
 
    Oh, Jesus, she thought. Was this it? Was this the end for her? A faint anger rose up. She stopped, lost in the idea that these might be her last hours on earth. The man shoved her forward. She almost turned and scolded him, but caught herself at the final moment. He glared, eyes wide and blazing, encouraging her. She realized, though, that he wasn’t as bold in here as he’d been outside. That gave her a sliver of hope.   
 
    Ponytail was there. She looked for Red Bandana, but he wasn’t amongst them. At least that was something. He scared her the most. There were tables and chairs, a bunch of tools hanging on one wall, and boxes of stuff stacked in another corner.  
 
    “Thank you, Devo,” Ponytail said, grinning. “Appreciate you delivering them safely to us.” Devo nodded and scuttled away. “Ladies, ladies.” Ponytail ran a hand over the strip of dark, tied-back hair. “Come in and join the party.” Beer in hand, he waved another man towards the far side of the room. “Get the ladies some drinks, Devo.”  
 
    Devo scurried to a dirty white refrigerator standing at the edge of the room. Dints and black marks covered the door. He swung the front open, glass clinking, and reached in for a couple of bottles. Every conceivable gap was stacked with beer lying on its side. Devo kicked the door shut and hurried over to them, poking a brew in either of their direction. 
 
    Juliet knew it was the wrong thing, but couldn’t resist. “No, thank you.” He offered one to Jessica. She shook her head. 
 
    Devo turned to Ponytail, who wore an expression of total disbelief. “What? No beer?” he glanced around at the other men, who were chuckling or laughing. “I know people who’d kill for a beer right now. Don’t you, boys?” More laughing. “Do you know how hard it was to get this stuff?”  
 
    Juliet didn’t move. She knew it was all a front for the suffering that lay ahead. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction having her pretend she would go along with them. 
 
    Ponytail continued. “Well, if you don’t want a drink to whet your appetite, we’d better get down to business.”     
 
    “Actually, I’ll have one,” Jessica said.  
 
    The other men cheered. Devo tossed her a bottle. She twisted the cap off, tossed it away, and took several mouthfuls. Juliet suspected she was either delaying the inevitable, or trying to dull her senses. Devo offered Juliet again, but she shook her head.    
 
    Jessica began to wander, taking mouthfuls of beer, as she looked the place over. She stopped at a sink with a metal bench at its edge. Ponytail approached and touched her shoulder. “You’re startin’ to enjoy this, aren’t ya?” Jessica smiled. “I’m sorry we all got off to a bad start today. It doesn’t have to be that way. You could end up spending some real nice time here if you play your cards right.” 
 
    Jessica tipped her head back and swallowed. Her throat bobbed as she gulped the beer down until there was nothing left. The men cheered again. Ponytail turned to them, an expression of genuine astonishment on his sharp, narrow features. Juliet stared at Jessica. What was she playing at?  
 
    In a swift move, Jessica twisted the bottle around and brought the bottom down on the edge of the metal bench. Glass shattered, leaving a jagged end where the base had been. She stabbed out at Ponytail, aiming for his throat, but he was fast, bending backwards to avoid the attack. Jessica swiped it left to right, jabbing at him again. Ponytail danced sideways, avoiding the weapon. Jessica went a third time, turning the bottle around until it was like an ice pick. She leapt forward, aiming at Ponytail’s chest. For the briefest of moment, Juliet thought she was going to hit her target. Then he stepped aside at the last moment, and she stumbled then fell onto her hands, the remainder of the broken bottle slipping free and shattering over the concrete floor.      
 
    Nobody moved. Jessica sat with her head down, hair covering her face. Ponytail stared at her, unable to believe she had tried to kill him. “Jesus Christ, you’re ballsy,” he said after a moment. His mouth hung down as he turned and looked at the other men.  
 
    They exploded with laughter, shouts of “she almost got you” and “you’re getting slow, old man” echoing through the room. Ponytail still wore his incredulous expression. Jessica started to rise. Ponytail’s jaw tightened. He stepped to her and grabbed a fistful of long blonde hair, then started towards his posse, Jessica staggering as she tried to keep up.  
 
    “Make a circle, boys,” he said, cackling.  
 
    “Oh, no,” Juliet whispered. She took a step forward, changing the angle of her vision to the rest of the warehouse. It revealed a man sitting in the corner with his back against a cupboard. At first, she didn’t recognize him. Black shadows edged his face. One eye was swollen shut. Blood oozed from his mouth and nose. It was Sam, of course. Juliet cringed, feeling sorry for him. But there was something worse about to take place. 
 
    The other men had made a circle around Jessica. Ponytail left her in the middle of the group and walked around the edge, nodding his head in mock knowing. “Now we’re gonna have a little fun,” he said. “A little punishment for trying to hurt me.”  
 
    Jessica sat on her knees, head bowed, hair draped forward covering her face. Juliet thought she detected the slightest sob. Ponytail stopped and bent low to her. “I suggest you do exactly as we say. Try anything stupid and we’ll make what you’re about to do seem like a goddamn holiday.” He stood and took his place in the circle.    
 
    Juliet’s gut folded in on itself. She couldn’t watch.  She wished she could do something. She looked beyond the men to Sam, whose head hung down. There was nothing he could do. She thought about Jessica’s husband. It wasn’t right. None of this was— 
 
    “Wait,” Juliet called out. Several men turned to her. Two had taken the zippers of their jeans down. She floundered for a moment. An idea had flashed in her mind. “You don’t want to do that.” She hurried on. “For your own sake.” 
 
    Ponytail frowned and his face cracked into an annoyed grin. “And why is that?”  
 
    Juliet swallowed. “She’s got the herpes virus.” 
 
    Ponytail’s cheek twitched. He glanced at Jessica, who was now looking at Juliet with a cautious expression. “Bullshit.” He chuckled. “Of course you’re gonna make some shit like that up.” 
 
     “I’m a nurse.” She swallowed, her throat and mouth dry like crusted mud. “This woman was treated at Mersey Community the last few days under my care. When she first came in, she had two cold sores. We treated them, along with her other symptoms, but the virus is active for up to ten days post outbreak.”  
 
    Ponytail dropped his hands from his zipper. Another man did his zipper back up. She was bullshitting, of course. But these men didn’t know it, and Juliet thought she could bluff her way through. It was something. “Check her lips.” This was going to be the test. If any of them had half a brain, when they looked closely enough, they’d see her lips were merely cracked and dry, not blistering. 
 
    Several mean leaned forward to inspect. Jessica frowned, but kept her lips visible.  
 
    “They look shitty,” Ponytail said. 
 
    “I ain’t putting nothin’ in there,” a wiry man with a crew cut said. He stepped back from the circle. 
 
    “They’re just dry and cracked,” another snarled. He wore glasses and had dark, slicked-back hair. “She’s fine.” 
 
    “You gonna risk it?” Ponytail asked.  
 
    Juliet folded her hands together in front of her and looked at the men earnestly. “I can promise that if your genitalia make contact with her lips, you’ll end up with the herpes simplex virus. And you will never get rid of it.” She shrugged, as if that concluded the discussion. “Suit yourselves.” 
 
    The men eyed her with distrust. One of them said, “Well, shit, now you’ve gone and ruined the party.” Then he tossed his empty beer bottle against the wall, where it exploded with a loud pop. Glass shattered across the floor. 
 
    “No she ain’t,” Ponytail said. He waved Jessica out of the circle. “You.” He pointed at Juliet. “You’re just as cute in your own way. Get in here and take her place.” 
 
    This was the outcome Juliet had expected when the idea sparked. Now, her stomach did flip, but she felt an element of relief that Jessica was spared. Juliet shuffled towards the circle as Jessica rose to her feet. The men made a gap and Juliet entered. Tears spilled from the edges of Jessica’s eyes. They embraced, and in it, Juliet felt Jessica’s gratitude in the firmness of her embrace.  
 
    “Thank you,” Jessica whispered in her ear. “Thank you with all my heart.” Juliet tried to smile. 
 
    She moved to the middle of the circle. Things began to turn surreal. She dropped down on to her knees and looked up at Ponytail, who was smiling. “You’re gonna enjoy this.” 
 
     Juliet pressed her lips into a grim line. They were quivering. She thought that if she spoke, she might lose her shit and start crying. But she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing that. 
 
    Ponytail drew the zipper of his jeans down. Juliet closed her eyes, and tried to imagine herself in another time and place. With her parents and sister as a child on one of the camping trips to Mount Field National Park, where it rained for three straight days and they were stuck in the tent eating marshmallows and potato chips and drinking Coke until they couldn’t stop burping.  Yes, that was—   
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” a voice boomed from the doorway.  
 
    All heads turned simultaneously. It was Red Bandana, still wearing his black sleeveless vest and jeans. The thick muscles of his arms gleamed under the flat white light of the fluorescents. 
 
    “Todd?” He looked from Ponytail, to another man. “Lenny?” Lenny dropped his gaze. “What the fuck is this?” Red Bandana stepped through the door into the building. Four men of similar stock followed, including Black Jeans, who had struck Bill down. “We’re out working our asses off for supplies, and you clowns are back here fucking around?” Ponytail finally looked down. “Is this how we survive?” 
 
    “We were just havin’ a little fun, Red,” the man with glasses said. 
 
    Red snapped his head around to Juliet. “This fun for you, lady?” At first, Juliet thought he was mocking her. But he held his questioning look and she shook her head. He turned to Jessica. “You?” Jessica did the same. “No fun on their side of the fence, Walt.” 
 
    Ponytail moved towards Red Bandana. “Listen, Johnny, there’s no rules that said we have to follow rules. You said that yourself—” 
 
    Red bandana squished up his face. “Not this, Todd.”   
 
    “We kidnapped these people, for fuck’s sake. Why shouldn’t we have a little fun with ’em?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Red Bandana strolled across the floor to Ponytail. “I thought you had real leadership qualities, Todd. If I’m honest, I looked at you as though you were my right-hand man.” 
 
    Ponytail’s nose twisted. “We said at the start we weren’t going to have a leader. You said—” 
 
    “Well, thank fuck we did, huh?” Red Bandana turned his back and walked towards Juliet. “Up. Take ’em back to the vault, Devo. Get ’em out of my sight.” 
 
    Juliet rose to her feet, still sceptical Red Bandana might change his attitude and make her return to the centre of the circle. But she stepped deftly through a gap and joined Jessica, heading for the door where Devo waited. It was the most bizarre thing Juliet had ever experienced. Having a psychopathic kidnapper stand up for them against another of the same ilk made her head hurt. She was relieved, but still desperately nervous about things to come. 
 
    As they passed out the doorway, she heard Ponytail and Red Bandana start shouting at each other. Even Devo hurried along. The two women joined him, Jessica stumbling as she tripped on an unforeseen object. 
 
    “Faster,” Devo said. “We don’t want to be here for this.” 
 
    The shouting turned into screaming. Other voices joined the yelling. Then a single shot barked loudly and the voices stopped. Devo looked back over his shoulder but didn’t halt. Juliet didn’t know who had fired the shot, but she hoped it was Red Bandana.  
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    Devo held the door open and nodded towards the inside of the tank. Juliet stepped through, glancing at his downturned face as she passed. She hoped the asshole got whatever was waiting back in the building. Perhaps this was what Skoota had talked about—groups imploding over power struggles. There was a strange satisfaction in the disagreement between Ponytail and Red Bandana. It might just be the key to any potential freedom.  
 
    When Jessica was inside, Devo closed the door without speaking a word. Juliet listened as his footsteps faded into the distance. She wondered whether Devo might not just leave without going back in order to avoid the conflict between the two leaders. Not likely. People like Devo needed stronger characters to survive. They had no initiative or leadership themselves and relied on others to tell them what to do or how to live.   
 
    “What happened?” Meg asked. 
 
    Jessica burst into tears. Juliet reached out, found her arm and guided the other woman towards her. She wrapped her arms around her back and let Jessica’s head rest against her shoulder. Juliet held her tight as she gave a long moan of anguish then sobbed. 
 
    “Give her a moment,” Lory whispered. “I was assaulted after they killed my friends.”  
 
    It had been a close call. Juliet shuddered when she thought how it might have gone. All those men… but it hadn’t. Red Bandana’s arrival had saved them, but Juliet wasn’t sure why. He had behaved so badly earlier. It didn’t make sense. At least with Ponytail, they knew he was bad. The question of Red Bandana now was how he would act the next time they saw him?  
 
    Jessica pulled away. “You all right?” Juliet asked, hands on her shoulders.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jessica said. Juliet dropped her arms. “Now. Thanks to you.” She squeezed Juliet’s hand.  
 
    “What…” Meg began, clearing her throat. “Happened?”  
 
    Juliet didn’t know how to explain. Then Jessica spoke. “I can’t thank you enough, Juliet. What you did…” 
 
    “We made it, that’s all that matters. It could have been so much worse.” 
 
    Jessica recapped, leaving no detail out. “All I can think about now is my husband, and if it had gone further how he would feel.” Her tone became almost distant. “He would have killed them all with his bare hands.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Meg said. “I mean, Red Bandana was the one who threw us into the vault. Why would he stop the others assaulting you?” 
 
    “I kept waiting for him to tell us it was a joke,” Juliet said. “It was strange the way he acted. You’re right. It was such a contradiction to how he’d behaved earlier.”  
 
    “And Sam was there?” 
 
    “Yes. Sitting in the corner. He looked terrible. They’d beaten him. One eye was swollen like a plumb. There was blood all around his nose and his face was bruised.   
 
    Meg said, “He didn’t try to stop them? Didn’t say anything?” 
 
    “He didn’t do that when I was there,” Lory said, recalling her assault days earlier. 
 
    Juliet felt she should defend Sam. By her measure, so far, he had done the best he could by them.  “He couldn’t. He was already suffering. If he’d spoken up, I have no doubt they’d have punished him again, and maybe the next time it would end in more than a swollen face. 
 
    “What now then?” Meg asked. “Is there any chance Red Bandana will let us go?” 
 
    It was a fair question, but one Juliet had considered already in the short time since Red Bandana had saved them. Saved them. It was a strange way to look at it, but true. Still, she didn’t think it changed the longer-term view of what would become of them. 
 
    “He won’t let us go,” she said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because he’s fucking crazy.” She waited for them to respond. “His actions are both ends of the extreme. Okay, he saved us from being sexually assaulted. If it wasn’t for him, I’d be lying on the ground in that building in a mess. But he’s still holding us against our wishes.  We aren’t free to leave on our own.” 
 
    “And he killed my brother and friend.” 
 
    “I don’t know why Red Bandana stopped the men assaulting us. Maybe it’s a power thing with Ponytail, showing he calls the shots.” 
 
    “When we left the building, there was a gunshot,” Jessica said. “If Ponytail was the one doing the shooting, you can expect he’s going to burst through that door at any moment for revenge.” That was an excellent point Juliet hadn’t considered.    
 
    “Then what are we going to do?” Meg asked. 
 
    The others had all slid down the wall and sat with their backs against it. Juliet did the same now. “We’ve got to come up with a plan.” 
 
    Meg blew air. “Good luck. How do you suppose we do that?” 
 
    “Did you notice on the way to the vault, there’s a part of the fence where the infected are lined up on the outside?” Nobody did. “It’s a narrow gap between a tin shed and another small brick building. Not big, but I spotted a few of them through gaps in the ivy earlier as they were leading us to this vault and heard the infected making noises as Devo took us back tonight.” 
 
    Lory cleared her throat. “So?” 
 
    “The fence is damaged.” 
 
    “Damaged?” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe we can pull the whole section down and let the infected in.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Jessica jumped in. “They’ll overrun the place, take on the bad guys, and while they’re occupied, we can escape.” 
 
    Meg shifted forward. “What? That’s it? That’s your plan?”  
 
    “Has anybody got any other ideas?” Juliet asked. “Because if the best we’ve got is to wait for Red bandana to change his mind and let us out, I don’t think that’s going to cut it.” 
 
    That silenced Meg. Neither option was preferred, but letting the infected in was all Juliet could think to engage the men and create a diversion. In the longer term, she couldn’t see Red Bandana suddenly changing his mind about holding them captive, even if, morally, he didn’t condone sexual assault. 
 
    “Okay,” Jessica said. “How do we make that happen?” 
 
    “We start by coming up with a way to divert the guard the next time someone asks to use the bathroom. Someone needs to find out what we need to take the fence down.” 
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    Kumiko dreamed again. She was in the passenger seat of a car, beside Dan as he drove down a winding, countryside road. The day was bright and mild. Fields of yellow flowers courted them on both sides of the faded grey highway. Dan’s wide, content smile made her feel happy. Kumiko was happy sitting beside him. With him. He wasn’t like the others she had known. He didn’t have an ego. Wasn’t always angling to show off. He was easy-going. The feeling settled over her, and she knew it was true, as much in the dream as in reality. As they came around a long, sweeping bend, the twisted bodies of a car accident blocked their way ahead. Dan jammed on the brakes. They weren’t going to make it. They were going to— 
 
    Footsteps. Banging on the roof. Kumiko woke with a gasp, lifting her head off the pillow on the staffroom sofa to listen. Never in her life had she been able to come awake so quickly. Her mother would have been both surprised and pleased. 
 
    Sharply, she said, “Dan?” 
 
    “Yeah. I hear.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Not sure.” 
 
    The sound of a shouting voice came, probably one of the new military guys who had taken camp in the offices closer to the back end of the building. It was in an urgent, purposeful tone. A cold chill crept over Kumiko. 
 
    “What are they saying?” 
 
    “They’re in,” Dan said, leaping off the other sofa. “Up, quickly. We have to move.” 
 
    More banging sounded from above. In the grey morning light seeping in from the window and hallway beyond, Kumiko looked up at the ceiling. There was a crunch and clunk, as though someone was stepping on the aluminium roof. She knew the sound—her father used to make it climbing up to get the Christmas decorations every December. 
 
    “It’s in the celling, Dan.”  
 
    He stood fixated to the floor, eyes following the noise. More screaming and yelling came from the back end of the office, the cry of an older woman and the screams of kids. They had their own problems. Kumiko had to get to the door. Before she had taken off, a section of the foam ceiling cracked open and a foot appeared. Kumiko leapt back. The foot became a leg, then two, before an entire lower section of a body. Dan’s expression loosened with shock. Kumiko glanced around at the doors leading outside to the decking and stairs. A handful of infected had congregated there. She turned back, and with a final crash, the thing fell the rest of the way through the ceiling and onto the staffroom table below. 
 
    It wasn’t one of the normal infected though. It was the female that had stood near the edge of the building the previous day and watched as the horde attacked—the one that had sprinted towards Mac’s friend and broken his neck. It stood in a half-crouched position, a tight, dark ponytail poking out from the back of its head. Up close, Kumiko was even more amazed by the bulging muscles in its arms and legs. Black eyes, like obsidian, examined them both.    
 
    Kumiko’s stomach dropped. “Oh, shit, Dan.”  
 
    She staggered backwards and tripped over a swivel chair, landing on her backside. Dan reached down for something, but the creature’s stare had locked onto Kumiko. It leapt off the table and landed on the brown carpet, nostrils flared, those black eyes like the pits of Hell. It stepped forward, reaching out for her foot. Kumiko scrambled backwards, made it onto her feet, and toppled over one of the desks, crunching her elbow on a corner of wood. Dan moved on her left. A chair struck the infected woman in the face, a chair Dan held between white-knuckled fists. The thing grunted and fell sideways over the clutter, disappearing from immediate view. 
 
    “Up!” He reached out for Kumiko, and she took his hand, pulling her onto her feet. Dan broke for the door, but several converging infected blocked the way, their tattered, bloody clothing baggy on their haggard frames.  
 
    Kumiko spun around towards the outside porch again and now there were even more pale faces and dark, hungry eyes.  
 
    “The roof,” Dan shouted. 
 
    The broken plaster hole where the infected had dropped through glared down at her. That was the only way out of the room. 
 
    “Dan,” she shouted, climbing up onto the table. The psychotic woman had revived and was drawing to her feet. In the doorway, Dan backpedalled, swinging the fold-up chair as two more infected clamoured for him, but he missed them both.  
 
    He joined Kumiko on the table as the female grabbed at his ankles. Still holding the fold-up chair, Dan slammed it down onto the thing’s head. A long, bloody gash opened up on her forehead and she crumpled to the floor again. He dropped the chair onto her and looked up at the roof. 
 
    From the bowels of the office building, more yelling sounded.  
 
    “I’ll go first,” Dan said, “that way I can pull you up.” 
 
    More infected swept into the room. 
 
    Dan reached up for the roof and found his hands about a foot short. He bent his knees and leapt, grabbing hold of a roof beam. He hung there a moment, and she realized he didn’t have the strength to pull his weight up. Kumiko made a cup with her hands and stuck them under his foot. Dan put his right sneaker in and Kumiko lifted, the soles of his shoes pinching her soft palms. She pushed him higher, and he disappeared up into the artificial manhole. 
 
    The infected woman stirred again. Blood trickled down her angry face from the wound on her head. She pushed the chair aside and growled at Kumiko.   
 
    “Jump!” Dan screamed, peering down through the opening, his face pinched with terror. 
 
    Kumiko jumped, thankful for all those years on the gymnastics high bar, and reached the beam easier than Dan. She swung for a moment and saw at the bottom of her vision the infected woman climbing onto the table. Dan put his hands under her arms and began to lift her through the hole.  
 
    “Pull yourself up,” Dan said. He groaned as he leaned back and dragged her up. 
 
    The woman below shrieked. Kumiko kicked her feet up out of the way, but a hand grabbed her left foot. “It’s… got me,” she stammered, trying to lift her legs higher. 
 
    “Kick,” Dan said through gritted teeth. “Kick like hell.” 
 
    She did and immediately felt her free foot connect with the infected thing’s hands, and it let go. Dan heaved a final time, and Kumiko was able to leverage the ceiling beam to drag herself into the hole. As she climbed in, she peered down into the room and watched the woman staring up at them.  
 
    “Jesus, that was close,” Dan breathed. 
 
    “Too close.” 
 
    The infected woman leapt for the beam and snagged her fingers around it. Dan stomped his foot down on them several times until she slipped off, hissing like an angry cat.  
 
    “I can’t stand here all day doing this.” He spun around, searching the vast ceiling space. Wooden trusses interlocked the breadth, and at some point, the gap had been used for storage. Flat MDF panels had been laid across the joists, and boxes of paperwork had been stacked on them. 
 
    Dan spotted a loose MDF board and used the joists as steps to reach it. He hurried back to the hole with it, finding the infected woman had latched onto the beam again. He stomped hard on her fingers, and she slid off for the second time. As Dan prepared to fix the board over the gap, she stood staring up through the broken hole at him, her black eyes watchful. After a moment, she disappeared. 
 
    “Where’s she gone?” Kumiko asked. 
 
    “Don’t know.” Dan laid the board in place then hurried over to a pile of boxes and began to carry them back to the board. “Should hold her back for a bit.” 
 
     When there were half a dozen boxes piled onto the MDF, Dan stepped away and listened. Loud footsteps and banging sounded below, suggesting the infected had infiltrated the entire office building. Kumiko wondered what had happened to the others and hoped they were all right. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Dan started off towards the other end of the building. He pointed. “See that?” Kumiko narrowed her eyes. A patch of light poked in through the roof about thirty yards ahead. “That’s where it got in, and that’s where we get out.” 
 
    Kumiko followed, edging her way over the flat boards and then along the joists, holding onto the trusses for balance. In some places, Dan had to squeeze his way through tighter bracing, but Kumiko had no problems squeezing her lithe body between the gaps. Eventually, they reached the section where the infected had pulled the iron roofing back and entered the ceiling space.     
 
    “Have a look at this,” Dan said. The iron was twisted and misshapen, like the peeled-back edge of a baked beans can. “It must be ridiculously strong to do that.”  
 
    Kumiko spotted drops of blood around the edges of the roofing. Dan poked his head out through the hole momentarily, then slipped it back. His expression was grim. “I can see them on the ground, but if we get out onto the roof we may be able to find a spot to climb down.” 
 
    Kumiko glanced back the way they had come, expecting to see the infected woman, but when she narrowed her gaze, the boxes were still in place. She didn’t think that was the last they had seen of her though. 
 
    “Are we going to die?” 
 
    Dan’s face pinched into disbelief. “What? Don’t be silly. We can think our way out of this.” 
 
    “How many times have we almost died? Surely our luck’s got to run out sooner or later.”  
 
    Dan stared at her. “I’ll look after you, I promise.” Kumiko smiled. Dan smiled back and climbed out the gap onto the roof.  
 
    It was nice to have someone looking out for her again. Dan might not have been the first guy she’d choose based on looks, but he had a lot of appealing qualities. She was really beginning to like him.    
 
    Kumiko climbed up onto the trusses then stepped out through the gap, brushing the edge of the twisted iron, and onto the angled roof sheeting. The incline of the roof was quite steep, and the height of their position surprised her. If they took one wrong step they’d fall and end up either broken or dead on the ground below. Notwithstanding the horde of infected that was waiting for them.  
 
    Dan seemed to read her mind. “We’ve been in worse than this.” 
 
    She looked down at the infected still wandering in eternal motion between the trees and wooden seats in the playground. He was right. She had been solid at times, proud of her actions. There was no rulebook surviving the end of the world, and they were doing their best.  
 
    She gave a quick nod, as if making up her mind. “You’re right.”  
 
    “I’m thinking we work our way around the roof until we can find a place to make a break for it. We’ve got to get to those main gates and onto the road. That’s where Mac and the others are parked. They’ll try and do the same thing. I don’t think they can see us up here, so if we can sneak down, we might have a chance.” 
 
    “Where do we start?” 
 
    Dan nodded towards a tree growing near the roofing in the left corner. “That thing had to climb up here somehow.” 
 
    “You think it climbed that tree?”  
 
    Dan shrugged.  
 
    Scanning the grounds below, Kumiko said, “You know, I don’t think I want to stay around this school anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice,” Dan said. “They’re inside the building and unless Mac has unlimited ammo back in his car, we won’t be able clear it out.” 
 
    Kumiko started down the corrugated sheeting towards the tree. “Jim isn’t going to like that.” 
 
    A few steps along, she stopped to get her balance. Beside her, Dan’s foot slid on the iron. “You all right?” she asked.  
 
    He nodded. Kumiko held out her hand anyway, and Dan took it. They crept low as they got closer to the edge of the roof. At ground level, the infected milled about like a country fair gathering.  
 
    “We’ll wait,” Dan said. “There’ll be a chance sooner or later.” 
 
    But Kumiko couldn’t help wonder if it was a trap set by the infected woman. Anything that could climb a tree and tear a roof open to get inside at them was smart enough to plan such a thing. She didn’t like waiting. Some deep gut instinct told her that this time, their luck was about to run out. 
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    “Lock the door,” Mac shouted, stepping in front of Tyler and Ashleigh with the machete in hand. Think, he told himself, scouting the room for options.  
 
    Smitty twisted the gold-coloured lock on the door as it flexed with the force of the infected crashing against the other side. Jim simultaneously slid a chair across the carpet and jammed it underneath the door handle. They were safe for the moment, having been forced down the hallway to the end of the building and into a classroom. But they didn’t know about Dan and Kumiko.  
 
    “I’m not giving up on this place,” Jim said. His face was red, his forehead creased with determination. 
 
    “Surrounded,” Smitty said, face pressed against one of the side windows.  “Fuckers are everywhere.” 
 
    Mac guided the kids to one of the corners and out of sight of the infected loitering near the windows. Hands slapped against the wooden door in the hallway. They’d gotten in through the roof first, the only place they hadn’t been observing during their watch. Mac and the others had secured the doors and most of the exposed windows before sleep the previous night, noting how few of the infected were close to the building. Smitty had taken watch, patrolling the rooms with a view to the fence line, but it was a lot of perimeter for one man to cover. They locked some of the office doors and even barricaded the east passageway. Mac had come awake at the sound of banging from the roof, and then he’d hard shattering glass, but it had been too late. They had followed the action plan Smitty and he had discussed the previous night and now had to get clear of the building.  
 
    Ashleigh’s bottom lip quivered. Sitting beside his sister, Tyler circled his arm and pulled her close. Mac knelt before them. “It’s all right, sweetheart. We’re gonna be okay.” She nodded, attempting to be brave. Mac reached out and stroked her hair, then touched a thumb and forefinger to Tyler’s chin. 
 
    He stood and reassessed the situation. He wasn’t sure how long they’d last in the classroom; though, at this point, leaving it would probably put them in more danger. With the infected wandering outside the windows, fully aware of their existence, Mac wished for a fully loaded M4, or even the shotgun, but the shells were back in his car, parked on the side of Yan Yean Road. If they made a run for it without ammo, the risk was high one of them might get hurt. He saw no other option than to wait until it cleared, or at least the number of infected reduced, and then make a run for it. He didn’t like the idea, but he didn’t see another choice.  
 
    Smitty fossicked through a collection of sporting equipment stacked in the corner. After a moment, he stepped back, holding a golf club, twisting the metal head in his hand. He would soon need it, Mac thought as he approached one of the windows that peered out onto the football oval. It was vastly different to what he’d seen the night before. On their final walk of the perimeter, there had been pockets of the sick, but now, they were swimming in much larger numbers. Still, Mac’s trained eye for lines and angles spoke to him, and he could spot several zigzag pathways through the infected to the entrance. The space between the gates was clear, and Mac only hoped the road beyond, where his car was parked, resembled the same. 
 
    Mac had another problem in Shelli. He turned away from the window and found the older woman sitting in the corner on one of the small plastic kids’ chairs, hands wrapped around her knees. She was rocking back and forth, crooning gently. Her eyes were glassy, and she wore a distant expression, drowning in a tightening hell of grief.  She only just lost her husband, Mac thought, and sadness jabbed him in the gut. He had been close to Ken—closer than he’d been to his own father in the last five years, and the pain of losing the older man would live with Mac for a long time.  
 
    He started for Shelli, and then Jim rushed into the space in front of him, a stern expression spread across his tanned face. “I’m not leaving.”  
 
    Smitty moved in beside him, eyebrows raised. Jim was obsessed with making the school a refuge for survivors. Mac understood that, but in his expert opinion, the opportunity for such had passed. 
 
    “It’s no longer a feasible location, Jim. They’ve overrun the grounds. We don’t have the firepower to handle it. The best—”  
 
     “You go,” Jim said, hands up, palms facing out. “I’m fine with that. I don’t need anybody.” 
 
    Mac sighed. “The choice is no longer ours, Jim. It’s not even yours because we can’t fix this place. It’s beyond repair.” Mac waved a hand around. “You stay here, you’ll die; it’s that simple.” But Jim wouldn’t look. He only shook his head and turned away for the corner.  
 
    “What about the other two?” Mac asked. “Do we know if they’re okay?”  
 
    Smitty shook his head. With their interaction the previous night, both had seemed genuinely grateful for the help. They talked about their experiences and both had suffered loss. Mac felt growing concern, but there wasn’t much he could do for them now. 
 
    While Mac couldn’t force Jim to come with them, he couldn’t leave Shelli behind. He dropped down beside her on the carpeted floor and placed a hand on her back. 
 
    “Shell?” It took her a moment, but she finally turned to face him. “Shell, we have to leave this place.” Her eyes widened. “Not yet, but at some point, we’re going to make a run for it. To my car.” 
 
    Her face folded into one of complete disbelief. “I can’t do that, Mac.” 
 
    “I’ll help you.”   
 
    Pain spread across her features. “Why would you want to go out there?” The last word was spoken with horror.  
 
    “We can’t survive in here. They’ll get into this classroom eventually.” She mumbled something under her breath, and he tried to assure her. “We can get away. 
 
    “Mac… I don’t think I can do it.” 
 
    Mac took her hand in his and gave it a light squeeze. “Yes, you can.” She shook her head. “The kids need you, Shell.” She glanced over at them. “I need you.” Her sad eyes found Mac again. “I need you to help me find Jessica.” 
 
    “But Ken… I don’t want to leave him behind.” 
 
    Dutch’s and Ken’s bodies were locked in one of the offices. Mac had wanted to bury them, but with the infected roaming the grounds, it was impossible. 
 
    “What would Ken want, Shell?” 
 
    She dropped her head in thought and began sobbing again. Mac rubbed her back. After a few moments though, she looked up at Mac, fresh tears streaming down her puffy, pale cheeks, and said, “All right.” 
 
    Mac smiled. “You’re a tough old bird, Shell.”  
 
    Now they just had to pick their moment. 
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    Daylight seeped through the pinholes in the old petrol tank. Juliet shifted her aching body, pulling herself back against the wall for the thousandth time. There was no way of getting comfortable in this place. No way of resting one’s mind or body. The others were feeling the same, twisting and turning most of the night. Some had slept, their snoring echoing off the rusty metal walls. Meg had woken up with a start; Lory too. Juliet thought Lory might have been crying at one point. Jessica had gone to her and now Juliet saw the both of them lying beside one another in a crumpled heap. 
 
    Juliet had only slept for a short, uneasy period. After Devo had returned them to the tank, she had expected one of their captors to appear at the door, threatening some harm or another. But the silence outside remained. She wondered about the fallout of the confrontation she and Jessica had witnessed. Based on not seeing anyone, she felt it safe to assume Red Bandana—their only ally at present—had not been overthrown as leader. Otherwise, they probably would have been dragged back to the building and assaulted all night long.  
 
    She had to get up and move. Having long ago given up on meaningful sleep, Juliet rolled onto her side, the clunk of her knee on the metal floor sounding like thunder. She winced, then stood, joints popping, muscles begging for relief as she provided movement for the first time in six or more hours. Yawning, she stepped carefully to the edge of the tank, but the smallest undertaking brought unwanted noise. The others would stir in a moment.   
 
    Through the tiny holes in the wall, Juliet felt the first threads of the day’s heat. Bright sunshine spread across the junkyard, glaring against the pale, dusty road. Old cars and earthmoving machinery littered the scene, long grass growing between their broken limbs. There was no sign of the men holding them captive. Based on the sun’s upbeat position, Juliet guessed it was around nine o’clock. She thought back to the days before—working at the hospital as it had spiralled downward, the infected overrunning the place, the army blowing it up. It seemed like a lifetime ago when, in reality, it had only been five or six days.   
 
    The warmth on her face felt pleasant, but if they were held in the tank all day, they would roast. She had to find a way to get them out. The plan to let the infected into the junkyard through the fence was a long shot, but all they had.  
 
    The sounds of the others stirring came from behind, and Juliet turned to meet them.   
 
    “It’s a wonder I can even walk,” Meg said, hobbling towards Juliet, hand pressed against her lower back. She was a pessimistic woman, and there had been fleeting moments when Juliet had regretted bringing Meg along. Such thoughts disgusted her.      
 
    Jessica climbed to her feet, leant forward, and reached her palms to the ground, stretching the backs of her legs. It was obvious to Juliet the woman was active, her limbs and torso firm and well proportioned. When she straightened up, Jessica’s downcast mouth and narrowed eyes gave away a hint of pain.    
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She rubbed her forehead. “I have a bad headache and my bladder may explode, but mostly, I miss my husband and kids.” 
 
    Juliet put a hand on her shoulder and rubbed. “Hang in there. I really feel like Red Bandana’s going to let us go today.” Jessica wore a blank, disbelieving expression. “Besides, they’ll have to at least let us out soon to pee.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    The truth was Juliet had no idea what Red Bandana was thinking. He may well have done a 180° flip and decided to re-align with Ponytail—assuming Ponytail was still alive. That was the most concerning part of their current circumstances—what was he thinking? He’d shot and killed innocent, unarmed people. What did that say for his level of sanity?  
 
     She went to Lory, who was still sitting against the wall of the tank with her knees drawn up to her chest. Although the shadows hid the finer details, Juliet suspected Lory’s large eyes were brimming with tears. She could only imagine what the girl had been through at the hands of those monsters. It was a reminder that Red Bandana should not be trusted.    
 
    “How are you feeling, sweetie?” The girl nodded, twisting her nose as if to stop herself crying. “We’re going to get out of this, I promise.” Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Juliet. “Just stay with us a bit longer. I’m working on a plan.” She stroked her hair, and Lory lowered her head. Juliet patted her shoulder and stood. 
 
    These women would not last longer in this situation with the uncertainty of, not only their immediate future, but their lives in general, at risk. Juliet felt such despair for them; Lory with her parents and brother; Jessica, her husband and kids. Even Meg, whoever she was missing. Such hopelessness filled their existence now and for the foreseeable future. At least when they were out roaming about on their own, they had some control over their destiny. They could drive north or south, away from the chaos. In here, they were prisoners at the mercy of their captors with no timeline for conclusion and only the faintest glimmer of hope.   
 
    Shortly after, voices drifted in through the holes, halting a robust discussion between Meg and Jessica concerning their futures, Meg refusing to show any optimism for their plight. Juliet caught her breath when the door creaked open and Ponytail’s grinning, bruised face appeared in the rectangle of light. The women shrank back from the door when he entered, smiling in a way Juliet could only describe as sleazy. 
 
    “We need to pee,” Juliet said, stepping forward. “We haven’t been out of here for more than twelve hours.”  
 
    Devo snuck in behind Ponytail. “Nobody’s going anywhere.” 
 
    Ponytail stopped in the centre of the tank, the true nature of his visit presenting itself. His sleazy smile liquefied into an expression of anger—mouth twisted, jaw clenched tight. He lifted a thick finger and pointed it first at Jessica, then at Juliet. “You might have gotten clear last night, ladies, but that was a lucky break.” 
 
    “Piss off,” Jessica said. “Does your master know you’re here?” Ponytail’s eyes grew wide. Devo licked his lips and made a tsk-tsk sound. But Jessica didn’t seem able to turn off her mouth. “How was the session last night after everybody else went to bed? Does he put a collar around your neck and—” 
 
    Ponytail was too quick for Jessica. The back of his hand struck her across the cheek, making the sharp sound of skin on skin. Jessica turned away and cupped her face in silence. Juliet felt admiration for her. 
 
     “That’s enough,” Juliet said in a quiet voice.  She placed her body between Ponytail and Jessica, taking the other woman by the shoulders and moving her backwards, out of Ponytail’s reach. Then she turned back to the men. “Now, we need to use the bathroom. All of us. And we need some food and water.”       
 
    “Food and water,” Ponytail said, eyebrows raised, head nodding as he turned to Devo. “You hear that, Dev? Food and water. The bathroom. What about we just leave you lot to use the rec room? Have a beer, play some pool, you know.” 
 
    “We’re okay,” Meg said, her voice trembling. “Just fine. We don’t need—” 
 
    “No,” Juliet said. “We all need the bathroom, and it’s going to get very hot in here soon. If you don’t give us any water, you’re not going to have any prisoners left. Don’t you understand that? Whatever reason you’re keeping us, you still need to keep us alive.” 
 
    Ponytail stared back. After a long moment, he pulled an eight-inch knife from the back of his jeans and held it alongside his right thigh, almost out of view. “Go for it,” he said, standing aside the door. Devo cackled. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Juliet watched those dark, maniacal eyes. She realised after a moment she was holding her breath. Then Jessica started towards the door. The knife twitched. Juliet stepped in front of Jessica and used her right arm to bar Jessica’s way.  
 
    “No.” Jessica stopped. Juliet never took her eyes from Ponytail. He was probably bluffing, but what did he have to lose? Maybe he wanted a confrontation with Red Bandana and killing one of them was the way to force it. 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” Jessica said. The woman was getting tougher by the day. Maybe it was desperation.  
 
    “I know. But think of your kids. Accidents happen.”  
 
    “They sure do,” Ponytail said, turning for the door. He stepped out into the light, using his hand to shield the brightness, the long blade still clenched in his fist. Devo followed and began to close the heavy metal door. Ponytail turned back to them, and as the gap closed with a corroded squeal, said, “Don’t go anywhere, ladies. We’ll be back later to check on you.” 
 
    The door clanked shut, the bolt scraping into place and securing their existence in the musty tank for who knew how much longer. 
 
    Nobody moved for several moments. Then Jessica leapt at the door. “Asshole,” she screamed, banging against the wall and causing it to reverberate like a rolling drumbeat. “Such a prick.” She growled in frustration then turned to Juliet. “You should have let me leave.”  
 
    “And have him stab you in the back?” 
 
    “Would he have done that? I don’t think Red Bandana would let him.” 
 
    “Self-defence. You tried to escape. I wouldn’t put anything past him.” Jessica began to pace, and Juliet added, “Listen, I’m as frustrated as you, but we have to be sensible about this. We have to pick our moment. That wasn’t it.” 
 
    “When? These guys are all crazy, Red Bandana included. I think they’re just toying with us. A lot of people have died so far, what’s a few more on the list?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m hoping sense will prevail, and they’ll realise keeping us locked up gives them no value.” 
 
    Jessica leant back against the door. “I’m hoping the same thing.” Her red, exasperated face was difficult to watch, when all along, even when she’d been sick, her sense of composure had helped Juliet maintain her own. She pushed forward, fists clenched at her side. “We’ve got to test these people, stand up to the bullies, otherwise they’ll keep treating us the same.” She glanced around at the others, seeking agreement. 
 
    Juliet said, “I think this is more than bullying. It’s crazy. They’ve killed people, Jess. Just ask Lory. She lost her brother and friend. Who knows how many more have died at their hands? If they’d gotten hold of Skoota, he’d be dead too. Who knows if Sam is still alive?” 
 
    Running her hands through her blonde hair, Jessica said, “I just want to see Mac and the kids. I’ll do anything for that, even if it means taking a risk or two.”  
 
    “And I promise you, when a moment presents itself, we’ll be ready.” 
 
    6 
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    By late afternoon, the heat had turned the administration wing of the school building into a slow cooker. With no air conditioning system or open windows to create a breeze, the air was thick and stifling. Outside, clouds had rolled across the sky, leading to even muggier conditions, and although they had stuck cardboard of all shapes and sizes over the windows, the discomfort was in the humid air more so than the sun’s rays.  
 
    Mac had spent most of the time since the morning pacing the interior walls and windows of the building, looking for a break in the infected. Little had changed, though, in terms of numbers; however, their intensity had diminished somewhat. Strewn across the school grounds were the discarded limbs of the dead—torsos, arms, legs, innards, and even heads—and many infected still ate from these. Others wandered about aimlessly looking for some long lost thing or another. But there were gaps now, places where Mac could see right to the fence line. He spent more than an hour measuring the opportunities off in time to gauge if there was any sort of repetitive patterns the small herds of infected where creating. 
 
    “Finally,” Mac said, squatting down beside Smitty, who had taken up a perch beside a gap in the coverings over the front window. “Look good?”  
 
    Smitty nodded and tapped the golf club on which he was resting his hands. “Timing’s right, mate. It’s clear all the way to the front gate. There’s nothing within ten yards on either side.” 
 
    Mac nodded. “Let’s do it then.” He stood and went over to Shelli. She’d spent most of her time keeping the kids distracted, and it seemed to have taken her mind of both Ken’s death and what lay beyond the walls. Mac offered his hand. “It’s time.” She looked at it for a long moment then reached out, and he helped her onto unsteady feet. 
 
     “You can do this, Shell. It’s not your time.” Her lower lip quivered. Mac pronounced his words. “It’s not your time.” 
 
    “What if Ken is—” 
 
    Mac put a hand to his lips. “No more.” He would need to be selfish. “My kids need you, Shell. At the moment, they have no mother.” Shelli nodded. Mac left her with the kids. 
 
    “Any change, Smit?” Mac asked.  
 
    Smitty stood at the side door leading out into the grounds, peering between two pieces of cardboard. “No change, mate. Still looks good. We need to go now though.” 
 
    Mac clapped Smitty on the shoulder and returned to the kids, guiding them away from the corner to Smitty at the door, where he lined them up then squatted so he could talk face-to-face. “We’re going to make a run for it, okay?” 
 
    Ashleigh pressed her lips into a thin line. “I don’t want to, Daddy. I’m scared.” 
 
    “I know, baby, we’re all scared, but we’re just going to run across the oval to where the cars are parked and then get inside where we’ll be safe. Then we’ll drive away and go and find Mommy.” 
 
    “We’re gonna get Mom?” Tyler said, his eyes lighting up. 
 
    Mac knew it had been a mistake, but he needed to give them a sliver of hope. “That’s the plan, bud.” Tyler smiled one of his old smiles and Mac felt bittersweet. “I need you both to do what I say, okay? You gotta run as fast as you can, faster even than when you won all those races at school, all right, Ash?” He could carry her, but that would prevent him taking care of any problems. She was a good runner and capable of making it on her own two feet. She gave an accentuated nod. “You too, Ty. Run like the wind.” But Tyler didn’t need to be told. He could leave them all behind. Shelli needed Mac’s help the most.  
 
    Jim stood in the corner, watching them. “You sure you won’t come with us?” Mac asked as he collected the machete from a bench. 
 
    “Thanks, but no,” Jim said. “I want to make sure the other two are all right, and…” 
 
    Mac knew what Jim wanted to say. Maybe it was the place and the memories he couldn’t leave behind. It was his school, after all, and Mac understood the commitment Jim had made to create a safe place for those affected to have safety.    
 
    “Well, if you change your mind—assuming we make it to the car—we’re off to Mole Creek.”  
 
    Jim nodded and stuck out his hand. Mac shook it firmly, and then Smitty did the same. Jim moved to the door and opened it.  
 
    “You take point,” Mac said to Smitty. “Ash and Tyler will follow you, then Shelli, and I’ll bring up the rear.”  
 
    Smitty tapped the golf club head against the inside of his foot and nodded. Mac tightened his hand around the machete.   
 
    And then they were outside, bright, grey light spiking their eyes, the heavy press of humidity in the nose and lungs. Mostly though, they caught the deathly scent of flesh and decay, like the laneway at the back of a fruit and vegetable shop at the end of the week. Mac caught the scent in the back of his throat and swallowed. The kids moaned and cried out the way they might if one of them let off a stinker. 
 
    Smitty led them away from the edge of the building crouched over, the same way he might have led them going through the mountains of Helmand Province in Afghanistan, but this time instead of an M4, he had a five-iron. Ashleigh scurried after him, her little legs and feet hurrying over the grassy slope, Mac hoping she didn’t fall. But she was steady, arms balanced and pumping, running the way her mother, who managed a five-kilometre run several times most weeks, had taught her. Mac was pleased to see Tyler stayed in her shadow, watching his sister’s every move. He could easily have run ahead, but he had taken on the responsibility without Mac having to ask, and he found himself filled with pride as his young son was forced to confront things no child should. Shelli was the problem though. After ten yards, she was already falling behind Tyler. It had probably been years since she had run. Her aging legs were weak and unsteady. Mac stayed close, offering a hand before they arrived at the bottom edge of the oval. 
 
    It was here, where Mac thought Shelli had reached the safety of flatter ground, that the older woman fell. She went down on her side with a cry, the soft-soled shoe of her left foot twisting as she leant too far one way. Suddenly, Shelli was spread out on the grass like the other bodies he had seen over the last few days.  
 
    Mac was on her in a moment. She moaned softly, eyes pressed shut, mouth in a grimace. “Go,” she said. “I’m done.” 
 
    “Come on, Shell,” Mac said, pulling her arm. She snatched it free and it flopped to the ground. 
 
    Mac glanced around. As he suspected, a dozen or so infected had caught wind of their escape and were shuffling towards them. Ahead, Smitty and the kids had stopped. Mac made a fist and shook it up and down in a hammer motion at chest height. Smitty understood they had to keep going.  
 
    “I’m not leaving, Shell, so if you value my life, you’ll get up and save me being killed by those things and leaving Ashleigh and Tyler without a father.” 
 
    “Oh, all right.” Shelli stirred, crawling onto her knees. The guilt trick had worked again.  
 
    Mac dropped the machete, and with two hands under her arms, lifted Shelli. She took a moment to steady her faltering legs. “Come on,” he said, ushering her along as he scooped up the weapon. 
 
    But Shelli could barely walk. Her legs were confused, unable to make the simple movement of steps, let alone run, as they needed to do. Mac glanced back. The things were making up ground. A gruesome-faced man with hollow eyes, thin cheekbones, and wispy hair led the charge, arms out in a classic pose of the walking dead. 
 
    Mac urged Shelli on. “Keep going.”  
 
    Mac turned to face the infected man. He pulled the machete around in fluid motion and struck it sideways into the upper curve of the attacker’s neck. The thing’s right leg buckled and it fell to the grass. The next two in line tripped over the hollow-eyed man, but a third somehow missed the collision and lunged at Mac from a wider angle. Mac sidestepped deftly, grabbed a clump of its thick black hair, and swung the machete the way he might cut into a watermelon. It dug deep into the thing’s neck with a savage spurt of blood and almost separated its head. Mac released the hair, and the infected collapsed. Time to go.  
 
     Relief filled Shelli’s face when she glanced back and saw Mac following ten yards behind. Still, Mac thought she had aged overnight, her once bright-blue eyes laden with dark bags, her cheeks pallid and saggy.  
 
    Beyond Shelli, Smitty and the kids were more than halfway across the oval, and if they made it past a handful of infected, they had a clear stretch of grass all the way to the entrance gates. They just had to keep their speed up. Smitty despatched one with a mighty swing of the five-iron and guided the kids around the others. When Mac checked his pursuers, he found only one following, the rest having stopped to feed on the two he had downed. We’ll make this, Mac thought.  
 
     Shelli had reached some sort of consistency with her pace, but the pain in her expression made Mac wonder how much longer she could maintain it.  
 
    “Come on, Shell, we’re almost there.” Grimacing, she bit down on her lip and tried desperately to hold on. 
 
    When Smitty and the kids reached the entrance, Mac checked behind again. There was nothing for thirty yards now. A lone infected woman still chased, while the others had either stopped at the fallen bodies or turned back towards the school. Many more infected had gathered at the door to the admin building through which they had fled. Jim was gone, and Mac wondered now how he, Dan, and Kumiko would ever get out of there.  
 
    Mac and Shelli had twenty yards to go when Smitty opened the entrance gates and struck an infected in the head with the golf club, sending it sprawling into the weedy gutter. The kids ran through and stopped in the middle of the road, where Smitty joined them. Mac and Shelli left the oval and ambled through the gravel entrance as they reached Smitty and the kids. Mac peered down the road and spotted Dave-O’s black Commodore and Ken’s Nissan Navara with the trailer hooked on. Both appeared to be intact, though several infected hovered around the trailer.  
 
    “Might get a stroke of luck,” Smitty said. 
 
    Puffing, Shelli said between breaths, “Can we just get out of here? This place has bad memories for me.” 
 
    As Mac jogged to the car, he considered his next dilemma. Jim and the others were still inside. He wasn’t keen on leaving anybody behind. Jim had been clear with his choice, but he wasn’t sure Jim understood how compromised the location had become. The longer he waited, though, the more he put the kids and Shelli at risk.  
 
    Mac reached the Commodore and dispatched three infected with help from the machete. The thing was proving to be an effective weapon. He was pleased to see that both the Commodore and Nissan appeared to be undamaged. He thought it might be time to leave Dave-O’s Commodore behind in favour of Ken’s hardier vehicle that could tow the trailer full of supplies. He popped the Commodore’s trunk and removed half a dozen shotgun shells. He closed up and started jogging back towards the others. Mac decided he’d give Jim a little longer and a chance to change his mind, but if it wasn’t soon, he’d have no other choice but to leave. 
 
    Returning, he took the shotgun from Smitty and loaded it with shells. It felt good to have a weapon in his hands again; suddenly, he felt a whole lot more confident protecting his family.  
 
    It was Ashleigh, with her pure eyesight, who spotted them. “Who’s that?” she asked, pointing towards the school.  
 
    Mac turned and found two small figures climbing over the roof towards the edge. It was Kumiko and Dan. Behind them, an infected appeared to be in pursuit. They were headed towards the edge of the roofing from where Mac and the others had escaped, but the horde of infected had assembled underneath. Mac realised that was part of the reason their run to the car had been so easy.  The kids had two choices: stand and fight the thing or escape the roof and try their luck in the sea of infected.  
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    Late afternoon sun had turned the school building’s roof into a frying pan. Thankfully, where the gutters had filled with leaves, a towering gum shaded a small section. Kumiko and Dan had sat in its shade for most of the day, trying to work out an escape plan. At first, Dan had suggested they use the skinny tree growing near the opposite corner of the roof to slide their way down to ground. In theory, the idea was good, but the infected had stayed within the vicinity, as if refusing to leave. They had scouted the rest of the roof, but all possible avenues to the ground were covered, and they were unable to go back into the roof space the way they had come. So they sat, waiting for circumstances to change.  
 
    Some time later, Kumiko looked at her watch and realized they had been sitting on the corrugated iron roof of the school building for almost seven hours. Talk had covered just about every conceivable thing to pass the time, ever the while remaining vigilant around the movements of the infected as they went about their business below. If she was honest, she should admit that her feelings for Dan had started to grow. At first glance, he wasn’t her type, but she had grown to appreciate his consideration for her and his irrepressible laughter amongst the most dire of circumstances. She could see he had fallen for her quickly and, unlike others before, she noticed his genuine interest in all things about her. 
 
     As Kumiko stood to stretch her legs, a noise sounded from inside the roof space. Dan was on his feet quickly, walking back along the peak of the roof towards the place where the infected woman had lifted back the iron sheeting, creating a jagged hole. 
 
    “Don’t get too close,” Kumiko said. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck had risen as the banging from inside continued. “It must be trying to climb up again.” It had been peaceful and her worry had shifted to the things on the ground rather than an attack coming from inside the roof.  
 
    Dan got down onto his knees beside the twisted metal and stuck his head down into the hole. Kumiko held her breath. A deep, sweeping fear overwhelmed her. She imagined something pulling him down into the abyss and hearing his screams as the infected tore him apart. 
 
    “Dan!” Kumiko started forward. “Get out of there!”  
 
    Dan scuttled back as the woman’s head appeared out of the hole in the roof. Kumiko froze. Dan turned and hurried towards her. Eyes locked on the infected thing as it climbed out, Kumiko started retracing her steps. Her heel struck a defect in the roof surface, and she tumbled backwards, her hands slapping the hot tin. She landed on her butt and rolled over onto her belly. Kumiko slid down the sharp angle with nothing onto which she could latch herself. I’m done.  
 
    Clawing for purchase, the tops of the rivets securing the corrugated iron to the trusses stabbed her legs and belly as she plummeted. She may have been screaming. Somehow, her fingers hooked onto one of the corrugations, and she jerked to a halt. Turning the rubber sole of her sneaker sideways, Kumiko pressed it against the roof to prevent herself dropping further. But she dared not move anymore.  
 
    Then a voice in her ear provided reassurance. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” 
 
    Strong hands gripped her wrist and she scrambled up the roof’s incline and onto her feet. Another few moments, and she may have slid right off. 
 
    The infected woman, who had worked her way along the roof to them, now stood only half a dozen yards away, bloody yellow teeth bared, black eyes boring into them. With careful tread, the thing worked her way along until it was even with their positon, halfway between the hole and the corner tree. 
 
    “We have to get off this roof,” Kumiko said, keeping her eyes on the infected woman. 
 
    Dan did the same. “I know. I just haven’t worked out how.” 
 
    “I’m going to regret saying this, but I think we have to go over the edge.” 
 
    For the first time, Dan glanced behind her to the guttering on the roof. He reviewed it for several seconds, then returned to the infected. “How far down?” 
 
    “Close to two storeys.” 
 
    Dan looked around again. Other infected began to exit the hole in the roof. “Shit,” Dan said under his breath. “We can’t get to that bloody tree.” 
 
    Kumiko turned away towards the edge. “Come on. I’d rather die falling off a building than getting bitten by one of them.” But her hands were trembling, her legs felt like jelly, and her stomach threatened mutiny. Knowing she was more scared than she’d been since the crowd attack early on, Kumiko pushed her fear down and focused. 
 
    She crouched this time, sliding down the angled roof on her bottom, using the soles of her sneakers to stop slipping too far. It was more effective than falling, as she had done earlier. She locked her sneakers down and looked back to find Dan doing the same. Behind him, the infected woman started down too, but chanced herself standing up. The other infected had reached the middle of the roof. 
 
    “We have to take a chance,” Kumiko said. “When we reach the edge, we find the highest point on the ground below and jump, okay?” Dan agreed, but his nod was more of a tremor. 
 
    As she approached the guttering, she stuck her shoes into the cradle and peered over the edge, catching her breath as she sought to find the earth. Luckily, it was covered in low-lying shrubs, with spiky leaves and dense branches. It would provide a reasonable landing. 
 
    From behind, the infected woman began to make a coughing noise, like a flat bark. Dan and Kumiko glanced at each other. The infected had all started walking towards where they were going to have to jump. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” Dan said. “It’s calling them.”   
 
    “We have to go.” 
 
    Kumiko felt a sudden urge to leap. She knew the alternatives—the thing coming from behind, which had stalked them since yesterday and would tear their necks out before they could react, or the things below, against which they would at least have a chance. 
 
    She picked the tallest shrub, a large, bushy hibiscus, and pushed herself off, pinwheeling her arms as she dropped. She kicked her legs out as the ground rushed up at her and then felt pain in her hamstrings and buttocks. But she was down. She rolled off the bush and landed in the dust. 
 
    Kumiko leapt up and rushed away, adrenaline driving her body to move. She glanced back over her shoulder to make sure Dan had followed; he was busy untangling himself from one of the bushes. She leapt over a tree root and landed in the middle of a stout shrub. Pain shot up her ankle but the adrenaline worked its magic and she was able to leap clear. When she looked back again, Dan was close behind, a trail of dead following, their gleeful faces like those of kids at an Easter egg hunt. The infected woman had also landed in the garden and had begun her pursuit.   
 
    On Kumiko’s left, other infected were coming. The closest had only one arm, but its mouth was wide open and ready to take a chunk from the first slab of flesh it could find. A queue trailed away behind it, half a dozen ready to take its place. Further back, a hundred others had their interest aroused.  
 
    Kumiko sprinted across the oval, adjusting her speed and line to avoid the wandering infected and the leftover remains of those that had become food. The smell was terrible; twice she began to wretch when she accidentally started breathing through her nose again. She glanced back at Dan a third time, desperate to ensure he had not fallen over. He ran hard, arms and legs pumping, face red, followed by the infected woman, but the gap to Kumiko had lengthened. When she spun front on, the path ahead had closed up, and suddenly Kumiko couldn’t find a clear way through. She darted left, then right, and realised the only route was over the top of a thing feeding on its knees in the hollow chest of another.  
 
    Leaping high, she thought the idea had been clever until she landed in a divot—one of those inconspicuous holes in every field you never see until your foot is in it. Her ankle twisted left, and she lost all strength in her leg. She fell hard on her elbow, crying out as her cheek thudded against the grass.  
 
    The familiar voice surfaced. This is it. You’re dead. But she wouldn’t listen to it. Somewhere at the rear, Dan called out for her to get up. That was the plan. The infected nearby stirred, closing in, and further away, the clumsy foot shuffle of the dead sounded. She had to get up. Kumiko shook her head to clear it and climbed to a sitting position. Nothing wanted to work… pain in her ankle, pain in her head, pain in her elbow.  
 
    Ahead, perhaps forty yards away, the entrance gates loomed. One of the men slipped through them and was coming towards her, holding a gun. Maybe he would save her. But it was all too hard. She wasn’t sure she had the fight left to push on.  
 
    A set of teeth sank into her leg. She’d never had anyone bite her before and was surprised by the sharp pain. She rolled sideways onto her back, clutching her lower leg, and momentarily pulled it free. Two infected crawled for her. Kumiko spun onto her belly and wriggled forward using her elbows, but it felt as though she was moving through quicksand.  
 
    A heavy weight fell on her lower body. She tried to shake her way free, but the thing was on her other leg, and another crouched beside had pinned her left arm. She screamed. A second bite—from where, she did not know—on her other leg, spelt the beginning of the end. Her free right arm clubbed at the attacker, but it did not move, tolerating the hits in favour of fresh blood. Kumiko gritted her teeth and summoned all her strength to force them off her, but their weight was too much. She lay back, wondering why Dan was not helping.  
 
    She managed to pull her left arm free and rolled over again, hot sun beating down on her face. She tried to open her eyes, but the brightness held them shut. Then a shadow came across her and Kumiko looked up to see the infected woman kneel beside her.  Even in the bright heat, those black eyes were cold, evil. The other infected moved off her, and she started to roll, but the woman reached out and grabbed Kumiko’s throat, locking her down. It looked at her face, knowing, examining.  
 
    In Kumiko’s mind, the voice came for a final time, and she knew it had been right; she had been right. For a split second, she wondered if it had been one of those self-fulfilling prophecies.  
 
    Then, darkness. 
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    Mac and the others watched as Kumiko and Dan dropped from the roof and ran across the oval towards a patchy sea of the infected. Not far behind was the aggressive woman they had the seen the day before—different to the others—and Mac suspected the partner of the one he had killed as it attacked Jim under the car outside the office building.  
 
     Kumiko led the way, running hard in a zigzag pattern to avoid the oncoming attackers. They were slow and staggered in their attack, and she seemed to be handling the challenge well. At first, it was difficult to see her and Dan in between the number of wandering infected. As more began walking towards the fleeing pair, Mac suspected he would have to get involved, and it might just be that he and the shotgun were the only things that stood between death and their freedom.  
 
    “Look after the kids,” Mac said to Shelli. “Take them to the car. You still got the keys to the Nissan?” Shelli nodded. “We take that. Be ready for quick getaway. I can see this thing getting messy.” Smitty and Shelli simultaneously pulled the children closer. Mac loaded several shells into the Stevens shotgun. 
 
    “She’s gone down, mate,” Smitty said. 
 
    Mac snapped his head up and narrowed his gaze. He couldn’t find Kumiko in the midst of the infected, although she had to be there. Moving towards the gate, he narrowed his focus, eyes on the place in the middle of the oval where she had fallen.  
 
    Mac unfurled the chain around the gates, slipped inside, and pulled them closed again. Then he was off, running towards her, slightly bent over, hands locked around the gun in a tactical position. He wished he had his M4 or even a good handgun that would give him a precise shot at closer range, but the shotgun would have to do.  
 
    He couldn’t see Dan. Mac drew within thirty yards, and Kumiko came into view. She lay on the ground with the infected thing over her. Even at a distance, its exaggerated body, all muscle, stood out. There was a good chance Kumiko was dead, but that wouldn’t stop Mac trying. He halted, braced himself, and drew the infected woman into his sights. Her body covered Kumiko. Mac pulled the trigger, and the weapon exploded with a crack. The pellets within the shell did their trick, peppering both the infected woman and the others surrounding her. The woman fell back; the others ceased their efforts on Kumiko and looked up towards Mac.  
 
    As they climbed to their feet, Mac ran forward again and dropped onto one knee. His prime objective was to get Kumiko and Dan clear. He took two shells out of his pocket, ready for a reload. The woman had moved in behind the other infected to protect herself, and followed them forward. 
 
    Mac dropped the closest infected with a headshot, and it crumpled to the grass. He reloaded and did the same to the second. Others closed in from left and right; he couldn’t fire on them or he’d run out of ammo. Mac directed the weapon at the woman and fired. It struck her in the shoulder, and she flung around, falling onto one knee. Mac snapped the shotgun open and began to reload. 
 
    Further back, Dan stumbled towards where Kumiko lay, calling out her name.  
 
    “No, Dan!” Mac shouted. Nothing he found would be good for him.  
 
    Dan wasn’t listening. He lurched towards Kumiko and fell on the ground beside her, crawling for her life. The infected woman, who had retreated from Mac’s firing, paused now, considering whether to risk a gunshot for the sake of another kill. Mac fired another shell at her, but she was quicker than he had expected, and stepped aside in what must have been the precise moment to avoid most of the buckshot. She took several slow steps backwards out of range. 
 
    Mac reached Dan. “We gotta go, mate.” 
 
    With his head on Kumiko’s stomach, Dan sobbed. Her lifeless eyes stared off into the distance. Blood had soaked into her shirt, covering most of the upper half of her body. Mac felt the sting of regret. He had not known her well, but she had seemed like a good kid. Dan had one of her hands in his, holding it tight. Mac put a hand on his shoulder, scanning the area for infected. They were close; in ten seconds they’d have their hands full. The infected woman had moved further back, still eyeing them off in anticipation of her next move. Mac appealed to the only thing that can sometimes work in such a situation.  
 
    “She wouldn’t want you to give up, mate.” Mac didn’t think his motivational attempt would work. Finally, though, Dan stirred, lifting his head and looking around as though seeing the situation from a different perspective. Mac pulled his t-shirt. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Slowly, Dan stood, and then they were running backwards, moving away from the converging infected. Mac had to smack a few heads with the butt of the shotgun to clear a path, refusing to use any more shells unless life or death was on the line. Dan stumbled along, Mac having to grab his arm to keep him upright several times.      
 
    They reached the gate without incident. Mac’s concern that the infected woman would follow seemed unfounded. Smitty opened it for them, then quickly locked it up. A handful of infected had followed the duo to the boundary fence and now pressed their bodies against the wire, clawing skeletal fingers through the links, eyes bulging, black tongues lolling from diseased mouths. 
 
    Mac was relieved to see Shelli behind the wheel of the big white Nissan, idling nearby with the kids peering at him through the back seat window. Mac gave them a thumbs up, and they responded with their own, smiles a little crooked and uncertain. 
 
    Dan stood in the centre of the driveway outside the school gates, looking back at the oval. Smitty glanced over at Mac. 
 
    “You bastards!” Dan screamed.  
 
    He ran at the fence and gripped it between his fingers, shaking the wire. Two infected came towards it. His fingers slipped out of the loops, and he slammed his fists against the holes. 
 
    “FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU!” 
 
    The impassive faces of the infected pressed their cheeks against the wire, their mouths opening and closing. Fists clenched at his side, Dan continued screaming at them. 
 
    Mac put a hand around his shoulders and tried to guide Dan towards the car. He shrugged the hand off and started for the gates. Smitty stepped casually over and stood in front of Dan, barring his way.     
 
    “Get out of the way,” Dan said, stopping before Smitty. 
 
    “Nope. Can’t do that, bud.” 
 
    “I know you’re in pain, my friend,” Mac said when Dan turned towards him. “We all are. But you going back in there isn’t going to solve anything.” 
 
    “What if she’s alive? Maybe she was just unconscious.” 
 
    Mac shook his head. “Nah, mate. She’s not. We both know that.” 
 
    Dan looked back to the oval. For a moment, his mind drifted away somewhere, and he stood staring into the distance. Finally, he turned, head down, and strode towards the other side of the road. Smitty and Mac exchanged a glance; Mac nodded. Only when Dan was far enough away, did Mac leave his position.  
 
    “What about Jim? He seemed adamant on staying.” 
 
    Smitty peered back at the admin building. “He did. We should give him a little longer, see if he’s changed his mind.” 
 
    “Not too long, though,” Mac said. “Standing around here isn’t safe for anyone.”  
 
     Mac peered back towards the oval. The infected were drifting about again. He tried to locate the aggressive woman but was unable to identify her near the area where Kumiko was lost. For a moment, he thought he saw Kumiko wandering amongst the others. He shook his head and looked again, but the masses had mingled and they all looked the same. Perhaps it was better not to see that, for some things couldn’t be unseen.  
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    Even before Kumiko had been attacked and killed by the aggressive infected woman, Jim had made the decision to leave the school. Mac’s words had not left him. If he ended up dead, he’d never have any chance of finding his girls again.  
 
    He went out the admin building door, which had been smashed open when the horde had attacked first thing, and was surprised there were no infected there. They had been drawn to the other side of the oval, of course—drawn first to Mac and Smitty and the kids who had run for their lives, and now drawn to Dan and, sadly, Kumiko. Jim sent silent thanks to them all then climbed down the stairs and hurried towards his white Ford Territory SUV waiting patiently for his return.  
 
    He unlocked the vehicle, tossed his old shotgun and a bag of supplies in, then slipped into the driver’s seat, gently closing the door to avoid drawing attention. He turned on the engine and was glad for the relative silence. Still, the closest ones heard the motor or noticed the movement as Jim backed out and turned the car down the long driveway. He took it slow enough to keep the engine low and let gravity do its thing. 
 
    A breakaway group of infected that had chased Mac and the others assembled at the gate, poking their fingers and tongues through the fence in desperation to get at those on the outside. As Jim arrived, Mac lifted the shotgun and dropped the three infected hovering where the two gates met. He and Smitty each pushed a side open, knocking one or two more over with the backside of the gates in the process. That made space for Jim to drive through and out onto Yan Yean Road. As the car rolled through the permitter line, he felt a mix of nervousness and sadness.  
 
    Jim brought the Territory to a stop in a furrow off the edge of the crumbling bitumen and slid out of the car. Mac and Smitty had closed the gate and now the infected they’d knocked over opening it were back up against the wire with their slimy faces and gulping mouths. Dan was also at the fence, hands on his head. 
 
    Mac approached Jim, his back turned to Dan. Quietly, he said, “You see what happened to her?” Jim nodded. “Poor kid,” Mac turned back to the place where Kumiko had gone down. He nodded towards Dan. “He’s feeling it, too.”  
 
    “Kid lost his grandmother. She lived across the road from the school. He went back but never found her.” 
 
    Jim walked to Dan and put a hand on his shoulder. There were tears in Dan’s eyes and the pain in his twisted features was palpable. It tugged at Jim’s heart. He imagined losing one of the girls, and that familiar knot of terror he had been feeling since they were first born manifested in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    He took a step forward and really looked at the school for the first time with an outsider’s view. It was not the safe haven he had desperately wanted it to become. The sick and dead wandered, both inside and outside the building. One that had cut its arm on shattered glass from a window, lay flapping like a bird with a broken wing as its friends feasted on the rest of its body. They were hideous, immoral things. Jim could never have conceived in his life such poisonous beings would ever exist.  
 
    A larger group had gathered near the centre of the oval. Somewhere in there was Kumiko, and just what was happening to her now was too much for Jim to envisage. It was over. His dream of building a place of refuge had been crushed. His failure was complete. His wife had left him and taken the kids. He’d tried to set up a place to help people, and it had failed spectacularly, with more than one death. He felt like he had been swallowed up by uselessness.  
 
    “We have to leave, Jim,” Mac said, standing next to him. “We can’t stay here. You can’t stay here.” 
 
    Jim thought about the sign he’d made and placed on the roundabout on Yan Yean Road. He’d have to take it down. Otherwise, it would place more people at risk. “I know. I think I knew when you told me earlier; it just took a while for me to admit it to myself.”  
 
    “You put in an outstanding effort, mate, no doubt about it.” 
 
    A shrill ring sounded from Jim. His pocket began to vibrate, and it took him a moment to realise his phone was ringing. 
 
    “Networks must be back up,” Mac said hopefully. “Who are you with?” 
 
    “Telstra,” Jim said as he snatched the phone out of his pocket and pressed it to his ear. “Hello?” The others watched expectantly.  
 
    “Dad, it’s Steph.” Her voice was emotional. She’d been crying. 
 
    “Steph? Jesus, are you okay?”  
 
    “Dad, we’re in trouble. They’ve cornered us. We need to get out of the park. We’re not going to make—” 
 
    “Calm down, Steph, calm down.” Jim began to walk in a circle. “Is your sister with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Good.” 
 
    “What about your mother?”” 
 
    Steph started crying again. “She got bitten. We don’t know where she is.” 
 
    Shit. The idea struck Jim like a bolt to the chest. “It’s all right… we’ll work it out. Are you both safe?”  
 
    “We’re hiding in the recreation room. There’s a few other people with us. We have to get out of the park, though—the place is covered with the infected.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Steph. Where are you? Tell me exactly where you are. I’ll come and get you.” 
 
    “We’re in Hamilton, Dad. On the other side of the Central Highlands.”    
 
    Jim closed his eyes and let his head rock back. Hamilton was a two-and-half to three-hour drive directly south. What if they couldn’t hold on for that long? What if— 
 
    “That’s okay. I just need you to hold on until I get there, all right?” 
 
    “Okay.” Her crying had turned to sobs. “Okay, Dad. But we might have to leave the park.” 
 
    “Do what you have to do to stay alive, you hear me? And Steph, look after your sister, too. Stay together. Now the phones sometimes don’t work, so don’t panic if you can’t get through. I’ll try to touch base along the way.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad. Please hurry.” 
 
    “I will. Love you. Give your sister my love.” Steph reciprocated Jim’s words and then Jim hung up. 
 
    “Good news?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Yes—well, not so good for my ex-wife.” He felt a deep stirring of emotions that she had been bitten. Despite all that had happened with their relationship, Jim still loved the woman, and he wanted no harm to befall her. “She’s been bitten, apparently. But my two daughters are safe for now. I have to leave straight away.” 
 
    “Understand,” Mac said. “Let me give you some shells for that shotgun.” 
 
    Dan walked towards the gate with the golf club in hand. “I’m going in.” 
 
    “Dan?” Jim said, stepping closer. “You can’t.” 
 
    “Yes I can. I’m going to kill that fucker that killed her.” He reached the gate and started unlooping the chain. The infected on the other side began to open their mouth, revealing swollen tongues and bloody teeth. “I’ll kill it.” 
 
    Jim reached Dan and put an arm on his shoulder. Dan shrugged it off. The chain fell onto the ground and Dan started to open the left gate. 
 
    “No,” Jim said, and tackled him around the waist. “I need your help.”  
 
    Jim began dragging Dan backwards. They fell onto the gravel driveway. Dan threw his elbows out, trying to break free. Jim, despite his thin build, would not let go. Dan writhed and Jim lost the grip of one arm. One elbow struck Jim in the face, and his head rocked back. Dan broke loose and climbed to his knees. Jim ignored the pain and crawled after him. Dan stood.  
 
    “I’m not seeing anyone else die,” Jim shouted, and dived at Dan’s legs. 
 
    It brought Dan back to one knee, but he shook Jim off and made it up again, gathering the golf club from the fine grass on the way past. Jim stood, his legs buckling, and ran at Dan as he reached the gate. Again, Jim tackled his waist. Dan turned and threw a strong elbow. It struck Jim across the bridge of the nose, and he felt his feet disappear from under him. The back of Jim’s head struck the rocks and the breath flew from his lungs. He rolled over, tears forming in his eyes and wondered whether his nose was broken. Go then, Dan, he thought. Go to your death like all the others.  
 
    He propped up on one elbow, feeling the bridge of his nose, then the opening, where he expected to feel wetness. There was none. A hand touched his shoulder. He looked up, squinting into the bright sun, and used his forearm to shield his eyes. Dan stood over him, tears streaming down his face. He put out a hand and helped Jim to his feet. 
 
    Dan stared into the school grounds. “I wanna go in there and kill it, so bad, Jim. So bad. She didn’t deserve to die like that.” 
 
    Jim ignored the pain in his nose. “I know, mate. I don’t know what to say to make it better. There’s nothing I can say. What I will say though, is that if you go in there and try to take on that thing and all the others, you will likely die as well.” Dan remained focused ahead. “From a selfish point of view, I need you. I need you to help me find my daughters. I know that won't bring her back and it won't stop your pain, but it is a little purpose and it would help me immensely.” Dan took a step towards the gate. “Don’t do it, Dan,” Jim added. “You can’t save her now and you can’t stop them. Yet. But we’ll get our chance for payback.” 
 
    Dan looked around at Jim. “Promise?” 
 
    Jim nodded. “Come with me. Help me find my daughters. I can’t do it alone.” It was purpose Dan needed, Jim knew. Even if it didn’t mean a lot to him now, it would, in time. Dan gave the barest nod. Jim clapped him on the shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    From the rear of the Nissan, Mac gave Jim two boxes of shells, which Jim placed on the front seat of his Ford Territory. 
 
    “Good luck,” Mac said. “Hopefully we see you again one day, but in better circumstances.” 
 
    “Where are you headed?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Probably Mole Creek. That seems the most likely place to go. Hopefully the army has some semblance of control there.” 
 
    “I want to thank you guys for everything you’ve done,” Jim said. “Had you not arrived when you did, we might not be standing here.” Jim stuck out a hand and they shook. “Safe travels to you all.” 
 
    Mac nodded. “You too, mate.” 
 
    Jim and Dan climbed into the SUV and took off with a three-hour drive ahead of them. Jim wondered what the next hurdle for their survival would be, imagining it to be more of the same as they had just encountered. As long as he found his daughters safe, he could face anything.  
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    January 11, 2014 
 
    4:01 pm 
 
    Latrobe, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Juliet woke with a start. The heat pressed against her skin and down her throat. It stung her eyes, and the only way she could escape it was to drift off to sleep again. Most of the others had done the same. It beat feeling so thirsty, cracked lips under a swollen tongue, a parched throat.  
 
    Earlier, somebody had opened the door and tossed half a dozen bottles of water in to them. It had made all the difference, although, that had been hours ago now. At least somebody was thinking of them. Surely, they were due another visit, perhaps some more water, or even food. Juliet couldn’t understand Red Bandana’s angle. He’d saved them from sexual assault two nights ago, but had left them here with very little to eat or drink. He must have known they were in peril. The thin slice of hope she had in him had all but vanished.  
 
    And so, she had begun working plans over in her mind to escape. She’d thought about it relentlessly since the morning, when she promised Jessica that when their moment came, they’d be ready. Problem was, she hadn’t ironed out all the details yet, and she didn’t want to tell the others until the plan was solid in her mind. In hindsight, they might have missed an opportunity earlier when the water had been thrown in. Next time, they’d be ready. 
 
    Jess hadn’t moved from her curled-up position in the corner. Several times, Juliet had touched her arm just to see her stir, to make sure she was still breathing. Since her outburst at the morning visitor, she hadn’t engaged much at all. Juliet quite liked her, and the distress at seeing the woman so flat continued to grow.  
 
    Aside from the occasional question or short discussion about an incident that had befallen her since the world had gone downhill, Lory kept to herself. Even Meg had lost her zest for an argument. The day before, she would have contested almost anything. Today, her responses had whittled away to nothing. She often stood for long periods, looking out the tiny holes in the metal sides.  
 
    A voice sounded from outside the holding tank. The apathy and lethargy she had reflected in the others disappeared the moment they heard the sound. Juliet, likewise, sprang to her feet. Adrenaline kicked in. This might be their moment.  
 
    “You think they’ll bring water?” Lory asked. “Or maybe some food? I’m so hungry.” 
 
    “They can’t leave us like this forever,” Meg said.  
 
    Juliet didn’t want to tell her that such a thing was not beyond the realms of possibility, hence why they needed to escape. But she suppressed that thought and waved them closer. “Listen.” There wasn’t time to go through the details or the contingencies if it went wrong. She cursed herself for not ironing out the problems and mentioning it earlier. “Be ready. Follow my lead and just back me up, all right?” 
 
    “We will,” Jessica said, standing alert.   
 
    The bolt on the other side of the door squealed as it slid out of the latch. The door swung open with a screech and standing before them was a man they had not seen before. He was average height, with short brown hair and a scruffy beard. Both counts would make what was about to happen easier. His two hands supported a twenty-four pack of bottled water and atop it were several brown paper bags.  
 
    “Food. And water,” the man snapped, stepping into the holding tank. “Be grateful you’re getting anything.” 
 
    Juliet made way for him, heart thumping in her chest. She peered out the door to see if anybody else was with him. There was nobody directly outside the tank, either left or right of the road. They were clear but would have to act fast. She caught Jessica’s eye. The blonde woman held her gaze, and an understanding passed between them. 
 
     The man dropped the bottled water onto the floor of the tank with a thud, the sound reverberating through the small space. The food in the bags fell off, some of it spilling out onto the rusty floor. The man looked up, then around at them and laughed at his apparent carelessness. 
 
    Juliet’s heart thumped. “Go.” 
 
    She leapt at the man and grabbed him in a bear hug. Surprise washed over his face; he was too shocked to react. Juliet pinned his arms and tried to drag him to the floor, but strong legs resisted. Jessica came from the other side, then Lory, and even Meg, her face twisted into fury. They all wrapped their arms around him and together, their combined weight forced his base of strength to crack. His legs buckled, and he fell to the floor.  
 
    “HELP!” He jerked and twisted, trying to get an arm loose. “HELP!” 
 
    It sounded like rolling thunder as they clambered over the floor of the metal tank.  
 
    “Roll him over,” Juliet said. “We need to get him face down.” 
 
    With Meg on his shoulders, they got their hands underneath and rolled him over. Meg fell away. Jessica dove on the man, knocking him headlong into the metal floor with a clunk. Juliet and Jessica used their knees in the man’s back and pinned him to the floor. 
 
    Meg had climbed to her feet. She removed her outer shirt and proceeded to tear the thing in half, creating two long flaps of fabric. It was possibly the first truly valuable thing she had done since joining them.  
 
    Jessica wrangled one arm behind him, Juliet the other. Meg handed one strip of shirt to Juliet, who looped it over his head, covering his mouth. It did not prevent him making noise, but he wouldn’t be able to shout out. She took the other piece and latched it around the man’s hands several times until they were bound tight. When they were done, Juliet and Jessica stood, eyeing their prize, then turned to Meg. 
 
    “Brilliant work,” Juliet said.  
 
    Meg smiled her first genuine smile then reached down for a bottle of water.  
 
    “Just grab one bottle each,” Juliet said. “We’ve got no time for anything else.” They each took one. “Now, we stick together and head for the fence line just off to the side of that little brick building with the broken windows.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. Meg and Lory made faces that looked a little unsure. “Just stick right by me,” Juliet added.  
 
    She led them to the wide-open door of the holding tank and peered out. All clear. She stepped out and started along the gravel road towards the little building where she had planned for their escape route. Her heart thumped. Could it be this easy? Meg and Lory had smiles on their faces, anticipating they might actually make it. She returned the look, daring herself to hope. 
 
    At the same moment she spied the building thirty yards ahead, a noise sounded from the edge of the road. Standing in the shade of a small tree was Ponytail. He wore a sleazy grin, the kind that says got ya. In his hand was a steel baton. A sinking feeling filled Juliet.  
 
    “What did you do with, Doggy?” Ponytail surveyed Juliet in the front and Jessica just behind. “You can run—I might not catch all of you, but one of you will take the beating of your life.” Nobody moved. Juliet opened her mouth to say something, but the winning look on Ponytail’s face dissolved her words. “If you head on back to the tank now, we can forget this ever happened.”     
 
    The others stared at Juliet. She glanced at Jessica; her gritted teeth screamed hatred. He had them. If they split up and ran, one of them would get caught, and who knew what might happen. They had lost. Juliet reluctantly turned and started back towards the tank. 
 
    “What are—” 
 
    Juliet turned. “We can’t risk it, Jess.” From under the tree, Ponytail chuckled. 
 
    “What if he tells the others?” Jess whispered. “It might be better to take our chances and run.” 
 
    “And imagine he gets hold of one of us?” She glanced around at all of their faces. “Who’s going to get the beating of their life? Because Red Bandana won’t stand up for us if he knows we tried to escape.” 
 
    “Hurry up, ladies. I’ll give you sixty seconds to get back in that tank, or I’ll reconsider my offer.”  
 
    “Please don’t go run,” Meg said. “I know what’ll happen. I’ll be the one who gets caught. I don’t think I can handle it.” 
 
    “We’re not going,” Juliet said. “Come on.” 
 
    They all started back towards their prison. Jess was last to follow, looking back at Ponytail for a second longer.  
 
    Back in the tank, they untied Doggy’s hands and removed the gag. Ponytail stood outside the door with a big smirk on his face. 
 
    “Damn bitches,” Doggy spat, rubbing the spittle away from the edge of his mouth. “I bring you food and water and you do that.” He raised a hand and struck at Lory. She turned away at the last moment, but it hit the side of her face.  
 
    “Leave her alone,” Jess said, shoving him. Doggy snarled and raised his hand again. Jess raised both fists the way an old-time boxer might. “I swear to God I’ll punch your fucking nose in.”  
 
    Doggy stepped back.  
 
    “Come on, Dog,” Ponytail said, starting off. Doggy feigned another attack, then stepped out of the tank. Ponytail stopped and turned back to them. “Keep the food and water, but don’t think I won’t be telling Red about this, either. I’m sure he’ll be very interested.”  
 
    When the men were gone and the door was locked again, the women collected the food Doggy had left behind and ate ravenously, using their hands. Packet bread rolls and several tins of tuna had never tasted so good. When they finished, they turned her attention to what had happened.  
 
    “We’re buggered,” Juliet said, hands on head. “So buggered.” 
 
    Meg came alight, stepping forward with stiff shoulders and an angry expression. “Why did we try it then?” she snapped. “We had food and water. They haven’t hurt us lately. Maybe they were thinking about letting us go?” 
 
    Juliet glanced at Jess, then Lory. “Seriously, Meg?” 
 
    “Maybe the timing wasn’t right,” Jess said. 
 
    “I can’t believe either of you.” Juliet turned to Lory and said, “Any reason you wanted to stay?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Juliet threw her hands up in the air as if to say I told you so. “We have to take our chances. Sometimes it works out, sometimes it doesn’t.” 
 
    “And now? After the time that it doesn’t?” Meg asked. “We’re stuffed. He’s going to tell Red Bandana, and they’ll probably come back and kill us.” 
 
    “I don’t think he will. I think he’s bluffing.” But Juliet couldn’t be sure. Red Bandana would be pissed when he found out they tried to escape, and he was the only thing stopping the rest of them having their way. “And if he isn’t bluffing, we’ll deny it. We know those two don’t get along.” But she didn’t want to have that confrontation. She clung to the hope that Ponytail’s threat was empty.  
 
    Juliet circled them, chin up, looking each in the eye. “I won’t give up. We’re going to get out of here—you’re all going to get out of here alive, if it’s the last thing I do.” 
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    January 11, 2014 
 
    4:30 pm  
 
    Latrobe, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Jim drove away from the school with a deep pang of regret that he could not make it a sustainable place of refuge. His philosophy was to help people, provide safety, food, and water; a place where people didn’t have to be looking over their shoulder constantly for the infected. He had grand visions for it, but they had fallen well short. He would reflect later, after he’d recovered the girls, about how it might have worked. Now, he had a new purpose, and that was saving his daughters.  
 
    Dan sat in the passenger seat with his feet up on the dash, staring out the window. Jim had given his sermon. There wasn’t much more he could say. Only time would heal Dan’s pain. At least he had agreed in the end to come with Jim, even if it had taken an elbow to the face. Jim rubbed his nose now and winced at the tenderness. No doubt it would bruise.  
 
    They took the C706 through Sassafras, which reminded Jim of a western with tumbleweeds blowing down the street. There weren’t tumbleweeds, but the infected wandered outside the closed-up shops and alongside the abandoned cars parked at intervals in the street. Jim wondered if the owners were alive and holed up somewhere trying to survive—or if they were sick, or dead and now wandering in a forever state of senselessness.  
 
    He tried his phone every five minutes for the first half an hour, but almost as soon as they crawled out of Latrobe, the signal strength disappeared, and the word SOS came up in the top left corner of the screen. Jim knew even that was worthless. They went the long way around Deloraine to avoid the infected and took the C501 past Black Jack Hill Forest Reserve.  
 
    Occasionally, Dan mumbled something that Jim didn’t catch, and when Jim queried him, he would usually reply with “nothing.” But there was tension in his jaw, and he kept his left hand on the edge of the window, balled into a fist for a long time. Jim offered to talk, but Dan wouldn’t give him much. After another period of silence, Dan suggested he should have stayed and killed the thing.  
 
    Jim kept talking, trying to change the subject. “We used to come up to the central plateau in summer. Couple of really neat campgrounds that back onto the lakes. Cold at night, but in the day, it was perfect. Nobody about. Probably why my ex-wife brought the kids down here.” He reminisced about towing the caravan and setting up the annexe for the four-week adventure. One of the perks of being a teacher was the school holidays. “We had some damn good times.”  
 
    At Elizabeth Town they found a little fuel station with a gabled roof on a cracked, white weatherboard building and a single dusty bowser outside under the sun. Jim pulled up, not expecting to find any unleaded fuel but to his surprise, it flowed with vigour. Dan wandered inside and returned with armloads of food—mostly junk—and when Jim queried any inhabitants Dan shook his head. 
 
    They went through Exton soon after, where the fuel station hosted an infected conference. Jim was glad he’d followed his instincts and gone with the smaller one earlier.  
 
    A little while later, he tried talking to Dan again. “We’ll go south soon toward the Great Lake. My favourite drive in the whole world, I have to say. Quickest way to Hamilton, too.” 
 
    But Dan only gave a soft, sad smile. Jim soon stopped trying to make conversation. His constant companion was the phone, but as they got further south and more remote, he knew reception would be harder to attain.  
 
    They turned onto the C513 past Bracknell, and then the C514 towards Blackwood Creek. After that it would be Poatina and then the lakes section where million-dollar views would greet them. If only it were other circumstances. He imagined just him and the girls coming down with their four-man tent and the gas stove and their sleeping bags and staying out on a clear summer night, watching the stars. 
 
    Pushing the car up the meandering mountain slope, a veil of darkness settled over the land as the sun fell below the western mountain range. Jim spotted an army vehicle parked on the side of the road but couldn’t sight any military personnel. Shortly after, a roadblock came into view. Two soldiers stood in front of a wire gate. Giant steel poles had been secured into the dirt on either side of the roadway, and from the poles, tall wire fencing had been rolled out and staked into the ground. Several large army trucks were parked on the edges to reinforce the blockade. On the other side, a turret had been set up and now a man stood atop behind a large machine gun.  
 
    Beyond the blockade, a tank was parked further back alongside two more trucks, and on their side of the fence, Jim spotted a man in a HAZMAT suit. He heaved a loaded wheelbarrow towards a pile of bodies in a clearing away from the road.  
 
    “They’re burning them,” Jim said.  
 
    An uneasy feeling overcame him. There was a chance he might not get through. That would delay him getting to the girls much longer. Jim wouldn’t accept that. 
 
    Two soldiers stepped away from the gate and came to the window of the car. “What’s going on?” Jim asked. 
 
    “You’ll have to turn around, sir,” one of the soldiers said, his youthful face peering out from beneath a green helmet.  
 
    “Turn around? Are you kidding? I’ve driven all the way up here. I’m not driving all the way back.” 
 
    “The area is quarantined. You can’t get past.” 
 
    “Why can’t you just open the gate and let me drive through?” The soldier looked back at his colleague, and Jim added, “My daughters are in Hamilton. I received a call this afternoon that their mother was… had abandoned them and they needed me. You understand I am trying to get there as quickly as possible?” 
 
    “We understand, sir. But we are under orders not to let anyone past this point. The area beyond this is quarantined for a mile.” 
 
    “A mile? We’re not sick. Why can’t you just let us through?” 
 
    “Let’s just turn around,” Dan said. 
 
    “No, I won’t fucking turn around and go all the way back to the Bass Highway. My daughters are on the other side of this mountain and I need to get to them.” He turned to the soldier. “Now.” 
 
    The soldier stepped away from the car and dropped into a firing position. “Sir, turn the vehicle around immediately. I won’t ask again.” 
 
    Jim stared at the kid for a long moment. Would he really shoot him if he took off and rammed the gate and tried to drive through? He might, Jim thought. He would do anything to action his orders, and he might even say Jim looked a little red around the eyes and pasty in the face and the kid thought Jim Bennets was really sick.  
 
    With a clenched jaw and his eyes on the soldier, Jim put the gearstick into reverse and backed the car away from the gate. He would have to find another way.    
 
    “Are we going all the way back?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    As Jim guided the car back along the road, he wondered why they had quarantined the area. It was a fairly remote place, used mostly as a thoroughfare for those getting to the Great Lake or to the other side of the Central Highlands. If the military… and then it came to him. It was the Blackwood Creek military facility. Jim reckoned it must have been a mile or so from the gate. They had secured the road to stop the infected getting to the military base. Which meant something big was going on there. Something worth protecting.  
 
    “These woods are full of dirt roads,” Jim said. “First one we see, we’re taking it. No way I’m driving all the way back to near Launceston and down to Bothwell. That’ll add another two hours to the trip. If they’ve only quarantined it for a mile, we should be able to get past and back onto the clear road again.” 
 
    It didn’t take long before a narrow entrance into the scrub appeared. Jim checked the rear mirrors and found them clear of cars, then he ran off the bitumen, onto the gravel, and disappeared into the willowy scrub, branches scraping over the roof. The car vibrated along the bumpy track, rocks popping under the tires, dust swirling in a plume behind them. Tasmania was full of such tracks, much of the state having been built on them in its early years of formation. Many Tasmanians in pursuit of a national park or fishing location had driven on one. It wasn’t long before they found a right turn. Jim took it a little fast, the car drifting across the loose stones. 
 
    They went down a long stretch that angled slightly back towards the main road, picking up speed as the trees cramming the roadside rushed past, the wind howling through the small gap in the window. On their right, Jim glimpsed the main road. The scrub flattened and, ahead, Jim saw a clearing open out. As they approached, he saw several military vehicles parked behind tall trees. 
 
    “We’ve got a soldier coming our way,” Dan said. 
 
    They were now adjacent to the roadblock. Jim surveyed the scrub, looking for movement. Beyond, he saw the fences and trucks and the turret where the soldier stood with a machine gun. Jim spotted a soldier running across the clearing with a small weapon in hand. He considered flooring the accelerator, but the car was already vibrating heavily, and he worried any more speed would jeopardize his control.  
 
    The soldier reached the edge of the clearing. He shouted something Jim couldn’t understand and put up the flat of his hand, indicating they should stop. But Jim wasn’t stopping. As they passed equal with the soldier, the man stopped and took aim. A short burst of gunfire sounded. Bullets clunked into the flank of the car. Both Dan and Jim flinched, hunkering down. Jim pressed the accelerator and tightened his hands around the wheel. Loose stones spewed out from beneath the tires and the car flew on, avoiding any more gunfire. 
 
    The road declined, and Jim applied pressure to the brakes, careful not to cause a slide. As they reached the bottom, he glanced up into the rear-view mirror and through the dusty clouds, where he saw the heavy bulk of an army vehicle chasing. 
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    Dan looked around. “We can outrun it.”  
 
    “I’m going to try.” 
 
    The road began to climb. Now was their chance. The other vehicle was heavier and would not climb the small rise as well as the Territory. Up they went at speed, rushing over the loose surface, but as the road flattened out again, Jim saw a sharp corner materialize with sturdy gum trees hugging the edge of the road.   
 
    “Slow down,” Dan said. 
 
    Jim touched the brakes, afraid if he applied too much pressure, the car would launch into a skid and they’d end up crashing. The speedometer dropped marginally, but Jim knew it wasn’t going to be enough.    
 
    “Slow down,” Dan repeated. “You’re gonna have to use the anchors more.” 
 
    Jim did. The wheels locked up and the car slid over the loose rocky surface, moving from side to side. Jim relaxed off the brakes and tugged on the wheel, trying to pull it away from the edge. He knew instantly this was a mistake. He lost control and the dense trunks of several gums awaited their approach. 
 
    “We’re gonna hit,” Dan said, bracing himself on the dashboard. 
 
    There was the moment where Jim was sure they were going to crash into a gum tree. He glanced at Dan, who was looking at him, his mouth an “o.” Jim braced for contact as he let the car ride out the skid. The wheels caught, slowing the vehicle enough for him to turn the wheel as they slid into the corner. The car fishtailed briefly, then the tires caught, but it was too late, and the back end struck the last tree with a thwack. It slipped past and they ran into the scrub momentarily until Jim veered back onto the road.    
 
    “Jesus,” Jim said, checking the side mirror. The rear quarter panel looked as though it had folded in on itself. A grating noise sounded. “I think the wheel housing is damaged.” 
 
    “Don’t stop now.” Dan’s face had gone a shade paler, and he continued to look behind. 
 
    Jim accelerated. “I reckon we’ve increased the gap.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.”  
 
    The road curled around to the left, then back to the right, until they came to a crossroad intersection. “We far enough away from the roadblock?” Jim asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.”  
 
    Jim kept going straight through without slowing.  
 
    Dan turned in his seat again. “But I do think we’ve left them behind.” 
 
    “Next right,” Jim said.  
 
    It was three and half minutes before the meandering road offered a right turn. Jim slowed down this time and took the car sensibly around the corner. 
 
    “Anything?” he asked Dan, who had spent most of the time turned around. Dan shook his head and slid back down into the seat.  
 
    Jim wondered whether the army would pursue them. They knew where they were headed, so if they stuck with the trail, they might eventually catch them. And they were able to use the main highway they had blocked off, giving them a big advantage.   
 
    Jim slowed as they reached the end of the dirt road. “You think they followed on the highway?”  
 
    Dan shrugged. 
 
    There was no sign of the military at the intersection with the main road. Jim turned left onto the highway, wishing he had the nerve to stop and check the car, but he couldn’t risk it yet. The whirring sound was constant, and it didn’t seem to have affected performance—yet—but he would need to keep an ear out and an eye on it.   
 
    He checked his phone reception as he accelerated past fifty, but the signal was still missing. The feeling in his gut was mixed with hope and terror. He’d know soon enough. For now, he had to focus on getting them there. They still had ninety minutes of travel.  
 
    Jim realized his attitude towards things had changed. The cynical, negative man who had been with him for so long seemed to keep quieter now. Despite all that had happened, he was still alive. He’d survived. His ex-wife would have been surprised. 
 
    Shortly after, they passed another vehicle going in the opposite direction. Jim suspected they’d soon come upon a blockade from the other side. He didn’t know what was going on at the Blackwood Creek military facility, but it must have been damn important. 
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    January 11, 2014 
 
    4:42 pm 
 
    Outside Queenstown, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    The infected weren’t moving. That was the problem. If they just shuffled away from the minibus doors for a few minutes, the group might have a chance. That was all they needed. A chance. Wiping sweat from her brow, Tammy Carter glanced behind her at the line of people pressed up against the building. They were mostly middle-aged, a mix of women and men, some quiet, happy to follow along, others opinionated and demanding. Not dissimilar to her constituents. You don’t have constituents anymore, Tammy reminded herself.  
 
    She had accumulated the group at various locations in Queenstown. She had a way of doing that. As a state parliamentary minister for Tasmania, people had always flocked to her. They had long relied on her ability to take control of a situation and find the most practical and well-considered solution. Though, not everyone always agreed. But when they come to you, they wanted things, she knew. Now, they wanted safety, and Tammy hadn’t yet given them that.  
 
    “Just make a run for it,” said Shane, a solid man with a hard, flat face and inverted teeth. He was the most vocal of the lot and had a bag full of criticisms for every move she made. She could see, based on her vast experience with people, that he was trouble. Lots of protesting and no solutions. “We can’t sit around here all day.” 
 
    “It’s too risky right now,” Tammy said. “We’re safe here. Let’s be patient. We’ll get our chance.” Shane gave a little sneer and turned away. 
 
    An older lady in a long floral dress, with half the skin of her face peeled away, banged on the window of the vehicle, smearing muck over the glass. It was a long way from her parliamentary office in Hobart; a long way from the world they had all known. The whirlwind that had developed in recent weeks still left her mind spinning in the brief moments of calm. Other infected people wandered around the outside of the vehicle, attracted by something inside. Tammy hoped it would soon be them.  
 
    It simply wasn’t worth risking the group of eleven people yet. The infected weren’t bothering them. Eventually, they’d move away. Tammy retreated along the brick wall to the end of the line, where another man, named Darren, sat crouched. He had spiky grey hair, a round face and red cheeks. He seemed to know a bit about what was going on. More than her, at this stage. She smiled at him. He rubbed his goatee and made a crooked attempt to respond with the same. 
 
    “I heard you talking to one of the ladies about a refuge before.”  
 
    Darren said, “Port Arthur?” Tammy nodded. “I’ve heard about it a couple of times. There and Mole Creek seem to be the two places people are heading right now. Apparently, they’ve cordoned off the area with fences and gates. Rumour has it they’ve got electricity and food and water and can survive for months.” 
 
    “Is that so? How did you learn about it?” 
 
    “One of the blokes I ran into last night. He reckons the army and the government have organised it.” He shrugged and chuckled. “You probably know more than me.” 
 
    “No.” Tammy felt a wash of guilt. She should know more, but her contacts had either abandoned her or disappeared. “Not at this point, Darren. Are they accepting people?” 
 
    “Last time I heard.” 
 
    “Well, its sounds like the best place to go for now. We should avoid any of the major cities—Hobart, Devonport, Launceston. I know there’s a military base past Richmond and the army has constructed a place at Mole Creek, but Mole Creek is closer to Devonport, and I don’t want to head north. As far as I know, that’s where people first started getting sick.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me.” 
 
    North was also back to her husband. Only three months ago they had been happily married. Or so she had thought. Admittedly, her work life balance was a problem, but he should have communicated that to her earlier.  
 
     Darren spoke.  
 
    “Sorry,” Tammy said, shaking her head as if to clear it. “I didn’t quite catch that.” 
 
    “Just wondered how it looks up front.” He tipped his chin. “We got a chance to move yet?” 
 
    “Soon, I hope. I just want to be certain it’s safe and nobody is going to get hurt.” 
 
    “The odds on that are probably always going to be against us.”  
 
    Tammy raised her eyebrows. “I thought you were one of the more optimistic people we had in the group.” 
 
    Darren raised his hands, palms facing Tammy. “No, no, I am. You’re right. Sorry, I must be getting influenced.” He glanced ahead at Shane and his crew of two, a look of distrust on his face. “There are some real cynics amongst us.”    
 
    “I know. But I won’t resign trying to change their minds.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he gave a small laugh. “Why do you do it?” 
 
    “I’m a people person at heart. I was elected to represent them. Does that conclude when the world ends? Certainly not. So, I place myself in a position where I can help them be organised and methodical in what they do.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing, you know.” 
 
    “If I’m honest, I don’t know what else to do. Helping people, trying to find a way forward is better than doing nothing.” 
 
    There was a call from the further along the line. Tammy didn’t hear the first time, but the second, someone said, “It’s clearing up.” 
 
    “Off you go,” Darren said. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Tammy hurried back, past Shane, who had positioned himself second from the front.  
 
    As she passed, he spoke. “If you don’t go now, we’ll go on our own.” 
 
    Part of her wished he would, and they’d let luck decide what happened. But if he reached the minibus and the rest missed out, she’d never forgive herself. She edged her way to the front, stopped at the corner of the building, and peered out. There was space to make a run for it. She estimated between four and five meters. Those infected that had been hanging around the doors had disappeared around the other side, and the rest were now closer to the rear of the bus. This was it. Time to stand up and be counted. 
 
    “We have to go now,” Shane continued. “You’d be a bloody fool not to try.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tammy said, turning away from Shane so not fuel his sense of importance. She gathered at the mid-point of the line and waved her hands to catch their attention. They were all focused on her, even Shane, though that was probably only because she had agreed with him. “We’re going to make a run for the minibus.”  
 
    Some nodded, others folded their brows with concern.  
 
    “I know it’s risky but being stuck out here is riskier.” They watched her, faces full of hope, the same hope she had recently seen on the faces of people she met as a politician. Perhaps that was what had driven her to run for government.  
 
    “I need someone to volunteer to go first,” Tammy said. 
 
    “Why not you?” With his chest puffed out, one of Shane’s friends—sporting dirty yellow teeth and a mangy moustache—offered. Tammy couldn’t recall his name. 
 
    “I’ll go last,” she said. “To make sure everyone gets on the bus safely.” The man twisted his mouth. “Anybody?” Tammy asked. 
 
    Darren raised his hand. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Tammy supressed a smile. “Thank you. The door is slightly ajar so shouldn’t be a problem to open—” 
 
    “Unless there’s something jammed in it,” Shane said. 
 
    “I’ll give a signal if it doesn’t come open,” Darren countered. 
 
    “Run as quickly as you can. Does everyone understand that?” In her early parliamentary days, Tammy had undertaken a course on communication. She wanted to know all the tricks for getting her message across so that people would understand her.  “For whatever reason, if the minibus door doesn’t open, we’ll need to double back this way and run down the alley.” She pointed behind them, where there was a long, clear laneway with slabs of disjointed, pale concrete for the road and dull, red-brick walls on either side.  
 
    “Are we clear on that?” She found their gazes and made sure each nodded their head. “If Darren reaches the minibus door and finds it won’t open, he gives a hand signal,” Tammy waved her hand. “We backtrack to this point and run down that alleyway.” She scanned them a final time. “Or, if the door opens, we enter minibus in an orderly fashion.” 
 
    There was consensus via nodding heads and the odd murmured yes. Tammy found Darren’s eye, and they walked to the corner of the brick building. It was still clear. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” Darren said. Sweat gathered at the base of his grey spiky hair, near the corners of his forehead.  
 
    Tammy guided an older woman and man in behind Darren and made her way down the line. Shane and his two mates were next, though she didn’t offer any encouragement to them. No surprises they were clambering to be near the front of the queue. Others wore anxious expressions. Tammy laid a hand on the shoulder of a middle-aged lady. Then she smiled at an obese man and said, “Be quick.” He gave a sturdy nod and began to cough and splutter. 
 
    When she reached the last person, she lined up behind them and gave Darren a thumbs up. He did the same then stepped out from behind the edge of the building and disappeared. 
 
    They started off like a painfully slow line of traffic from a set of lights. Shane disappeared; then one, two more, but the obese man couldn’t seem to get out of the blocks. Others faltered and hesitated. The coil of anxiety in Tammy’s gut unfurled.  
 
    “Quickly,” she said, trying not to sound panicked. 
 
    “I can’t,” someone yelled. “This asshole’s—” 
 
    The obese man went down with a heavy slap against the concrete. The woman behind tumbled over the top of him and disappeared. Then the yelling and screaming started, panicked shrieks from the men and women. Others began sidestepping the pileup.  
 
    Tammy scampered up in the queue until she reached the obese man. She was poised to offer him help, when movement ahead caught her attention. Darren had reached the bus but hadn’t yet gotten the door open. Something was wrong with it. Horrified, she saw Shane and one if his mates yank Darren out of the way and clamber to the narrow opening. Darren stumbled back into the arms of an infected. 
 
    “Run!” a voice shouted. 
 
    “Not yet!” Tammy screamed. The infected were spreading, scrambling for the humans. In the middle of the crowd, someone else had gone down—one of the ladies—and three infected were closing in on her.  There were three choices: Darren, the obese man, and the woman—Barb. Tammy felt the indecision immobilize her actions.  
 
    The obese man was closest, so she bent down and grabbed underneath his arms. “Come on!” She knew she wouldn’t be able to lift his body but had expected some support from him. Instead, he floundered like a baby foal, unable to gain any sort of balance.  
 
    Tammy squatted down beside his face. “I need you to move now, mister, for both our sakes.” 
 
    “I can’t…” he managed. Spittle came from his lips and his face was reddening. 
 
    A tall man sailed in on long strides. “I’ve got him. You go for the bus.”  
 
    Tammy hesitated; her choices were to help Darren or the lady who had fallen. 
 
    She left them and hurried towards the woman, who now had an attacker clamped on her. There was no avoiding infected now, and as young girl with stringy blonde hair came for her, Tammy simply kept going, crashing into the thing’s chest with a thump. Tammy bounced off, staggered, and stopped. Others came from all directions—a young boy, an old man, and a big, burly trucker who wore a cap and had half his face missing. She had never been this close to them before. Their slobbery cries talked of a desperation Tammy would never know, and their smell plugged her nostrils and made her want to gag.  
 
    With the woman on the ground close, Tammy took hold of the infected attacker’s shoulders and wrenched it aside. It fell back with a moan, its toothy grin full of dried blood and grizzly innards. 
 
    “Up,” she said.  
 
    The lady on the ground rolled onto her knees and elbows and crawled away. Tammy followed her until she was on her feet, and they ran towards the bus. Others clamoured for the door, but even Shane and his crew hadn’t managed to open it. A narrow gap teased them, promising safety beyond. People were fending themselves from the infected with whatever they could scrape up—a dirty black boot, a dented silver hubcap, and someone had found a golf club.  
 
    Darren fought his way back to the bus door and managed to get front position. Shane swore through gritted teeth, but stepped away, as though accepting he could not achieve the outcome they needed. 
 
    Then the door opened, and Darren dropped off the step to allow people through. Tammy saw with some shock that Darren was blocking Shane from getting to the door. The ladies went on first, followed by an older man who struggled to walk. Shane yelled and cursed, but Darren kept his broad shoulders in the way.        
 
    Remembering the obese man, Tammy turned and found both him and the taller man on the ground, with numerous infected clawing at them from all sides. The obese man had given up and lay there unmoving, hands covering his head. A raggedy thing with long orange hair that had once been a young girl leant forward and bit into his calf. The man didn’t even cry out. 
 
    Two infected had the taller man pinned. He fought back, slamming his mango-like fists into their backs and heads.  
 
    “Tammy!” Darren called out.  
 
    Everyone else was inside the bus. People peered at her through the window, their faces stricken with frowns of worry. Darren stood on the step, swinging a steel pole at any infected that came too close.   
 
    But she couldn’t leave the tall man. Tammy turned her back on Darren’s calls and hurried forth. He had knocked one of the infected away, but sat on his knees, head down, throwing weak punches. A gruesome thing with sores over his face reached for the tall man. Beyond, she spotted the obese man with a chunk the size of an apple taken from his large calf muscle, where the pink flesh beneath a layer of bloody white fat was visible.  
 
      Tammy knocked the sore-faced man away by shoving him in the side, surprised how little he weighed. He went sprawling and struck his head on the concrete. The tall man looked up, wonder in his expression.   
 
    “Quickly!” Tammy shouted. 
 
    Climbing to his feet with those tall legs was a challenge. Tammy provided a hand and after he took it, they were running, knocking aside other infected who sought to prevent their escape. A large woman with biceps like legs of lamb and a bosom that could crush a small child came at them with open arms. Tammy, leading the way, hesitated. The tall man was in no shape to fight her off, barely staying on his big duck-like feet. If the lady got hold of her, that would be it. As the woman closed in, Tammy froze. 
 
    At the last moment, Darren came through, using the steel pole to reshape the infected woman’s face. She let out an awful, gurgling noise and fell to her knees. 
 
    Darren pulled Tammy by one arm, and the tall man clambered after her. Then they were at the minibus, climbing the three steps to the aisleway. Most of the people cheered. Tammy swung back to make sure Darren had made it. He yanked on the manual lever and pulled the doors tight, kicking aside the toolbox that had caused the original problem getting the door open. 
 
    Outside, the infected piled against the sides of the bus, slapping their hands and fists. Tammy fell into one of the seats, wondering how they hadn’t all gotten killed. 
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    January 11, 2104 
 
    5:08 pm 
 
    Latrobe, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Leroy Waters stood looking at a stack of Arnott’s biscuits in the sweets aisle of the Woolworths Supermarket just outside Latrobe. Biscuits were a serious business. A long time ago, when he’d been a first-class cricketer for Tasmania and had briefly made Australian representation, he hadn’t been allowed to eat biscuits. And whilst Leroy knew he had vanity in bucket loads, things had changed of late. He no longer had a wife. He no longer had any cricket commitments. And he’d just about given up giving a fuck about anything. And so, Leroy supposed he could eat all the biscuits he wanted.      
 
    He reached out and took six packets of raspberry shortcakes and fitted them into the trolley, right on top of two cartons of eggs he hoped hadn’t gone off yet. The crinkle of the polypropylene packaging sounded too loud. One of the trade-offs of having so many sick and dead was the peace and quiet, but when a noise sounded, it really sounded. On the other side, now he had the zombies to deal with. And as fine and peaceful as it was, he’d take the old days back in a heartbeat if someone had offered him. 
 
    Leroy rolled the trolley with its rattling wheel over the linoleum floor and down the aisle. Like the packet of biscuits, it had sounded loud at first, and he’d been conscious of the noise it made and worried it might draw attention. But he’d been up and down most aisles in the store, and there didn’t appear to be any threats. So far, things had gone according to plan. There had been no zombies, and nobody else to stop him taking all the biscuits he wanted. 
 
    As he reached the checkout counter and started to arc the trolley into the final aisle, he spotted one of the dead wandering along the street just outside the entrance doors.  He paused momentarily, curious and disgusted. It had once been an old man, but now, with a bare upper body and not a strand of hair visible. It was almost fleshless, sunken pockets in its face, bones stark and long in its arms. Dark, depthless eyes watched some unseen thing from which it couldn’t take its gaze. Leroy considered ever turning into one of those things, and it was all, he felt, that truly scared him. There was no light left in their eyes, and the concept of eating human flesh made him feel sick. If he ever got bitten, he thought he’d have no choice but to kill himself.        
 
    Leroy turned away and pushed the trolley towards the back of the store. He would find a few extra items and wait a little longer and hope the zombie had disappeared. Then he would take his new stock of supplies with his junk food and head back to his house. The three trolley loads would last him a week or two. He wished his wife and best mate could see him now. In fact, he wished the entire world could see him. An apparently washed-out cricketer was surviving when most others had kicked the bucket.  
 
    From an early age, Leroy had been successful at almost any sport he tried. But cricket was his game. He had progressed through the early years in the Tasmanian schoolboy’s team, flying over to the mainland to play the other states. He had eventually played for the Tasmanian state team and even Australia briefly. And although he had retired several years ago due to injury, he was still recognised often, especially by middle-aged men and, sometimes, the ladies. Still, he was a man who liked his privacy. This new scenario, though, was pushing his limits. As much as people often annoyed him, he missed the chatter of the grocery store.  
 
     Reaching the back corner of the store, there came the faint clink of metal from the front, where he’d just been. Leroy stopped, listening, unsure whether his mind was playing tricks. Perhaps given there were so few noises now, he had simply made it up. But then a clatter came again, and he knew it was real. He reached out and gripped the handle of a baseball bat lying on the food he’d stacked in the trolley. He probably should have used a cricket bat, but baseball bats were denser and had less chance of breaking on impact.   
 
    He had to see what was making the noise. Leroy turned the trolley and rolled it up the closest aisle, cursing the loose wheel and its chatter. It seemed to be twice as loud as before. In hindsight, he should have taken a quieter trolley. He put more weight on the handle, hoping it would suppress the noise.  
 
    At the end of the bread aisle, he drew the cart to a stop, poked his head around the corner and peered at the cash registers. No sign of the zombies. He took the baseball bat off the side of the trolley and walked quietly along the end of the aisles, twisting the weapon as he went, just to make sure the space was clear before he headed towards the exit doors. Leroy decided he’d finished his shopping for the day. If there was something inside the store, it must have already been in there because he’d locked the entrance when he arrived.  
 
    Satisfied the section was clear, Leroy returned to his trolley and pushed it to the front of the store, where he had three other trolleys waiting. He unlocked the double entrance doors and pulled them both apart. Then he pushed the first trolley out into the heat and up to the rear of his Toyota Rav4, squinting against the sun. He peered left along the street. In the distance, half a dozen infected dawdled along the bitumen in his direction.  
 
    To the right, something else was happening. It looked like a stocky, grey-haired man was fighting several infected. Leroy didn’t want to get involved in anything at this point. He had his own problems to worry about.  
 
     He stacked the groceries by putting the heaviest on the bottom and placing the rest in the gaps. Leroy went in and out of the store several times, keeping an eye on the infected. By the third trolley, he was running out of space in the trunk and had to push the back seat down to fit it all.  
 
    As he unpacked the third trolley, Leroy wondered again where his wife and best mate might be and if they were faring as well. Had they managed the breakdown of the world as well as him? Leroy no longer gave a shit about them. He was happy with his situation. Having secured another four cartloads of groceries, he should see out a few more weeks and, with any luck, this thing would be over by then. And if he ever saw some of his so-called friends again, they’d be wearing his fist in their face.  
 
    Reaching the final trolley, Leroy adjusted a twelve-pack of toilet tissue then turned and started towards the exit. He cried out in shock and snapped the trolley to a stop as he spotted a zombie that had positioned itself between him and the doors. Its big, bulging eyes sunk deep into his sockets. Leroy compared his own body type to the thing. They were both around the same six-foot height, but where Leroy was a little overweight at one hundred and ninety pounds, this man couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and thirty. A thick head of black hair and the scrappy beginnings of a beard defined his appearance. The flesh had dissolved from his cheeks, leaving prominent cheekbones. His teeth were large, almost oversized without the flesh around his face. It disgusted Leroy. He had been naïve to think it was going to be easy to get more supplies.  
 
    “Couldn’t you have waited until I’d loaded my car?” 
 
    The infected man shifted his feet. Leroy reached around for the baseball bat. The thing took a step to its left, as if to mirror Leroy.  
 
     “What the fuck?” 
 
    Leroy’s hand froze on the handle. The thing stopped too. For a second, Leroy didn’t know what to do. He’d never seen any of them behave like that. Admittedly, he’d tried to keep clear of them. He snatched the baseball bat up and took two steps away from the trolley. The thing followed again. It wasn’t going to let him pass without a fight.  
 
    He might be able to ram it with the trolley, but that would probably mean he’d lose his supplies. Bugger that, Leroy thought. He wasn’t going to give up his last load of groceries, even if the thought of getting bitten scared the shit out of him. Maybe he could draw the thing away towards the back storeroom, where they kept the extra stock, and hope he could lock the thing out there. But he had left the groceries in the back of the Rav4 with the door up. What if someone came along and stole them? In Leroy’s mind there was only one option. 
 
    With the baseball bat in his left hand, he guided the trolley with his right towards the zombie. For a long moment, he didn't think it was going to react. But as the heavy trolley gathered speed, the thing staggered backwards out of its path at the final moment. Leroy pulled back on the handle, slowing it down, and then let it crash into a stack of trolleys. He leapt around the other side of the trolley and, gripping the smooth wooden handle of the bat with both hands, swung with his shoulders and hips, imagining the thing getting hold of his throat between its rotted black teeth. 
 
    In his day, he had been known as one of the better strikers of a cricket ball in Australia. Even now, well past his prime, he could hit a ball out of most local cricket grounds. The zombie took the meaty section of the bat in the cheek, twisting its head savagely as small tendrils of blood flew from its mouth. It fell onto one knee, and Leroy was on it, using the motivation of his own potential demise. It crumpled to the floor with the side of its head beaten to bloody mush. Leroy’s arms pumped, the bat making the perfect arc of a swing as it came from behind his head, crashing down against the infected thing’s skull.  
 
    Leroy paused, his chest heaving up and down, as he looked at it. One eye had disappeared into its skull, and its mouth continued to open and close while blood pooled around the thing’s head. Leroy’s hands were shaking and tears formed at the corners of his eyes. He hated them with a deep and binding passion—not for who they were—but because what they might do to him and what he would become.  
 
    He wiped the bat clean on the thing’s clothing then placed it in the trolley and pushed it out the exit doors, his heart still thumping. As he hit the sidewalk, Leroy saw the altercation he had seen further up the road had moved closer. A number of zombies were attacking the stocky man, who hobbled around on what looked to be a bad ankle. His arms were heavily tattooed. He had short greyish hair and wore blue jeans and a black leather vest, reminding Leroy of a bikie. The man had no weapons and was fighting with his hands to fend off the hungry zombies.  
 
    Leroy felt for the man but knew not to get involved. One of the reasons he’d survived so far was by minding his own business and staying out of trouble. He had to get to his vehicle without being noticed.  
 
    He pushed the trolley towards the back of the Rav4, his mother’s voice in his mind reminding him of her philosophy on those who helped others. But she had been the one to leave in the end, not the other way around. That was selfish. And now it was all about survival. He took several glances back at the altercation and noted the man was holding his own as he attempted to ward them off.  
 
    As Leroy reached the passenger side, he crouched down, and with a gentle click, opened the door. Keeping low, Leroy began unloading the supplies, stacking them carefully on the floor first, and then on the seat. When he was done, he nudged the trolley away from the car and it rolled until hitting a rubbish bin. He stood and bent lower as he peered through the car window. The man and the infected were on the other side of the road directly opposite Leroy’s car. Leroy started towards the back of the car, using the vehicle as cover. 
 
    At the rear, he closed the door with a gentle click, but the lock wouldn’t engage without enough force. He tried several times more before resigning to putting more strength into it. He shoved it closed, creating a loud noise. He looked up sharply at the altercation and found the man had spotted him.   
 
    “Hey,” he called, limping away from an infected female. “Gimme a hand, will you?” 
 
    Leroy had expected this might happen. The man hobbled towards Leroy, diverting his concentration from the zombie. A woman closed in, and the man stumbled and fell onto one knee. Leroy left the vehicle and started forward. The man rolled over onto his backside as the thing launched at him. There was a second where Leroy thought it had him, but the man moved surprisingly quick and managed to stand, shuffling away from the zombie.  
 
    The man swung a fist and knocked it down. It tripped and fell onto the road. The man’s face was red; his chest rose and fell rapidly, but he was okay. Leroy didn’t have to intervene. He could go on his merry way and stay out of it. He didn’t want to get involved with anyone. Just helping the man would mean swapping names and information, and he would know all about Leroy. Then the judgement would start, and he just couldn’t be bothered. If Leroy helped him, he’d probably end up getting into trouble himself.  
 
    Leroy found himself moving towards the driver’s door. The familiarity of his father’s voice sounded in his mind, the one that had been guiding him since the outbreak had started. Put yourself first in every situation, it said. Otherwise, they’ll take advantage of you. Leroy reached the vehicle and pulled the door open. He slipped in behind the wheel, tossed the baseball bat onto the passenger’s seat, and shut the door, drowning out another call for help.  
 
    Now, a second voice spoke in his head. This time, it was his mother, ridiculing him for not helping the man. You’re a lazy, coward, she said. Selfish. What if it was you out there? Would you want somebody to help? 
 
    Ahead, the group of infected he had seen walking down the street earlier were almost upon them. Leroy had about ten seconds to decide whether he was going to drive off or help the man. 
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    January 11, 2014 
 
    4:48 pm  
 
    Outside Queenstown, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Heart thundering, Tammy pressed her face into her hands and groaned. They had made it. Just. She wondered how long before her hands had lost the clean feel of the old world, with its moisturising creams and wash faucets. If you can survive. Momentarily, she wished she could just disappear and not have to face any of it—the dead that wanted her blood, the uncertainty of it all, and the Shanes of this world. But it was the voice of optimism that spoke. You can make a difference. And she could. She dropped her hands and peered around the minibus.   
 
    They had made it, but not without loss. Most people lay slumped in seats; some cried, others were joyous at reaching the haven of the minibus. But they couldn’t enjoy their relief for long. Hands and fists pummelled against the glass and exterior. Perhaps she and the others had only delayed the inevitable. The infected were three or four deep now, milling at most windows, their hideous faces and deep-sunken eyes focused on the survivors. They’d have to move out soon. Whilst the height of the minibus would prevent the infected climbing on the roof, they might do damage elsewhere and stop the vehicle from leaving. 
 
    She caught Darren’s eye, sitting three seats away, and he gave her a nervous smile then raised his eyebrows as if to ask if she was okay. She nodded and held her eyes closed a moment as if to say yes, for now.  
 
    Tammy pushed her way along the aisle to him. “How many did we lose?” she asked. 
 
    “Looks like two. Brendan and Dominic.”  
 
    Tammy pressed her lips together. Minutes ago, they had all been standing behind the brick wall, alive and well.  
 
    “We were still lucky,” Darren said. “I didn’t think that door was gonna open.”  
 
    Tammy could have added that stupid people trying to push their way to the front didn’t help. But ultimately it had been her call when to move, to even make a run for the minibus. She had been anointed leader of the group since people began gathering early on. Like it or not, they were now looking to her for guidance. Losing two people filled Tammy with more indecision and less self-belief. All of that aside, she was certain of one thing.  
 
    “We need to move.”  
 
    “We’ll have to do something about him first,” Darren said, nodding to where others had gathered near the front of the bus. There was a man sitting in the driver’s seat who was surely dead. 
 
    Tammy had not noticed him in the rush to pile on the bus. “Is he infected?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Otherwise they wouldn’t be standing around him.” 
 
    Approaching, Shane said, “You did a good job of botching that, didn't you?”  
 
    Darren was out of his seat and standing behind Shane in a second.  
 
    “It was never going to be easy,” Tammy said. “We all knew that.” 
 
    Shane glanced at Darren. “And you, standing in the way of the door. What’s with that?” 
 
    Darren’s cheeks flushed. Through gritted teeth, he said, “Women first, mate. You’re lucky I let you on at all.” 
 
    Shane’s mouth twisted. He looked Darren up and down and made a grunting sound. “We’ll see how long you last on your own.” He headed back towards the rear of the minibus.  
 
    “Are you okay” Tammy asked. “No scratches?” 
 
    “No.” He turned both arms over, double-checking. “Bloody lucky though. You?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Nothing like doing everything you can to be caught.”  
 
    “I couldn’t leave them.” Darren raised his eyebrows at her, but she shifted his focus, saying, “Everyone else okay that you know of?” 
 
    “Aside from Brendan and Dominic.” Darren looked outside the window. “Not a bad result, all in all.” 
 
    “Not according to Shane.” 
 
    “He’s a fruit loop. Don’t worry about him.” 
 
    “We have to be careful of scratches and cuts. If infected fluid gets into an open wound, there’s every chance the person will contract the virus.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It’s common biology. We should think about covering up more.” 
 
    “That's a good idea.” Darren unrolled the sleeves of his shirt. “When we get a chance to check out an army supplies store, we’ll make that a priority.” 
 
    Tammy liked Darren more with each interaction. Nothing was insurmountable. He had a positive attitude. Everything seemed to be an opportunity. She felt a growing reliability in him. And he disliked Shane. “There’s a long list, starting with gloves and boots. But we’ll need gas bottles and cookers, lights, maybe even some camping equipment.” 
 
    “If we can get out of the town, we’ll be able to find a clearer space and breathe.” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s the—”  
 
    A voice sounded, full of alarm, from the front of the minibus. What now? Tammy wondered.   
 
    People started climbing over the seats to reach the far side windows. Tammy spun around; Darren joined her, and they pushed close enough to feel the heat baking against the glass.  
 
    In the corner of a dark, inconspicuous doorway of a building on the other side of the street stood a young girl. Her long red hair fell forward as she leant out of the crevice and peered along the road. 
 
    “We’ve got to help her,” an older woman called. Several other people agreed. Then some of the infected moved, obscuring the girl. The woman said, “Where did she go?”  
 
    People were in loud discussion. Shane was making bold statements, but Tammy couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying. She caught Darren watching her, as if reading her expression. He rubbed his grey goatee. “We can make it.” 
 
    Tammy raised her eyebrows at him. “What about the infected?”  
 
    He shrugged. “If I can’t find a way through them, I’ll drive right over them.” 
 
    That was one solution. Again, Darren impressed her with his attitude. She felt complete trust that they were aligned for the good of the group. 
 
    Shane was back. “Surely you’re not going to try and rescue her?” 
 
    A smaller chorus of agreement backed him. It was probably fifty-fifty. Beyond Shane, his cronies were there for support, but now several more people Tammy hadn’t seen associated with Shane had joined him. This guy was really beginning to get on her nerves.  
 
    In a voice lower than Tammy thought was possible, Darren said, “You want me to get rid of him? I can throw him out of the van.” 
 
    A smile started to form, and Tammy quickly suppressed it. She gathered herself and turned to the whole bus. “Of course, we’re going to try and rescue her.” Shane opened his mouth to say something, but Tammy rushed on. “Imagine that was your daughter, or niece, or someone you cared for.” She wasn’t sure he was capable of caring for anyone but himself. “Would you want us to drive on and not give her the chance?” More people agreed now.  
 
    Shane was about to speak, when Darren cut him off. “There’s the door, mate.” He pointed to the front of the van. “Feel free to step outside and take your chances.” 
 
    Tammy stood. “We’re going to start this van up and do everything we can to rescue her.” Those who had voiced opposition slunk back. Others clapped. 
 
    Shane looked her up and down. “Typical bloody politician.” 
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    January 11, 2014 
 
    7:05 pm 
 
    Hamilton, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    The dark hue of dusk greeted the Ford mid-sized SUV as it limped down the hill and pulled up outside the Hamilton Caravan Park. Jim felt a massive sense of relief that they had finally made it, mixed with an underlying terror of what they might find inside.  
 
    Cicadas chirped and the mosquitoes were out looking for blood. Without a southerly breeze, the heat of the day lingered, stifling with every breath or movement. The moment Jim turned off the engine and peered in, he knew why his wife would have chosen the place; it was similar to the one they frequented years ago with one of those big colourful jumping pillows for the kids just inside the entrance. There was a long rectangle pool with a little water slide. Four or five BMX bikes lay in a pile near the park office, where people would go and buy cold drinks and ice creams after snatching sausages off one of the coin-operated barbecues for dinner.  
 
    At a little after seven, there should have been screams and cheers and laughter. About nine o’clock the parents should’ve been dragging the kids back to their beds after applying moisturiser to their tanned skin. Now, the pillow was deflated, the pool water mirror-flat, and the office a spooky shell. Jim had never seen a park so empty and lifeless. 
 
    The main gate was closed. It was a big, heavy yellow thing with crossbars thicker than a man’s arm and did a good job of keeping cars out. But the infected could come and go as they pleased, squeezing between the gaps. As Jim and Dan approached the entrance, Jim spotted a small number of them roaming between the caravans. No surprise, but if there were people inside the park, they weren’t yet making their presence known.  
 
    Jim and Dan stood at the yellow gate and watched. Jim was a little fearful of going into the park. Dan said nothing, but they caught each other’s eye a few times, and Jim knew Dan recognised the potential for this situation to go horribly wrong. Jim had not been able to raise the girls on the phone since talking to them at the school. Now, he pulled it out again, only to find the familiar SOS ONLY signal looking back at him.  
 
    They returned to the car, where Jim collected the shotgun and a handful of shells. Dan took the golf club, giving it a few practice swings in anticipation of rolling out the first stage of his revenge plan. Jim shoved a flashlight in his pocket that Dan had found at the fuel station store.  
 
    As they approached the entrance using the last light of the day as a guide, Jim’s adrenaline began to rise, and his heartbeat sounded loud in his ears. This was it. He would soon find out if the girls had survived. For him, nothing else mattered at this point. Dan had a look of hatred in his eyes, his expression dark, clenching and unclenching his hands around the club as he walked. 
 
    Jim knew two things: the last time he’d spoken to the girls they were hiding in the recreation room. They should check that out, but he also knew his ex-wife’s car, so he was hoping she had driven that here and it would provide another marker.  
 
    They took the park’s main road, barely wide enough for two cars, but perfect for half a dozen kids riding their BMX bikes or scooters like a small pack of velociraptors. When they spotted the infected, Jim led them closer to the line of caravans, and they remained out of sight, much to Dan’s disappointment. Jim had promised him revenge, but he would have to wait for the right moment.     
 
    At a newish caravan with a white aluminium canopy and annexe, they found a car similar to the one Alesia had driven. Jim’s heart rate went up a notch as they stood outside the door and gave a polite tap. He tried twice more before accepting nobody was going to answer, then opened it and stepped up the single metal step into the main room. 
 
    “Wait there,” he said back to Dan. 
 
    It was gloomy inside; all the blinds had been pulled down. Jim stood beyond the doorway and scanned the shadows, looking for signs of his wife. The benches, sink, and tabletop were clean, giving nothing away.  He took an easy step along the narrow walkway, the small van shifting under his weight, past the sink and tall cupboard towards the back bedroom where the curtains had been drawn. Jim wondered whether Dan could hear his thundering heartbeat.  
 
    He stopped at the curtain and held out his hand, poised to draw it aside. His fingers and hand shook. He didn’t want to do it, finding out if Alesia was dead… or worse, but he had to know. He grasped at the edge, missed it, then grabbed the fabric and snatched the curtain aside. The bed space was empty. Jim blew out a sudden, deep breath. 
 
    “Bloody hell.” He left the van on shaky legs. 
 
    “Anything?” Dan asked, resting on the golf club. 
 
    Jim shook his head. “No. But I don’t know how I’m going to handle it if there is.” 
 
    From behind a shrub at the rear of the van came movement. Jim jumped back a step and cried out. Dan had the golf club raised in a second. A dark-haired, bearded man wearing blue shorts and a blue collared shirt with the park logo on his breast stumbled towards them. He had both hands outstretched, and he made a slobbery sound. But Dan was having none of it. He swung the club hard and struck the infected man in the jaw. A crack sounded and a spray of blood marked the white paint of the van. The man bent over at the waist and Dan struck him again. This time the infected went down on one knee, grunting. The golf club went up and down as though on a hydraulic pump. Jim turned away, making sure there were no others lurking. When the killing had stopped, he turned back to find Dan leaning on the club, chest heaving, his slick hair covering his face. He looked up at Jim with a slight look of satisfaction, but neither said anything. 
 
    They crept on, more carefully now, using physical objects as cover. The caravans were sited close together—most had annexes or awnings. There was plenty of foliage—garden beds, small shrubs, and the occasional gum tree. Every second van had a car parked at its door. The risk was that sticking close to these things would give them very little time to react to any surprises. The first infected that had attacked came from a shrub nestled between two vans. 
 
    It was more than the promise of knowing for Jim. He felt the dread of anticipation. The next four-wheel-drive or shrub they stepped around, the next caravan door they opened, he might find one of his daughters frothing and scratching and ravenous for their flesh. After all that had happened with his wife, the school, and this whole damn plague, Jim knew it would be the end for him if the girls were sick or dead; it would be his time to check out. He had never considered it, but now, as he sought them out, it was every bit believable.   
 
    As they worked their way along the line of caravans to the deepest section of the park, the number of infected began to grow. Across the road, at an older style van with dirty brown painted stripes on its sides and junk piled under the awning, three infected hovered. Two vans ahead, Jim spotted three more coming along the road towards them. They had to crouch down beside a car until they were gone, and Jim held Dan by the arm, suppressing the kid’s urge to kill. 
 
    After reaching the end of the road, they cut along the rear perimeter fence and started back down a parallel road towards the front of the park. A second similar car sat parked beside one van, and Jim forced himself to go inside, certain his girls would be withering away on their beds waiting to die. But it was empty.  
 
    The recreation room sat halfway along the length of the road, shrouded by stout shrubs and bony, black-trunked trees. This was the place from which his daughter had called to say they were hiding and under attack. Jim wondered if they might still be hiding in there now. Dan had to break the lock off the door to get inside. Jim followed him in, the skin on the back of his neck prickling. The place was empty until they found two bodies—a man and a woman, their hands entwined, lying dead on the floor.  
 
    Beyond the recreation room, more infected dawdled about. Jim and Dan crossed to the next line of caravans and headed back towards the entrance. There was nowhere else to go. As they reached the last van, Jim spotted a vehicle shrouded underneath a plastic cover, only one silver rim and tire in view. He knew instantly that it was his wife’s because she had selected a fancy set of rims after purchasing the vehicle directly from a dealership.  
 
    A tingling sensation swarmed over his skin. This was it. He could feel it. They were in there waiting for him. He thought about calling out but worried it would alert more infected to their location. He lifted the polyester car cover to confirm it was his ex-wife’s car. When Jim spotted a little tree air freshener hanging from the rear-view mirror, he knew it was Alesia’s. He looked over at Dan standing near the gas bottle setup at the front of the van and nodded. It was time. If Cindy and Lana were inside, he didn’t know what he’d do. He hesitated and Dan waved him over. 
 
    “I’ll come in with you.” 
 
    “No. I… appreciate that, but I have to do this alone.” 
 
    Jim stuck the flashlight under his left arm, held the shotgun tight in his right hand, and twisted the door handle. For the first time, it opened. He pulled the door ajar a little way and peered in, but it was gloomy, almost impossible to see beyond just inside the door. The smell struck him. Sickness. He was almost assured that somebody or something was inside. He turned his head away, grimacing. Dan smelled it too, his nose twisted in repulsion.  
 
    Jim stepped up into the caravan, ducking his head as he went through the door, and looked straight to the kitchen table seat. Empty. His hands were trembling again. He really wasn’t very good at this kind of thing. He took a single step forward, not prepared to commit any further, and peered down the length of the van to the rear section, where two bunk beds sat on either side.  
 
    There was a shape on the lower right bunk.  
 
    Invisible spiders ran across Jim’s skin, and he had to fight not to turn and leave. He took the flashlight out from under his arm. It danced over the cupboards and floor. He kept it low, moving it gradually closer until it was at the base of the bunk, highlighting just enough for him to see her features.  
 
    Even in the artificial light Jim could see the sores on her face and the red rims of her eyes. Her hair looked matted and sweaty. Her body quivered, but she managed a weak, painful smile. Jim felt his voice catch in his throat as he said her name. “Alesia?” 
 
    Jim instinctively went forward, then remembered, and stopped a couple of metres short. He tried to smile back. “You’re sick.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and lifted the bottom of her shirt, revealing a wound, which may have been a bite or a slash. “But I was sick before that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Jim wanted to ask about the girls but couldn’t force himself to say the words. 
 
    “You always said that too much.” She swallowed and her throat clicked. “It used to annoy me.” Jim looked down at his feet. “But,” she coughed, longer than average, and for a second or two, he wondered if she could stop. Then it cleared, and she said, “But I came to appreciate it after we separated.” Jim gave a slight nod. “Who contacted you?” 
 
    “Lana.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “About three hours ago.”   
 
    “They left. I made them. Apparently, they were headed for Port Arthur.” 
 
    “What’s there?” 
 
    “A camp of some kind where survivors are going.” She started coughing again. 
 
    Jim filed the information away for later. He was surprised to find he still possessed a lot of love for her. He had never wanted to separate, and before all of this, would have taken her back if she had asked. He felt it was a little ironic that in her final moments he would be the one here with her. He took a step forward and felt something on his shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t get too close,” Dan said.  
 
    Jim halted. He gave Alesia a look that said he was sorry. She was crying now, this woman who had taken his children, who had cheated on him and said things that had left him broken. But it was not his style to reflect on the bad things at a moment like this.  
 
    He knew there was nothing, but he said, “What can I do?” He wished there was somewhere she could be made healthy again. Thinking out loud, he said, “Maybe there’s some kind of treatment in Hobart or—” 
 
    “There’s nothing,” she said, sniffing, wiping her eyes. “Go and find the girls, Jim. They’re only an hour or so ahead of you.” 
 
    When she spoke this time, he noticed how cracked and dry her lips were. Jim took a plastic cup from the sink and filled it with water, then went forward without concern and placed it on the table between the bunk beds. He lingered, deciding whether to sit on the bed beside her.  
 
    Dan cautioned for a second time, “Not too close, Jim.” 
 
    Alesia shook her head softly. Tears coursed down her cheeks again. Jim felt his own eyes fill as he stepped away, wiping them with the back of his forearm. “I'm sorry it ended this way. I’m sorry you ended up like this.” 
 
    “There you go again, Jim.” She feigned a laugh and sat up a little. “This is not your fault. This,” she indicated herself and the caravan around her, “was never your fault. If I hadn’t left, things might have been different. But that’s on me.” She cleared her throat.  “You’re a good man, and I know you’ll take care of our girls.”  
 
    Jim didn't wipe away the tears now. He imagined how difficult it would have been for them to say goodbye to their mother, and it broke his heart. Kids their age shouldn’t have to see a parent dying. Alesia seemed to be thinking the same thing, because she began sobbing harder. Jim ached to comfort her. He glanced at Dan, who shook his head again.  
 
    When Alesia had herself under control, she asked, “Can you leave me something? Can you help me finish it off?” At first, Jim thought she was asking him to kill her. She recognised the look on his face. “Not you. I’ll do it. I just need something. I don’t want to end up like those things wandering out there.” 
 
    He understood and would probably have wanted the same. He searched the kitchen and found a long-bladed knife. It seemed wrong, but he offered it out without saying a word, worried he would break down.  
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    He placed it on the table beside the water and stepped away. Dan looked edgy, keen to leave, and Jim felt it too. He had to get after the girls. But it was hard saying goodbye to a woman he still loved, the mother of his children, and in Jim’s mind, still his wife. 
 
    “I still love you,” he said. “Always will.” He sobbed. The light shook. His eyes grew cloudy as the tears rolled down his face, and he couldn’t be there a moment longer. He pushed past Dan and leapt out the door, groaning and moaning and still sobbing. He stood bent over with his hands on his knees. The door closed a few seconds later, and then Dan had an arm around his shoulders, then they were walking back towards the main gate. 
 
    As they drove away from the Hamilton Caravan Park, Jim felt a level of sadness he hadn’t felt in a long time. Part of it was for himself and the fact he hadn’t worked harder to fix their broken marriage. But mostly it was for the girls, who had lost their mother. Such things were irreplaceable. He knew there were countless people in that same boat now. For those who might survive, there would be an endless number of lost souls. If somebody had asked him during the collapse of his marriage if he would ever feel a small amount of love for his wife again, he would have said never. The realisation that she was gone forever was stark. Perhaps, deep down, he’d been under the illusion that they might one day get back together.   
 
    They drove along the empty roads in the last moments before full darkness. Somewhere around Broadmarsh, Jim began to drift off the road. The car hit the strips on the side, making a harsh sound, and both men came awake. 
 
    “You’re falling asleep,” Dan said. “We should pull over and take some rest.” 
 
    “Bugger that,” Jim said, trying his phone again. But the reception was out. “Maybe the lines are down for good.” 
 
    When they reached a small town called Teatree, the road was blocked. Someone had parked a semi-trailer straight across the blacktop. To get a car around was impossible. Rock wall tapered down to the road edge on either side. 
 
    “Fuck it,” Jim said, thumping the steering wheel. “We’ll have to turn around.” 
 
     “How long to get back?” 
 
    Jim said nothing for a bit. Eventually, he said, “Maybe we should get some rest. I hate not catching up to the girls. Not knowing if they’ve made it.” 
 
    They fell asleep underneath a tree in a scratched-out spot on the highway where trucks might park to rest between long-haul trips. Jim only planned on resting an hour or two until his eyes weren’t heavy and he could keep the Territory on the road. That was the last thought before he fell into a deep sleep. 
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    January 11, 2014 
 
    5:11 pm 
 
    Outside Railton, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Mac felt a mixture of relief and anticipation now they were back in the car and driving towards Mole Creek. He took them down Railton Road, alongside the Mersey River and through the Warrawee State Forest where the scrub was thick and shadowy on both sides of the road. Mole Creek was their best chance of finding Jess. It seemed the logical place for people in the Latrobe area to go for safe haven. There were other options further south, but with Devonport and Launceston largely overrun, he felt a sense of rightness about Mole Creek. In an hour or so, Mac would have the most important question he’d ever had in his life answered. 
 
    Smitty sat silent, eyes ahead, shotgun laid across his lap. Mac knew he could count on his mate. It was nice to have somebody who had his back. This whole episode had woken a purpose in Smitty that warmed Mac’s heart. He was glad to see his old friend energetic again.  
 
    Ashleigh and Tyler were both falling asleep, heads resting on Shelli’s arms. She sat between them, intermittently wiping tears from her eyes. Mac couldn’t imagine how long it would take for her to get over Ken. If it turned out Jess were no longer with them, he didn’t imagine he’d have the same strength as Shelli. Mac shoved the thought away and applied a little more pressure to the accelerator. 
 
    As they came down the hill into Railton, the King’s Hall—established in 1926, according to a sign nailed above the door—greeted them on the left, while on the right, a picturesque white weatherboard with a charcoal roof promised the peace and tranquillity Mac had come to love about Tasmania. But he felt uneasy as they rolled on closer to town, passing a familiar green sign that suggested Sheffield was directly ahead, and that Kimberley and Elizabeth Town were left at the next intersection. As they crossed the railway line just before the town’s modest strip of shops, Mac spotted trouble ahead.  
 
    “Have that thing ready, will you?”  
 
    Smitty leaned the barrel up onto the edge of the window. Mac recalled Smitty taking pot shots while driving after he collected him from Dave-O’s place. When had that been? Days ago. It seemed like forever. “Try not to crack that off inside the car if you can help it. I’m worried my kids are going to end up deaf.” Smitty nodded. 
 
    From what Mac could see, an exchange was occurring outside the Railton Hotel, a long, two-storey building made from orange brick, and a green corrugated iron roof. A brief line of people were coming and going from a wide entrance underneath the hotel’s gabled veranda. Several cars were parked at right angles up on the curb, blocking most of the roadway. Mac slowed as he approached the congestion, noticing a vehicle approach from the other direction. Mac touched the brakes and waited. 
 
    A white Camry moved slowly past the parked cars. An elderly man who had to be eighty, and probably his wife, looked on with concern. He spotted Mac and brought the car to a stop beside them, drawing the window down. 
 
    “Howdy, sir,” the man said. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “G’day. No idea, mate.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Where you headed?” 
 
    “Mole Creek.” 
 
    The man grimaced. “We just been there, and I wouldn’t recommend it.” 
 
    Mac shifted in his seat, glancing at Smitty. “Why is that?” 
 
    “We didn’t go inside, but from the outside, you can tell it’s pretty bad.” 
 
    “Define bad?” 
 
    The man glanced at his wife. “It’s the dead. They wander about the grass looking for… I don’t know what. They kneel on the ground and eat each other. They stand at the fence peering out at us.” He shivered. “Horrible, just horrible to see those people like that.” 
 
    The man’s wife leant over. “We had some friends who went down there. They suggested we join them, but when we arrived, it was overrun with those things.” 
 
    Mac scratched the top of his head. “And the whole place is like that?” 
 
    “We’re not sure. We drove up Garrick Road and tried that entrance.” 
 
    Mac’s lips felt dry. If the place was so badly overrun, what did that mean for Jess if she was there? “What about the military? They set up the place. I assume they’re still manning the perimeter.” 
 
    “We saw military trucks parked all over the place, but they were empty. A couple of the soldiers were infected, too.”  
 
    “Jesus.” He glanced at Smitty, who only stared ahead, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “You have someone down there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I was separated from my wife. We thought she might have gone to Mole Creek.” 
 
    “Well, if she has, I hope she got out. Or, she’s tucked up safe inside. It’s a big place. Lots of green tents. You never know.” 
 
    Mac wasn’t familiar with the layout, but if it was a large site and there were enough places to hide, Jess might have found somewhere to avoid the infected. Maybe it wasn’t hopeless.   
 
    “…sir?” Mac shook loose from his thought. “I said are you going to check the place out?” 
 
    “Yeah, we will. Where are you guys headed?” 
 
    The man looked off into the distance. “We’re going to head out west. See what we can find.” 
 
    “Well, take care of yourselves. And thanks for the information.” 
 
    Mac let the car roll forward and snuck between the rear of one of the parked vehicles and the curb. As he steered the Nissan back towards the centre of the road, a middle-aged lady wearing a long, loose fitting t-shirt and baggy tracksuit pants stopped in front of the car, forcing Mac to brake. 
 
    “You people get out of here!” she screamed. “Taking our food and drink.”  
 
    Mac didn’t know what to say. She hobbled around to the side window where Smitty lowered the shotgun off the edge of the window, of sight. 
 
    “Go on, get out of here!” 
 
    They drove on out of Railton, where more uninfected people packed cars and secured their houses. Mac and the others hadn’t seen so many for some time. That gave Mac some hope. Sheffield Road dipped and rolled on, the ferns and gum trees pushing in close to the edge of the highway. As Mac reviewed what the old couple had said, he realised he hadn’t even asked exactly where they were headed. The information about Mole Creek had muddied his focus. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked Smitty as they drove through the Sheffield Berry Gardens and took a left turn at the intersection of Sheffield Road and Birdie Track Road. 
 
    “Tough one, mate.” 
 
    “Truth is, I’m dragging you all around the place, looking for Jess when I don’t even know if she’s down this way.” 
 
    Smitty looked across. “Got nothing better to do.” 
 
    “But what if we get down there and she’s not there? We keep looking, searching, and can’t find her? We could have stayed up north and probably been safer. Doing this, I’m putting you all in more danger than necessary. Jesus, Kenny got killed.” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters where we go, to be honest. Even if we’d stayed up north, mate, we’d have the same problems.” 
 
    Smitty was right. Mac knew that. But he couldn’t let go of the fact it might have been different. And what if Jess had tried to go home and nobody was there?  
 
    “I’m sorry to say, mate, but you might have a bigger problem on your hands.” Mac raised his eyebrows. “What if we find her at Mole Creek? Sounds like the place is a fucking mess.” 
 
    Mac buried that thought. The town of Sheffield lay ahead, and to avoid another potential roadblock or worse, he took a left off the main road. He knew Claude Road ran out of Sheffield, and he wanted to meet up with it further out of town. Dust plumes floated off the gravel road, and Mac drew up his window as he took the Nissan along at a moderate speed. 
 
    “My question to you is, should we be even going to Mole Creek? If it’s as bad as these people said, we’re just going into more trouble.” He glanced into the rear-view mirror. Both kids had their eyes shut; Tyler had his head back and mouth open. They were exhausted. Shelli had her eyes closed too, but Mac suspected that was more about trying to escape the horrific memories of the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    “I think it still makes sense,” Smitty said. “Mole Creek is the closest military site this side of Hobart. We need to check it out for ourselves. Besides, what else are we going to do? Sit up there and wait for the government to get their asses into gear? That won’t happen anytime soon.” 
 
    “I guess we can decide after that.” 
 
    They reached the left turn back onto the main highway and took it without another car in sight. He wondered about the half a million people in Tasmania. If ninety percent were sick, infected or dead, that left about fifty thousand on the island who needed help. He wondered how many had gone to Mole Creek. They would soon find out.   
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    At least we’ve got a plan, Juliet thought. A rough idea of how they might escape. It was all about opportunity now, maximising their chances if the occasion rose. Even if they were still one thing short of pulling it off. They would have to rely on a bit of luck to get them over the line.  
 
    Whispering, Juliet said, “Okay, let’s go through it again. Lory, tell me what we discussed.” 
 
    Sitting with her back to the wall of the tank, Lory stretched her legs out and dropped her hands into her lap. In a noisy voice, she said, “Next time we get out—” 
 
    “Not so loud,” Juliet cut in. “We don’t know who’s out there listening.” 
 
    Lory made a face as if to scold herself, then started again in a quieter voice. “Sorry. Next time we get out and are taken towards the front area of the dump, you’ll make a break for the fence where it’s damaged and open it up, using some of the tools the men left behind so the infected can get in. They will overrun the site and kill all the bastards holding us captive, and we’ll escape unharmed.” She smiled. 
 
    “With a bit of luck,” Juliet said. “Stay away from the infected, of course. We have to be ready in case something goes wrong. Hopefully, the men will be too preoccupied to worry about us. That should give us a chance to escape through the opening in the fence.” 
 
    “What are you going to open the fence with?” Meg asked. Her tone was accusatory. 
 
    “We need tools. There’s a toolbox near the fence. The men left it there.” 
 
    “I saw some iron pipes sticking out of the ground behind that building we ran past with Bill. I mean, Skoota.” Jess smiled, thinking of the older man. 
 
    Juliet had not thought about Skoota since earlier that day. Part of her was waiting for his return with some form of cavalry. But with each passing hour, it seemed more unlikely. It wasn’t that she didn’t think he’d be true to his word, but there were plenty of things out there to prevent him from getting back. 
 
    “Look, we have to keep our eyes open. There will be something out there we can use. While the men are still working on the fence, I’m banking on that toolbox having something in it.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a time. The heat had slowly left the tank when the latch on the outside squealed and the door swung open, revealing bright, orange light. They all threw a hand up to shield their eyes. Meg complained outright. 
 
    Juliet felt a jolt of fear at seeing Red Bandana standing in the doorway. What if he knew of their escape attempt and had come to punish them? There was a long moment of silence when nobody said anything. 
 
    Red Bandana shrugged. “Well? What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Juliet asked. 
 
    “I figured you were all in need of a good feed, so we prepared something in the rec room for you.” Red Bandana stepped back from the doorway. “Come on.” 
 
    Two things sprang immediately into Juliet’s mind. This was their opportunity for escape… or he was playing at something? The others looked at her. She had to make a quick choice. Either they followed and expect something might happen, or refuse, and the punishment for such might be worse. They had not been out of the tank since Doggie had brought them food. This might be their chance to further develop the plan or even better, escape. She passed the others and followed Red Bandana out the door. 
 
    They walked along the dusty gravel road beside numerous brick buildings towards the rec room. Red Bandana kept glancing back at them, and the other women kept checking with Juliet that this was the right move. Juliet scanned the fence line. The place she remembered wasn’t far, but she was also looking for other opportunities. Was there another opening in the fence, or could they get out through the other side of the property?  
 
    Having Red Bandana with them prevented any real chance of doing more than observing, and she didn’t want to alert him to what they were thinking. If they tried anything and failed, their lives—assuming they survived—would be substantially worse than now. And she didn’t have anything with which she could cut the fence and make a breach for the infected to enter the site.  
 
    As they approached the damaged section of fence, Juliet tried not to stare. A small brick building stood nearby, where two men worked on the broken section. But there was no toolbox on the ground nearby as she had seen earlier. Right before they reached the spot, Red Bandana turned around and looked at her, as if he knew what she was thinking. Juliet felt a cold bolt of terror. She jerked her head the other way and knew she had overdone it. She cursed, looking down, wondering if the whole thing had been a set-up. In the fleeting moment she saw the spot, though, she knew they would need more than their bare hands to make an opening.   
 
    They reached the recreation room. Red Bandana stopped outside the closed doors and waited until they all gathered.  
 
    “Now,” he began. “I can't promise this every day, but the treatment of these two ladies,” he signalled towards Jessica and Juliet, “was unacceptable, and so this is our way of apologising.” 
 
    Juliet searched for any patronising or condescending tones in his voice or mannerisms. She could not detect any. She wanted to ask why the hell they were being held at all, but this wasn’t the time. She glanced at Jessica, who wore the same stony expression. This was their final chance to either refuse and deal with the consequences of his rejection, or step inside that room and face whatever awaited them. She felt a growing pressure around her torso. For a moment, she wondered whether she could move or talk. The others were looking at her, waiting for the decision. Red Bandana raised his eyebrows, eyes wide with anticipation.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Thanks,” she managed. “We’re looking forward to something different.” 
 
    Red Bandana nodded heavily and smiled then pushed the door open, revealing the dark cool room inside. Juliet stepped in and the others followed. 
 
    They had pulled two smaller square tables together to form one longer rectangle table and laid a tablecloth across the plastic tops. Paper plates were set down in four locations, plastic cutlery at either side. It was rudimentary, almost like a kid’s party, but nobody could deny they had tried.  
 
    Why go to all the trouble for no reason? Juliet wondered. The voice of cynicism popped up. Was it simply a way of building the women up so they could cut them down again? Perhaps. But in true Juliet fashion, she answered the cynical voice with the same optimistic response. Until it happened, she thought, she would accept what they were trying to do.  
 
    As they took their places at the table, squeezing together, Juliet made several quick glances around the rest of the room, remembering what she had seen the first time. On her right sat a wall full of tools with various styles and designs bolted to a piece of chipboard. She didn’t want to stare for too long, but thought she noticed several tools that might cut the wire on the fence and allow them to open the thing up.  
 
    They ate tinned Sirena tuna in olive oil, with canned corn and sliced beetroot, a tumble of soft-boiled baby potatoes, and somehow, they had bread fresh enough that it seemed just baked. The food was placed on their plate in small clusters, and they did not ask where it came from or question the content; they simply stuffed plastic forkfuls into their mouths in silence.  
 
    Red Bandana stood back and watched with a wide smile on his face. Two other men were also in attendance, picking about the rec room, though one of them left halfway through and then Red Bandana signalled for the other one to follow him, and they left the woman on their own. Juliet stopped eating immediately. She watched the doorway for several moments after they had disappeared then pushed her chair back and stood.  
 
    “What are you doing? Meg asked.  
 
    Juliet brushed past Meg’s chair and went towards the wall of tools. She knew that at any moment, Red Bandana might return to the rec room and find her perusing the wall of dangerous objects. But this was their chance. She had to risk it. If they didn’t find a tool capable of cutting the wire, the plan would not work.  
 
    Meg stood. “Juliet? Don’t do this. You’ll get us caught and ruin our damn dinner. It’s the first good food we’ve had in a week.” Juliet ignored her. Meg sat down again.  “It’s a stupid idea, anyway.” 
 
    Juliet turned. “If you’ve got any better ideas, Meg, feel free to tell us. All I’ve heard from you over the last few days are complaints. Don’t you get sick of hearing yourself?” Meg lowered her eyes, her face flushed. “Now let me pick something.”  
 
    Bloody Meg would sabotage the plan before it had even started. She still had to hide the item inside her clothes and get back to her seat before any of the men returned.  
 
    Her first glance at the board had been right. Several pairs were more than suitable for the task. Juliet wanted something with strong blades that could cut thick wire. She reached out for one of the larger ones, but then snatched her hand back when Jess called out.  
 
    “Not those,” Jess said. “The ones on the right.” 
 
    Juliet snatched the wire cutters she had first spotted off the hook and stuffed them into the front pocket of her pants.  Then she hurried back towards the table.  
 
    Just as she reached Jessica’s seat, a figure loomed in the doorway. When she glanced over, a coil of fear unravelled in her belly. It was Ponytail, standing with his fists clenched at his side.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Think quickly. Juliet tightened the tips of her fingers on the trapezius muscle between Jessica’s neck and shoulders. “Just giving Jess a massage,” Juliet said, focusing on her work. “Her shoulders are sore.” She looked up at Ponytail sharply. “Probably all that sleeping on the steel floor.” 
 
     Jess leaned her head forward, as though enjoying the fake treatment. “Right there.”  
 
    “That’s enough,” Ponytail snapped. “Sit down.” 
 
    Juliet made a face at him. “You’re a spoilsport, Mr. Ponytail.”  
 
    He observed the feast Red Bandana and the others had set out on the table, then twisted his nose at it and left the building. Juliet let out a huge sigh and slipped into the seat beside Jessica.  
 
    “That was bloody close,” Jessica said.  
 
    Meg added, “You almost got caught. Told you it wasn’t a good idea.”  
 
    “But I didn’t get caught, Meg. And now we have the tool that will help us get out of here,” Juliet said. Meg looked annoyed, but kept her mouth shut.  
 
    “How soon can we leave?” Lory asked. “I don’t want to be here much longer.”  
 
    “It depends,” Juliet said. “Red Bandana is too strong. While he’s taking us to and from the tank, we can’t risk it. We need someone like Devo who we can overpower. I’m convinced that sooner or later, we’ll get our chance.”  
 
    They shovelled down most of the food until only scraps remained. Shortly after, another man wearing dusty black jeans, a black shirt, and a baseball cap walked in holding a wrench. He’d been working on the other broken section of fence. Sooner or later, Juliet realised, they would repair the area where she planned to pull the fence down. If she didn’t move quickly, they might lose their chance. The man strolled past without even casting a glance their way and ended up at the wall from which Juliet had just taken the tin snips. 
 
    The others turned to her, their faces stiff with worry. Jess looked away, then Lory, but Meg, sitting on the other side of the table, could not take her eyes off the man. Juliet mouthed her name to get her attention and at the same time, signalled for Jess to keep talking. How long before their silence led the man to suspect something was odd?  
 
    “This corn is delicious,” Jessica said.  
 
    Behind them, tools clunked. Meg finally looked away. Juliet eased her breath out. Would he suspect her of taking the missing wire cutters? If he— 
 
    Red Bandana stopped in the doorway. It must have looked comical all the ladies diving into the food at once. Lory began to choke on a fork full of corn kernels.  
 
    “Don't choke to death,” Red Bandana said, standing with his hands on his hips. Lory put up a hand and hurriedly took a glass of water.  
 
    “Have you seen the wire cutters?” the man asked Red Bandana.  
 
    There was a long silence as he considered the question. Juliet slowed her eating, glancing at Jess, who had her head down, but eyes angled up at Red Bandana.  
 
    Finally, he said, “No. I don't know. Check with Angelo.” Red Bandana crossed paths with the man as he left the rec room and stopped at the table. “How is it, ladies?” They all managed some form of a smile. 
 
    “Very good,” Juliet said. “Thank you.” She held his gaze for a moment, then he turned away. 
 
    “Excellent. If you’re all finished then, I’ll escort you back to the tank.” 
 
    The words climbed up Juliet’s throat. She couldn’t help it. Perhaps it was worth one more try. “Why can’t you just let us go? There is obviously some good in you. This is wrong. Why not open up the gates and let us leave?” 
 
    There was a long, terrible silence. They all stared at Red Bandana. 
 
    With his mouth in a grim line, Red Bandana said, “It’s not safe right now. But I’m working on it. Be patient.” 
 
    He turned and headed for the door and left the rec room without looking back. The look on his face told Juliet it would be a good idea to follow. Juliet pushed her seat back. Jessica and Lory did the same.  
 
    Meg did not move. “But I’m not finished,” she said with a look of annoyance. 
 
    “Move,” Juliet said. “One of these days, Meg, your mouth is going to get you in trouble.”  
 
    Meg reluctantly stood, pushing her chair back and knocking it over. Alone, Red Bandana led them back to the tank. If it had been anyone else, Juliet may have asked for a toilet break and tried the escape plan. She was sure he had a pistol tucked into the back of his jeans, and if the plan didn’t come off, any goodwill he felt towards them now would be lost and the remaining time they spent there would be intolerable. She would save the attempt for later, when they managed to secure a toilet break with one of the others; if luck was with them, it would be someone like Devo. 
 
    When they passed the broken section of fence, Juliet got another look from a different angle. The corner had separated halfway down the post. If she could cut the rest of the wire, she felt certain it would come away; they could peel back the other section and create a wide enough opening for the infected to enter the site. There would be risk, but they’d have to deal with it. The idea filled her with hope. 
 
    They reached the tank, and Red Bandana held the door open. Juliet applied a tactic she had held in her back pocket until now.  
 
    She stopped in front of Red Bandana. “We didn’t use the toilet.”  
 
    He cast a suspicious glance from one to the other. “Who needs to go?” 
 
    Juliet was about to speak when the crunching sound of shoes on gravel sounded. A man in a red t-shirt and black jeans jogged towards them. “Hey, we’ve got a problem at the main gate.” 
 
    Red Bandana scrunched up his face. “Take care of it for me, will you, Barry?” 
 
    Barry shook his head. “They need you. This one’s too big for any of us.”    
 
    “Shit,” Red Bandana said. He turned to Juliet. “I’m sorry. I’ll send someone back soon.” 
 
    They went inside the tank and Red Bandana locked the door. When the squelching sound of their shoes on the gravel had died away, Juliet turned back from the doorway to find an angry Meg. 
 
    “Why didn’t we make a break for it?” she snapped. “You got your silly tool.” 
 
    Juliet stiffened. “I don’t want to stuff this up. I don’t think it’s a good idea to do it when Red Bandana is with us.” 
 
    “Why? Do you feel sorry for him?” 
 
    “No,” she snapped. “Don’t be silly.” 
 
    “Look,” Jessica said. “I agree with Juliet. There’s no point risking his protection. We should wait until somebody else chaperones us.” 
 
    “Well, that might not happen because it looks like, for now, he likes us.” 
 
    And that was Juliet’s biggest worry. What if he kept them around for that reason? 
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    Leroy punched the steering wheel with the back of both fists. “Fuck. Fuck it.” 
 
    He took the baseball bat off the passenger seat, opened the driver’s door, and climbed out of the car, defying the logic of his father’s voice in his head. This time, his mother’s had won.  
 
    He closed the door and gripped the baseball bat in both hands as the infected staggered the final ten feet to the car. These were new arrivals, the ones he had first seen wandering down the middle of the street from afar.  
 
    Heart rate climbing, he clubbed the first in the side of the skull and it fell sideways, striking its head on the road like the sound of two bowling balls clunking. He gave the second a whack in the stomach. It doubled over and Leroy brought the bat down like an axe on its neck, and the thing landed headfirst at his feet. He wasn’t into making a mess; blood and guts and gore had never been something he could handle. As long as he put them down enough to stop them coming back, that was enough for Leroy.    
 
    He stepped around the bodies and started towards the man, who was still in trouble, still hobbling backwards, fists swinging, trying to avoid their groping fingers and losing balance without falling over. It was clear he didn’t have the confidence to turn and make a run for it without them catching him. He’d spend his final minutes limping in circles trying to avoid the infected until he fell over or gave up.  
 
    From behind, Leroy picked his first target and approached a woman in tight jeans and a blue vest, her thin arms like the cardboard tubes inside wrapping paper. As if sensing his approach, she turned and hissed at him as he raised the baseball bat. He tightened his hands around the bat and gave the swing all he had. But she tripped, moving out of line and the bat only glanced her shoulder. To his surprise, Leroy lost balance and stumbled forward. She lunged for him with surprising agility, and he had to correct his footing.  
 
    “Fucker,” he said. 
 
    This wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought. As he spun away from her, Leroy thought about running again, but the man had gone down and Leroy’s mother’s voice won out a second time. He danced around two different infected that had arrived from a shopfront and clobbered the thing standing over the man. Then Leroy reached out, took the man’s thick hand, and heaved, feeling strain on his shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks,” the man grunted. “Look out.” 
 
    Leroy spun to find three infected converging on him. He swung the stick and twisted away, almost tripping over the gutter. He was off balance as he turned back to face them, trying to fend them off with the bat. A fourth infected had come from somewhere, and he realised they were surrounded. How had it escalated so quickly? He stepped backwards and his heel thumped the gutter, stealing the last of his balance. Leroy fell onto the concrete, striking his right elbow. His weapon clanked free.  
 
    He glanced up and saw the man fending off three disfigured and bloody attackers. Where was the baseball bat? He felt around for it, scratching for grip with his shoes, but then something grabbed his leg, tight hands around his calf. He kicked hard and gained momentary freedom, before a second and third hand took hold. He thrashed and may have screamed. Legs surrounded him. Panic began to take over; his worst nightmare was coming true.  
 
    A gruesome woman knelt beside him and put her face near his back. He threw an elbow. Her head rocked back, but she tried again as though his strike was meaningless. He rolled over and shoved her aside. He tried to sit up but couldn’t get past his weak abdominal muscles. Leroy turned over onto all fours.  
 
    A huge weight fell on his lower body, and he smacked into the concrete. There were two of them on him now—the skinny-armed woman he had struck in the shoulder and a huge Maori man with tribal tattoos on his arms. No chance Leroy would ever be able to move him. He lay face down as they scratched at his arms and legs, the hot bitumen scalding his face. He was done. His heart thumped, and he couldn’t get any breath into his lungs. His arms and legs felt like sandbags. He tried one last time to crawl away, but the effort required was beyond his capacity.  
 
    Once again, the world had served him a big slice of unlucky. He did not understand how he had gone from sitting in his car ready to leave, to the beginning of his death. He gasped for air. He knew how it would go from here; they would bite him and then he’d get sick and end up pale-skinned and covered in sores. Maybe he should just let them kill him, if he didn’t suffocate first.  
 
    A weight lifted off his back. It was the Maori. Somehow, he’d been removed, and now Leroy had only Cardboard Arms to contend with. He swung a feeble back fist that connected with her jaw and sent her spinning aside.  
 
    Get up, his father screamed. Leroy placed his palm on the road and pushed, groaning at the pain in his wrist and forearm. He managed to get back onto all fours. He peered up at the other man, who was, with the baseball bat in hand, doing significantly better than Leroy. Even with one leg not working, the man swung the bat with surprising precision. In moments, all the infected had been despatched, lying on the ground either drowning in their own blood, or completely dead.   
 
    Leroy climbed to his feet and inspected his legs and arms for scratches. 
 
    “They get ya?” the man asked. 
 
    “I don’t fucking know,” Leroy said, the anger in him rising. He swung around. “Fucking hell, man, I almost got killed for you.” The man eyed him, his face impassive. “Can you believe that? You’re the one getting the shit kicked out of you, and I come to help and end up almost getting done.” 
 
    “Settle the fuck down,” the man said. 
 
    Leroy turned his back. “Can you see anything? Did they scratch me?”  
 
    The man didn’t move. Leroy thought maybe he wasn’t going to do what he had asked. Finally, he stepped closer and examined the back of Leroy’s arms, neck, and other areas of exposed skin.  
 
    “I think you’re clear.” 
 
    I think meant he wasn’t completely sure. “Just double-check for me, will you?”  
 
    The man continued checking. “Nup. Can’t see anything.” 
 
    Leroy looked at him closely. He probably wasn’t even average height, but he had arms like hams and a chest like a keg of beer. He had tattoos on both arms with little free skin showing. Fully fit, Leroy thought the man could do some real damage in a fight. Maybe the fact he lasted so long on one leg with no weapon was a testament to his toughness. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Bill. Yours?” 
 
    “Leroy.” Bill extended a hand and they shook. “You really can’t see any scratches?” The paranoia wouldn’t leave him. Bill shook his head.  
 
    “Where are you headed?” Bill asked. 
 
    “Home,” Leroy said. He pointed to the Rav4. “Got a carload full of supplies now, so I’m right for a few weeks. You?” 
 
    “I’ve got some people—friends—being held captive by a bunch of lunatics. I’m on my way to my bike club to get some help.” 
 
    Leroy looked at him, unsure if he was making this up. It sounded extreme. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “Of course not. Where have you been, mate? The world is going to shit.” 
 
    “I’ve been inside my house staying out of trouble. That’s the way I like it.” 
 
    “We should stick together now,” Bill said. “Strength in numbers. You can help me free these women.” 
 
    Leroy made a face. “I’m not helping.” 
 
    “That’s how it works.” 
 
    “Fuck that. Look, I’m grateful you helped me—after I helped you—but it doesn’t mean I’m going with you on some damn rescue mission.” 
 
    “They need our help. There’s four women being held by a bunch of blokes. Isn’t that reason enough to help?” 
 
    Leroy ran a hand through his hair. “I… can’t.” He turned away. He wanted to get out of there. He glanced back.  “I’ve got my own problems.” He picked up the baseball bat and started walking towards the Rav4. “Look, you’re welcome to come with me, but I can’t help you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Leroy grabbed the edge of the car and lowered himself into the driver’s seat, glancing back at Bill as he pulled the door shut. The older man remained standing in the middle of the road, hands on hips, creases of disappointment on his face. Leroy felt mild guilt. He wanted to help Bill; he felt for the guy’s plight to save his friends. At least he has some, Leroy thought.  
 
    He gave Bill a grateful wave as he swung the vehicle around and passed him. Bill did not wave back. 
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    Mole Creek, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Even from a distance as they approached along Caveside Road, Mac spotted the wire fences surrounding the makeshift army site. They turned left into Royal Green Road, a pale, dusty dirt strip, at the end of which was the entrance. Numerous signs had been set up along the length, indicating the army was in charge and that infected personnel should report immediately to the medical officer in Quarantine Section One. Quarantine Section One was a space set up outside the main perimeter, a white tent with various emergency and biological hazard symbols painted on it in red. But there were no doctors or nurses, nobody in biological hazard suits. Numerous tables and chairs had been turned over. On the ground near the edge of the tent, lay a body. As they passed at speed, Mac could not distinguish if it was male or female. He and Smitty exchanged an uneasy glance. 
 
    The Nissan reached the end of Royal Green Road and Mac feathered the brakes until the vehicle was rolling. In the distance stood an array of olive-drab canvas military tents, the odd door opening or window flapping in the breeze. And there were people moving about between the tents. Mac exercised any hope they might be normal with caution.  
 
    “They look infected?” 
 
    “Too hard to tell,” Smitty said. 
 
    “I can tell,” Shelli said. “And they are, by God. I can see it the way the walk. I’ll never forget them.” There was anger and hatred in every tremor of Shelli’s upper lip.  
 
    Mac pulled the car in behind a bottleneck of vehicles, including three ambulances. “We walk from here, take a closer look.” Ashleigh, Tyler, and Shelli began to move. “No. Wait here until I’m sure it’s clear.”  
 
    Mac and Smitty swept the nearby area, squeezing between vehicles, checking underneath and inside for infected. When Mac was satisfied there was nothing in the immediate vicinity that could harm them, he waved the kids out.  
 
    The stench as they climbed from their seats turned their noses.  
 
    “What stinks?” Ashleigh asked. 
 
    Mac patted her on the head. “Old food, darlin’. Breath through your mouth if it gets too much.” Mac wondered just how many dead might be in there. 
 
    They picked their way between the spattering of vehicles towards the fence, glancing inside as they passed. The second car had a dead body in the front seat. A man in a brown suit sat slumped over the wheel. Flies buzzed around his head and a broad splatter of blood covered the side window. Mac hurried the kids along, turning Tyler’s head away from the mess as he did what most boys his age would do and stare at the dead. Smitty examined the body then caught up with Mac shortly after. Mac gave him a questioning look. Smitty had collected a pistol from the dead man and made a gesture suggesting the man had shot himself in the side of the head. 
 
    Some people couldn’t deal with losing their loved ones, or worse, finding them infected with the rotten disease. Mac imagined Jess stumbling about in virtual blindness, eyes glazed over and sunken deep into her head, skin pale and itchy, scratched until it bled, and that emaciated, gaunt look of a creature consuming a low caloric diet of blood and flesh. He saw in his mind’s eye her straw-blonde hair, dirty and stringy, hanging limp around a neck covered in sores.    
 
    “… Daddy?” 
 
    Mac drew in a sharp breath. “Huh?” 
 
    “Are we going in?” Ash asked. 
 
    He let out a long breath and pressed a hand to his forehead. “Sorry. Are we going in? Not sure yet, hon.” 
 
    They slid around the last vehicle and approached the fence. Beyond, the smell of death wafted to them, thick and heavy, and Mac imagined the piles of bodies inside. Large square signs splashed warnings over the fence near a set of dual gates: BIOHAZARD, AUTHORISED PERSONNEL ONLY, and PROHIBITED AREA, AUSTRALIAN DEFENCE FORCE.  
 
     Now, with his face close to the chain wire fence, Mac saw that the people they had seen wandering between the tents were not people, but were, as Shelli suggested, the infected. They meandered in circles or just stood, full of the worst kind of dementia. Although still thirty yards away, their corroded skin and hollow features were evident. 
 
    “They make me sick,” Shelli said. “I wish I could kill them all.” 
 
    “Can’t they get some medicine, Dad?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “Nothing works, mate.” 
 
    “That’s really sad. There’s so many of them.”     
 
    “Sure is, mate.” Any chance of Jess being alive seemed slim. How could she possibly be alive in there? 
 
    From somewhere beyond the sea of tents a shout sounded, a voice that was certainly human. 
 
    “You hear that?” Smitty asked. Mac nodded. A second call reached them. “It’s getting closer.” 
 
    Eyes on the nearest tent, Mac worked his way along the fence to the gate. A thick chain had been looped several times through the handles, but the padlock was not secured. It lay in the dirt at the base. At least they could open it if needed. 
 
    Ashleigh saw it first. “Daddy!” 
 
    Mac snapped his head around and followed her tiny finger towards one of the tents. A man, slow and overweight, lurched towards the entrance. Every step he took seemed to have less energy than the one before. Behind him, a woman of similar girth ran for her life but had begun to fall behind. The woman shouted something, and the man drew to a halt, bent over, hands on knees, waiting for her. As she reached him, he grabbed her arm and pulled her along until she was ahead of him, then he started off again. Moments later, the first of the infected shuffled around the corner of a tent, after them. More followed in a broken line, lurching and stumbling, with only two things on their minds.  
 
    The man pulled up to the lady. She stumbled, and he reached out for her elbow, steadying her. As they drew within thirty yards, she began to cry out. The man urged her on. Mac pulled the chain through the gate holes until it was hanging loose on either side of the fence, then he separated them until there existed a wide enough gap for the man and woman to slip through. 
 
    “Over here,” Smitty called, his face pressed against the wire. 
 
    The couple veered towards them, their faces red and sweaty. Mac scooped the chain up in one hand, ready to secure it. In reality, they were a good twenty yards in front of the infected and in no danger of getting caught, unless they fell. But to a person fleeing from such, far enough was never enough. 
 
    “Easy does it,” Mac called out. “They’re not going to catch you. Just don’t trip over.” 
 
    The man and woman reached the gates and passed through, the woman first, her face now the colour of a ripe tomato. Mac pulled the inner gate shut until the joins met, passed the chain through one hole, then another, to his waiting hand. He repeated this and pulled the chain tight until the gate was secure. 
 
    “Away from the fence, Ty.”  
 
    The kids and Smitty stepped away. The man and his wife were both bent over, hands on knees, their bulky bodies heaving.  
 
    “Thank you,” the man said. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus, David, don’t ever make me do that again,” the tomato-faced woman said, sitting on a clump of healthy weeds amongst shrivelled yellow grass.  
 
    Mac waited until the man had gathered his breath and stood upright. “What happened?”  
 
    “It’s all gone to down the toilet. The whole place.” 
 
    “Since when?”” 
 
    “Late last night. I don’t know, sometime after midnight?” He looked at his wife for verification. “We were asleep. Things just went crazy. People yelling and screaming. Running everywhere. Meryl” —the man lifted his chin towards the woman— “and I must have heard about a thousand gunshots. Someone said it started in the quarantine area.” He shook his head, still in oxygen deficit. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Meryl continued. “We shot out of bed as fast as you can imagine and hid in a nearby tent with some other people. Been there ever since, until now.” 
 
    “You left, though,” Mac said. “Why?” 
 
    “They found us,” David said, getting awkwardly to his feet. “That goddamn thing found us.”  
 
    Mac cast a glance at Smitty. “What thing?” 
 
    “One of the infected. It moves like a person, as though it’s alive. Thinks like it’s one.”  
 
    “We’ve seen them, too,” Smitty said. 
 
    “Are there people still in there?” Mac asked, finally getting to the crux of his intentions. He felt a sick desperation to know if Jess was inside, although he understood the chances of these people knowing were slim. “Ones that aren’t infected?” 
 
    David turned to him with a wide-eyed expression. “Are you serious?” Mac’s stomach dropped. “Of course, there are,” David continued. “Dozens of them. They’re all hiding. This camp was full of people before it all went down. A lot of them didn’t make it, but a hell of a lot have so far.” 
 
    Injected with hope, Mac asked, “Did you come across a lady named Jessica? Or Jess? Straw-blonde hair.  She’d been sick—not sick like the infected, but with a fever and head cold.”  
 
    David glanced at Meryl and shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. I don’t recall anyone named Jess. But that doesn’t mean she’s not in there. Plenty of people in other tents aside from ours.” 
 
    Mac paced, looking beyond the chain link fence into the camp. There was hope. Faint hope. But it was a big decision. Did they go inside and try to find Jess? She might be dead or infected. She might not even be there. But as always, his eternally optimistic side shone through. Might was enough. 
 
    “Load, up,” Mac said to Smitty. “We’re going in.” 
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    Tammy had made the decision to try to grab the girl, and not one of those selfish assholes was going to stop her. She thought about her own daughter, and if it had been her, how much she would want others to do the same.  
 
    “Darren?” she said, pushing towards the front of the bus. An urgency had overcome her, as though they had only minutes, if not seconds. “You still okay to drive?”  
 
    “I’ve driven minibuses before,” Darren said. 
 
    “Of course, you have,” Shane called out, following them. “You’ll drive us to our death if you don’t get us the hell out of here right now.” 
 
    Darren turned. “Happy for someone else to do it.” Shane’s eyes widened. “After we collect the girl from the doorway.” 
 
    Several people had gathered at the front, including the tall man, whose name was Charlie. He looked at Tammy. “Thanks for coming back.” 
 
    Tammy acknowledged it with a small hand gesture. “We’ve all got to look out for each other.” 
 
    “What do we do with him?” Darren asked, signalling to the man who appeared to have died behind the wheel. He looked peaceful, as though asleep. 
 
    “Back of the bus,” Tammy said. “Until we can find a place to rest him peacefully.” 
 
    Shane, who had been hovering nearby, stepped forward and opened his mouth to speak, something he seemed afflicted with all too often. “You’re going to leave him on the bus?” 
 
    Darren said, “You want to leave the guy outside to be savaged by those things?” He paused, letting Shane think about it. “Yeah, real respectful.” There were murmurs of agreement. “And who’s going to carry him out? You?”  
 
    Shane turned away. 
 
    Charlie and Darren heaved the man out of the seat and carried him down the aisle to the back of the bus. People jammed themselves in behind seats to clear the way. 
 
    When they returned, Charlie said, “We tried the radio, but there’s nothing.” 
 
    Darren sat in the driver’s seat. The cushion sighed and he sank an inch lower. He turned on the CB radio, which was connected directly to the battery. Static hissed. Darren pressed a number of buttons and turned the switch in both directions, before hanging up the handpiece on the cradle.   
 
    A silver key on a Port Douglas key ring hung from the ignition. He placed his fingers on the key and gave Tammy a hopeful smile before twisting it. The engine kicked over and rumbled into life. Several people cheered. The banging on the windows and doors increased as though the sound of the engine agitated the infected. 
 
    Shane was back. “Don’t do this. We just need to get the hell out of here.” Others voiced agreement, while several objected. 
 
    “We’re going for the girl,” Tammy said. 
 
    Towering over Shane, Charlie agreed. “We can’t leave her there.”  
 
    Tammy stood near the exit door, holding onto a vertical chrome rail. The building was twenty yards away, but between the small, shadowy doorway where the girl stood were maybe eight or ten cars, like a mini wrecking yard, and a mob of infected souls, all pale, spotty skin, and rancid teeth, talking to them in their husky tones, inviting them to their deaths. They would have to go out and around the vehicles to get to the girl.  
 
    She nodded to Darren, who eased off the clutch and accelerated, taking the van forward. “Here goes.” 
 
    Several infected, who were not quick enough to move out of the way fell under the wheels, and Darren had to rev the engine to get the tires over their bodies. The minibus thudded as it hit the road. A small gap opened up, and he took the vehicle forward, knocking others aside. But abandoned cars and moving infected blocked Tammy’s view of the little girl in the doorway. It would only take a moment for something to grab her. Panic tightened around Tammy. 
 
    “Go!” she said to Darren. “For God’s sake, we can’t lose her.” 
 
    Darren spun a hard left on the wheel, moving around the first car, then to the right, tires screeching as the minibus drew away from the building. The right fender clunked into the tail of a sedan and the entire vehicle shuddered. More infected closed in.   
 
    Out of the side window, the chaos cleared, and Tammy spotted the little red-haired girl again. She had crouched down in the corner of the doorway, hands over her head. Tammy just wanted to snatch her away and hug her tight. She couldn’t imagine how terrified she must be.  
 
    Darren manoeuvred the minibus between windowless vehicles, glass cracking and popping under the tires. It would have been easy for him to drive the van away, just keep on driving along the road to temporary freedom—hell, Shane would have done it—but Darren wasn’t like that.   
 
    With the tires squealing, he did a wide U-turn and took them around behind the build-up of vehicles towards the building. He hopped up onto the curb, thinking he could get between one of the damaged cars and the place where the girl was hiding, but it wasn’t going to work. From the roadway, they hadn’t seen the trashed motorcycle lying in a pile, behind which, several infected sat crouched over a body. Beyond, more infected filed onwards. Darren steered the bus over the curb and into the gutter, trying to gain a parallel line against the curb. Something moved one of the cars. Tammy jerked her head in that direction, trying to get a look, but it was all swaying bodies and twisted metal. 
 
    “You’re gonna get us killed!” Shane screamed. 
 
    Snarling, Darren pushed and pulled the gears, jerking the minibus hard right as bodies crunched off the window. He jammed the vehicle up against a pile of cars, metal squealing as the sides scraped. But the infected cleared and they were closer than they’d been—not quite where Tammy wanted to be, but as close as she thought they might get. Only an aqua blue sedan sat between them and the doorway.  
 
    The girl was gone though. Tammy stumbled towards the closest window and slapped her palm against it, looking out at the side of the building and the empty space. Where? She blinked and examined the foot-deep area around the door, the shelter where the young girl had been hiding from the chaos. She glanced at Darren, still in the driver’s seat, his expression stiff with concern. He peered Tammy’s way, lips pressed into a grim line.               
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “Get us the fuck out of here,” Shane said. 
 
    “Shut up!” Tammy shouted. “Just shut it, won’t you?”  
 
    Shane recoiled. The infected were at the street side of the bus again, slapping their rancid hands against the windows. For now, they were stuck on the opposite side to the door. Tammy did a little spin, looking at all angles for options. Following a quick count in her head, she made the decision and started towards the door. “Open it.” 
 
    Darren’s face dissolved. “What? I’m not—” 
 
    “Open it.” She reached the stairwell and wrapped her shaking hand around the rail. “Please.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    The people on the minibus had gone silent. Only the sounds of the infected slithering against the outside were heard. Tammy thought of Missy, her daughter, and it reinforced her decision. It would put her under peril. She might die. But that little girl had nobody. “What if she’s out there? What if they tear her apart and we could have done something about it?”     
 
    Darren slowly reached out and took the door lever. He held his hand there for a long moment, looking back up at Tammy. “Be quick.” He yanked the lever and the doors split apart.   
 
    The smell of death blew in like seaweed at the beach, but Tammy didn’t hesitate. She climbed down the two steps and through the doorway. The heat wasn’t as oppressive as inside the vehicle. Behind her, on the other side of the bus, Tammy caught sound of the slobbery voices of the dead. She hurried around the beaten-up vehicle parked up on the sidewalk then she was standing amongst fallen trashcans, piles of rubbish, and one or two half-eaten infected that had been abandoned for fresher bodies.  
 
    “Hello?” she called out in the most welcoming voice she could muster. 
 
    With her heart hammering, Tammy’s feet took her forward, further away from the safety of the minibus, a voice in her mind telling Tammy to get the hell back inside. But she stepped around several overturned rubbish bins and piles of junk cluttering the concrete and came face-to-face with the doorway where the girl had been. 
 
    It was, as she had suspected in her heart of hearts, still empty.  
 
    A shrill whistle sounded. Tammy turned to find Darren at the door of the minibus calling her back with a concerned look on his face. He glanced to the right and she followed his gaze. The infected were coming around the front of the bus. Tammy knew if she was a passenger on the bus, she’d be screaming at herself to get back on board, but she had to know. 
 
    Tammy grasped the cool steel handle, a contrast to the hot, humid air. Would she go through if it were open? She tugged down on the lever and it froze in place, unwilling to budge. She cursed. She would be abandoning the girl by leaving now. There was no choice. Life and death was sometimes a matter of luck. Wherever the girl had gone, it was not to be.  
 
    She stepped away from the door and peered around. Ahead, Darren waited in the doorway, but there was still a sea of death between her and it. The infected closed in from all sides.  
 
    Tammy ran, taking a different path, knocking into a bin with a clatter and sending it rolling over the pavement. She danced around another and leapt over an eviscerated body. A gap existed between two cars, and she went for it, conscious the things were closing on her. At the last moment, something grabbed for her, and a rough, wet hand swiped her forearm. She left the thing behind and slipped alongside the trunk, cracking her knee on the fender.  
 
    “Hurry!” Darren shouted. He stood in the doorway with one hand stretched out for her. 
 
    Several infected had noticed him and headed for the minibus door. But Tammy had problems herself. She shoved them aside finding strength she wasn’t aware she possessed, spurred on by the idea of her death leaving them potentially in Shane’s hands. She reached out, still a few yards short, thinking she might actually make it, when something struck her from the side. The world turned diagonally. She struck the sidewalk and cried out. 
 
    Get up. Now. They struck her legs and torso. Hands pulled her hair. She tried to roll over but a little girl, eerily similar to the one she had left the bus to find, crawled over her back. Tammy used her elbows and shrugged the lightweight off. Another crawled onto her hip. Something touched the tips of her fingers and closed around them. She tried to pull away, but it held firm and closed around her entire hand. This one was strong. 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    Darren stood above Tammy. The thing on top of her slid off as Charlie kicked it clear with the heel of his huge boot. She gripped Darren’s hand with all her strength. Hands groped for her legs and feet, locking on so she was being pulled in both directions. Charlie went to work on the infected and then she was clear, and they both helped her up.   
 
    “Inside,” Darren said, guiding her along.  
 
    More infected closed in, their faces shrivelled and hands gnarled, their spotted skin the colour of an old potato. They wanted all three of them and would stop at nothing for a chance to feed on fresh meat. 
 
    Charlie had a long screwdriver and despatched two of the closest by driving the weapon into an eye. As they fell, he shoved them into the others, giving the trio a moment to reach the minibus. 
 
    They ushered Tammy on first, then Charlie, and finally, Darren, who was already screaming for them to pull the lever before he was through the door. Tammy fell forward, struck her arm on the metal pole and ended up in the closest seat. Darren landed in the driver’s seat and turned the engine on.  
 
    Bloodied hands and fists beat against the windows from all directions, smearing the glass. A tall, shaven-headed thing with deep-set eyes beat its head against the glass. Each time it struck, the window vibrated, and someone cried out. Tammy thought if it kept going the glass might crack.  
 
    It wasn’t just the tall one though. The infected were everywhere, clawing at the van, trying to get at the people inside from every angle. They climbed up the sides, and the van shook as though a hurricane was blowing. More people screamed. 
 
    The minibus finally began to crawl away. Tammy thought about the girl again and looked back a final time at the doorway. It was empty. The only place she could have gone was behind the door. Even if they saw her now, it was useless. There were too many of them out there. 
 
    Darren ploughed through the sick and dead that wandered in front of the vehicle, clunking and banging as they rolled underneath the chassis. He guided the minibus away from the hot spot, out of the alleyway, and onto the street. Tammy peered through the back window and saw half a dozen wandering after them, ripped clothes hanging loose on their skinny frames.  
 
    Only then did she lay back and let out a long sigh of relief. It was hard to believe they were safe, for now. Thirty minutes earlier they had been huddled beside a building with no form of transport and only a loose plan. But they had lost two people, and she hadn’t been able to find the girl. That hurt.  
 
    Darren glanced back and gave her a gentle smile along with a thumbs up. Tammy liked him. He was reliable. And he had come to her aid when she needed it.      
 
    “Where to now?” came the question from the back of the minibus.  
 
    This was a question to which Tammy considered multiple answers. There was Mole Creek, the Central Highlands Defence Facility, or Port Arthur. She also knew of several places further south that were good possibilities.  
 
    “I heard the army has quarantined an area at Mole Creek,” Darren said. 
 
    Tammy gave a single nod of her head. “That’s one option. There’s a couple more even further south—” 
 
    “North.” Shane stood and moved down the aisleway towards the front. “Best bet from here. Go south, and we’ll all get killed.” 
 
    “Just like trying to get the girl?” Charlie asked.   
 
    Shane ignored the man’s question. “North is Mole Creek. Three and a half hours. That’s a strong option.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” a woman’s shrill voice called out. 
 
    Tammy turned to them. “It’s not the only option though. Something is happening at Port Arthur. I heard about it—” 
 
    “Port Arthur? That’s the ass end of the world. More than four hours’ drive. We get caught down at Port Arthur and there’s nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “Maybe the infected haven’t reached Port Arthur,” a young woman said. Wide-eyed, Shane gave her a disbelieving expression. “Anyway,” she continued, “I vote Port Arthur.” 
 
    Tammy agreed. “The virus landed in Devonport, and it had the longest amount of time to do damage there. Mole Creek isn’t far from Devonport.” 
 
    “What about the Central Highlands? You mentioned that place before,” Charlie said. “It’s up high. Maybe the infected haven’t gotten there yet.” 
 
    “It’s a defence facility. I’m not sure they’d let us in.”  
 
    “I still think Mole Creek is the best option,” Shane said, sitting with his arms folded.  
 
    Tammy came forward. “Did you hear what I just said, Shane? Devonport is a disaster area. Mole Creek is only an hour south. I know the military has set up a base there, but do we know it’s safe?”  
 
     Shane looked around. “We vote then.” 
 
    “We’re not voting.” She scrambled. “Consider Port Arthur. The locale is ideal for isolation. Eaglehawk Neck is narrow. With the right equipment, we could barricade the isthmus and protect the entire lower part of the island. I’ve seen the contingencies for bushfire management plans, and it would work. You need to trust me on this one.” Shane’s expression was impassive. “You can get off the bus at any time, Shane.”  
 
    “And what if Port Arthur is infected?” 
 
    Tammy smiled. “Well, once the Eaglehawk Neck is blocked, we clean it up.” For the first time since she’d known him, Shane had no response.   
 
    Darren drove on. He’d been heading in a general easterly direction and was able to make the adjustment towards the south without an issue. Tammy joined him in the front passenger seat and watched the long yellow paddocks and loose wire fences pass. Cows still ate grass and the odd mob of kangaroos lazed in the singular shade of a gum tree. Silence filled the hot spaces. Tammy did not miss Shane and a couple of others sitting in a cluster at the back of the minibus.    
 
    “Fuel is getting low. Not desperate yet, but we need to keep an eye out for a fuel station.” 
 
    “You see the others at the back of the bus?” 
 
    “Yep. Let ’em go.” 
 
    Tammy chuckled. “I won’t stop them. They don’t like the idea of going to Port Arthur. I get that. Do you think they’ll try and take the minibus?” 
 
    “Not with Charlie and me here.”  
 
     Soon after, they rolled into another town and found a fuel station right beside a Campbell’s Hardware Store. Darren pulled the minibus up to a spare bowser. There were two other vehicles at the pumps and a number of people, including several kids, inside the store. The automatic glass doors had been pried open. 
 
    Darren pulled the main lever and both doors opened. Shane led the others out in a spill.     
 
    “We’ll see what happens now,” Tammy said. 
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    Leroy’s heart still raced as he drove through the streets, avoiding an array of vehicles parked at various angles across the road. He tightened his stiff fingers around the steering wheel to stop his hands shaking. Shit, it had been close. Closer than he had imagined it would get. Too fucking close. He was thankful he still had his life and his supplies. Thanks, Bill. Shame flushed him when he thought about lying on the ground and giving up. What was with that? He didn’t know. He’d never given up so easily on anything before. Don’t do it again, dickhead. 
 
    He turned off Main Street and into Furlong Avenue, where, almost immediately, he was forced to swerve the Rav4 suddenly to avoid a crash in the middle of the road. The main body of the accident consisted of two vehicles that had struck head on. A spider web of cracked glass had a male driver’s head resting against it in the closest four-wheel-drive, an old army-green Toyota Landcruiser, with its front end punched in. Glass fragments lay all over the road, a mix of metal and plastic from the Landcruiser. As Leroy passed it, he saw the other vehicle was a silver Nissan, also an SUV, which didn’t appear to have much damage at all. Leroy scanned it, looking for passengers. A man lay against the side door. Leroy slowed the car, scrutinising the scene and the man. It occurred to him as he braked to a stop, that the silver Nissan had no damage at all. The windows were intact, the body was flawless, and there were no broken pieces of plastic or other glass fragments as was the case with the Landcruiser, as though— 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    He started to take off but ahead, two more vehicles drove forward from their parking spots on the side of the road. Leroy hadn’t noticed the drivers inside them. They had looked like two more of the many cars parked off to the side of the road, and he was too busy looking at the crash. 
 
     From behind the silver Nissan, a man appeared holding a rifle. He rushed towards Leroy with the gun pointing directly at him. The man waved the rifle’s muzzle, indicating Leroy should step out. Leroy gave a humourless laugh at his lack of luck, again. He considered putting the car into reverse and accelerating backwards, but the man was well positioned to fire a round off, which, with Leroy’s recent luck, would most likely find its target and kill him, or worse, leave him disfigured for life.     
 
    Leroy reluctantly pushed the door open and slowly exited the car, holding both hands up. Simultaneously, two more men rushed out of hiding from opposite sides with their weapons trained on him.  
 
    “Leroy Waters?” One of the men chuckled. “Jesus. I thought you would have been holed up in some mansion somewhere.” The man poked him in the arm with the barrel of the gun. Leroy said nothing. 
 
    One of the other men hurried past Leroy towards the Rav4. His supplies were under threat. “I found that stuff fair and square, you’re not touching—” 
 
        The butt of a rifle smashed the side of his mouth. Leroy fell to his knees with a bolt of pain in his face. He started to remind himself of his bad luck, but then cut the thinking short. Tasting blood, Leroy recalled the situation not ten minutes ago and how he had given up. Not again. 
 
    He rose to his feet, rubbing his cheek and gritted his teeth. Part of him wanted to fight back. But he knew that could only end badly. He gave the man who had struck him a dark look. From the other direction, another rifle butt struck his face, this time in the right cheek. Leroy groaned as he fell to the road and landed on his side. His anger doubled. He struck out at the man with his foot and kicked him in the calf. The other men chuckled.  
 
    The man Leroy struck stepped forward and launched a boot into Leroy’s gut. It hit him before Leroy could block it, and the wind rushed from his lungs. He curled up into the foetal position and clamped his hands over his head, trying to protect himself as the other men proceeded to kick him in the back, head, and torso. He tried to call out, but when a steel-capped boot struck him in the side of the head, Leroy blacked out.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    When Leroy woke, the men were gone, his Rav4 was nowhere to be seen and neither were the supplies. He sat up, feeling giddy, and put his head between his knees. Blood had dried on his lip, and the side of his head throbbed. His kidneys and ass hurt, and his ribs breathed fire. But none of it compared to the pain of losing his vehicle and all the supplies. Leroy had worked hard for those supplies. He dragged himself to the edge of the road and sat on the gutter, legs folded before him, and thought of how he had come to be in this position. An hour or two ago, he’d been doing well; he had his car fully loaded with food and was heading back to the safety of his house. Carelessness had allowed him to be not only beaten, but stripped of his stockpile of necessities and without a vehicle. The provisions at the house would last a day or two at best.  
 
    As anger rose up in him at the thought of what those assholes had done to him, Leroy wondered if his decision to turn down Bill’s offer was correct.   
 
    Leroy stood up and kicked out at a bag of rubbish lying in the gutter. The plastic bag concealed a chunk of concrete, and pain cut through his foot. He swore and limped around for a moment, getting a glimpse of what Bill had gone through. This might have just been his lowest point in all his life. No friends, no supplies, and now, no car. Where had he gone wrong? Maybe not teaming up with Bill had been a bad move. He wondered whether decisions he’d made in the past had caused the people around him to leave. Maybe even his wife. Maybe—but it was all too much for Leroy. His brain wasn’t made for so much self-reflection. He buried the thoughts and returned to his current predicament.  
 
    What to do now? He wondered whether he should walk back the way he had come, towards Bill. Everything Leroy had lost was replaceable, but what Bill brought was companionship and strength, even if he was on one foot. The man seemed honourable. He had abandoned whatever personal goals he had to help out people he barely knew. Such a trait was unfamiliar amongst the people Leroy had known in the old world. Still, returning to Bill would be admitting he was wrong. Though it probably didn’t matter. Bill was likely gone by now.  
 
    In the distance, he spotted an infected hobbling down the main street towards him. Leroy thought he had two options; find a weapon and push on or let the thing approaching finish him off and concede defeat to the thieves who had taken everything. With the thought of turning into one of the infected inconceivable, Leroy began to scan the area around him for something to defend himself with. 
 
    As he searched, the grumble of a motorbike floated to him from far away. Leroy forgot the weapon and tried to work out from what direction it was coming. As the sound grew louder, he realised it was coming from the same direction Leroy had driven. Perhaps it was friends of the people who had ambushed him come to finish him off. He ran to the Landcruiser, snatched up a twisted length of metal and stood beside the vehicle, ready for whoever might appear. He wouldn’t go down so easily this time. 
 
    It was Bill, of course, with nothing more than the blue jeans and black vest he’d been wearing when Leroy had abandoned him. The bike was big and bold, all chrome and shiny black. The noise was deafening, probably because the world was so silent now. Bill pulled right up next to him, put the kickstand down and leaned the bike onto it. He turned off the engine and Leroy silently cheered. 
 
    “Sure beats walking,” Bill said.  
 
    Leroy asked, “So what’s your plan?” 
 
    Bill looked away up the street. The infected was closer now, perhaps a hundred yards away. “We go see some of my comrades from the motorcycle club. We get their help and then we go and rescue my friends from these assholes.” 
 
    “Motorcycle club?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bill nodded. “They’re a good crew. They know how to handle themselves in a fight.” 
 
    “What then—after you rescue them?” 
 
    “No plans yet. Maybe find a safe place and wait this thing out.” 
 
    “How can I refuse?”  
 
    Leroy climbed onto the bike and strapped on the spare helmet as Bill rode off.  
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    “What are you? Crazy?” David asked, his red, chubby face wrinkled with disbelief. “Cause you’d have to be bloody crazy to go in there, mister.” 
 
    “I’m desperate,” Mac said. “What if my wife’s in there?” 
 
    “What if she’s not? It’s a big risk to take. I don’t think you realise what’s inside that fence.” 
 
    “Trust me, I have a very good idea.” 
 
    “You go in there, you may not get out.” 
 
    “Tell me again, in detail, where these people are holed up.” 
 
    David looked at Mac for a long moment, and then sighed. “I guess it’s no skin off my nose, though I’d hate to see these little ones lose their daddy.”  
 
    “Appreciate the concern. I know I’m risking a lot, but I’m trying to get their mother back.” 
 
    Taking a stick from the ground, David found a clear space where the yellow grass had died away, leaving fine grey dirt. He began to mark out a large rectangle shape. “This is the outer perimeter. And in here, you’ve got a number of tents—five, I think there is. You can see two of them from here.” He marked smaller squares in various locations. “Our tent, where the people are, is here. Number three.” He made a cross in one of the squares, three tents from the entrance. “But there were other people in the one next to us, number two.” 
 
    “Any others?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. The first and the fourth tents are destroyed. They’re basically not erect anymore. But there were people all over the place yesterday. I guess they have to be somewhere.” Mac nodded, understanding.  
 
    Smitty loaded up on shotgun shells from the back of Ken’s Nissan Navarra. Mac took the M4, working on the assumption there would be some .223 rounds inside the facility. Ninety percent of the ADF personnel weapon systems, including machine guns, fired the same rounds. There had to be some inside. He tied a sheath to the waist of his pants and from a small case, he took a long-bladed knife and stuck it in the cover. 
 
    Mac asked Shelli to sit behind the wheel of the Nissan as a contingency in case anything went wrong. She agreed to the plan but still had to ask. “Sure you have to go in, Mac?” 
 
    “Yeah. I need to know, either way. If it’s too chaotic in there, we’ll come straight out.”  
 
    She gave him a tight, nervous smile. Mac reached in and squeezed her hand. He stuck his head into the back seat and kissed both the kids, promising he’d be back soon. They wore blank looks, and he worried that if they had to go through any more of this shit, it might do some lasting damage. Mac promised himself that as soon as they found Jess, they had to find somewhere to hole up for a few days, give them a chance to refresh. Put some normalcy back into their lives.  
 
    “Drive away if you and the kids are at risk,” he said, stepping from the side of the car. “No heroes.” 
 
    “I will. Promise, Mac.”  
 
    The kids gave Smitty a flat smile as he winked at them. “Be good.” They nodded.  
 
    A dozen infected remained at the entrance. Triple rows of razor wire topped the fence all around the perimeter, meaning they would not be able to climb over it. Mac had another idea. He moved everybody away from the entrance gates then consulted with Smitty. 
 
    “Make a commotion further along the fence and draw them away from the gates. Don’t shoot any, though. We don’t want every infected inside coming here.”   
 
    Smitty approached the fence, stirring the interest of the infected, and slowly coaxed them along until he was about twenty-five yards away. All except one had left. That was good enough for Mac. 
 
    He withdrew the chain holding the two sides of the gate together and opened one edge. The infected came at him. Mac used the butt of the M4 to smash it in the nose and it fell into the dust. He called for Smitty, who sprinted along the perimeter and reached the gate, where he closed both and looped the chain through.     
 
    Inside, dry grass crunched underfoot as they moved along the eastern side, hugging the perimeter. They saw plenty of infected, who were too preoccupied with feeding on the dead or fighting amongst themselves to notice Mac and Smitty.  
 
    The plan as Mac had described it was to cut left into tent number three—the one from which David and Meryl had come. Looking at the magnitude of infected floating between the buildings, he wondered how the couple had managed to avoid getting caught and killed.  
 
    They reached the first tent, where Mac and Smitty pulled in with their backs to the canvas wall. They were on the back side where the thin outline of a door greeted them. It looked secure, as though it hadn’t been used before. 
 
    In a soft voice, Mac said, “Is anybody inside?” He waited. No response. He tried again, this time louder. “Can anybody inside the tent hear us? We’re armed military personnel.” 
 
    Nothing. “We have to get around to the front.” 
 
    “We’ll be seen.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Mac led the way, crouched over, to the corner that was exposed to the bulk of the infected. He peered around the edge, expecting to find a mass of them.  
 
    “Clear,” Mac said. “With me.”  
 
    Mac maneuvered around to the front of the tent where a set of wide flaps, secured in the middle, greeted them. He tried to open one of them, but they had been fastened from the inside. He worked his way down the length of the join but couldn’t find a place where he could open it. No surprise. He would have done the same thing. 
 
    “Hey in there!” Mac called. “Let us in. We’re here to help.”  
 
    A muffled voice sounded from inside the tent. “We can’t hear you,” Mac said. “Open up.” 
 
    “Who’s there?”  
 
    “Special Operations,” Mac said, making a face that told Smitty he didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    “Are you infected?” 
 
    “We are not infected.” 
 
    Movement and noise started from behind the tent flaps, and then the face of a middle-aged man, thinning hair, narrow face, and glasses appeared. He looked Mac and Smitty over, then at their shotguns and beyond them to the clear space. 
 
    “Where are the zombies?” 
 
    Mac shrugged. “It’s clear for now.” 
 
    The man began untying the flap. When he’d finished, a gap opened up wide enough for Smitty and Mac to slip through. 
 
    The air inside the tent was stifling, like an indoor swimming pool centre. As Mac’s eyes adjusted to the dimness, he saw a number of people huddled in different areas. The tent appeared to be primarily medical, containing several beds and numerous steel cabinets plastered with the universal Red Cross on a white background. The people stared at him with hopeful looks. He scanned the faces, looking for a match with Jess. Immediately, he could not find her, and a knot of panic began to form in his gut. The second thing Mac noticed was that nobody appeared to be ill. He finished a second scan of the area by walking between the tables and beds and to the far corner where one of the groups of people sat, then approached the man who had let them in. 
 
    “I’m looking for a woman named Jessica. About so high,” he held his hand up at a five and a half feet, “slim build, with blonde hair.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I don’t recall anyone named Jessica looking like that.” 
 
    “What about Jess?” He was stretching it. 
 
    The man shook his head again. “Sorry.” 
 
    The knot in his gut tightened. Mac thought about Tyler asking him to bring his Mom out of there.  
 
    “There’s another tent,” the man said. 
 
    At first, Mac didn’t register what he had said. “A what?” 
 
    “There’s more people in one of the other tents. She might be there.” 
 
    Another tent. David had said there were five tents, but two were trashed. There was hope. 
 
    A noise sounded from the front section of the enclosure. A short scream came from one of the ladies. She was babbling—Mac couldn’t make it out. A teenage kid with fine orange hair and a face full of pimples came directly to Mac. 
 
    “They’re back.” 
 
    The infected. “How many?” 
 
    “Heaps.” 
 
    Mac made his way between the twenty or so people towards the front entrance, as people moved in a huddle to the centre of the tent. Another man pulled the flap back a few inches so Mac could see out into the open. 
 
    The infected were everywhere, like a crowd at a music festival. It amazed him that only a handful of minutes before, he and Smitty had made their way through the area without much trouble. He wondered what had drawn them away and then back to this tent. Could it be that they moved in a large group? He recalled the way they had moved back at the school in Latrobe, and thought there was more to it for consideration later. Mac stepped into the tent. They would need to use the back flap he and Smitty had discovered earlier. 
 
    “What are you worried about?” one of the men asked. “You’ve got guns. Shoot your way out.” 
 
    Eyeing the man, Smitty cleared his throat. Mac said, “We start shooting those things unnecessarily you’ll have every infected thing in the place at our doorstep. How does that suit you?” The man said nothing. “We need to get these people out before this place becomes a smorgasbord.” 
 
    “I’ll try and get that flap at the back open,” Smitty said.  
 
    Smitty disappeared as Mac waved everybody together. “Gather around, people,” he said a low voice. “The choice is yours, of course, but we’re leaving this tent. If you’d like to come with us, we’re happy for you to come along. Once we’re outside the facility though, you’re on your own. If you’d like to stay here, it’s your call, but I think it’s only a matter of time—” 
 
    “Is it any better out there?” the thin-faced man with glasses asked. 
 
    “Outside the tent? Or the world beyond?” 
 
    “Both,” a middle-aged lady with dark-red hair said. 
 
    “There’s risk everywhere you go. I’m not sure there’s any place safe right now. But I don’t think staying here is the right option, either. If you can find yourself a vehicle and get someplace where it isn’t so populated, you’ve got a chance.” 
 
    Smitty appeared. “We’re good to go.” 
 
    “All right,” Mac said. “We’ve got an exit point at the rear of the tent for those interested.” Mac turned to the man with glasses. “I suggest you loop up the front flaps again so nothing can get it in and close up this door after we’re through. Maybe even turn a table over and use it to blockade the exits.” 
 
    They assembled in the back corner where Smitty had opened the flap. “Wait out until I give the all clear,” Mac said. Smitty nodded. 
 
    Mac slipped through the opening and out onto the short grass. The back end of the tent had been a good choice; the field there was clear of bodies and free of infected.  
 
    He lifted the flap of fabric and poked his head back inside. “On me.” 
 
    People began filing out of the tent. Mac ushered them to a point about four yards from the structure, where they stood in a growing circle. Even soft words sounded loud and Mac had to hush some of them. 
 
     When the ones who were leaving were all out, Mac pulled Smitty aside. “I want you to take these people to the gates. If the infected are still hanging around, shoot them.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’ve got to check that other tent. Just to make sure.” 
 
    “I’ll come with—” 
 
    Mac put out a hand. “No, mate. This one’s on me. You’ve done enough. Get them out safely, and I’ll meet you there soon.” 
 
    “Ack.” Smitty turned away, then back. “Hey, Mac, I heard one of the ladies mention that a group had gone to Port Arthur. Something going on down there. If you don’t find her, maybe Jess is down that way.” 
 
    “Maybe.” But Mac wasn’t holding out hope.  
 
    A cry came from within the group. One of the kids lay on the ground and another boy stood over him, reaching down to grab the scruff of his shirt. One of the ladies told them to stop fighting. The scuffle continued until an older man grabbed one of the kids by the collar and dragged him off.     
 
    When Mac looked up beyond the front of the tent, several infected had been alerted to the sound and had started shuffling their way, their rotted faces alive with eagerness.  
 
    “Move,” he said to Smitty.  
 
    Smitty launched into action, raising his shotgun slightly as if to give them encouragement that he had control of the situation. “Follow me, people. Let’s be quick on our feet.” 
 
    “Hey,” Mac called out as Smitty started off. His friend turned back. “Thanks, mate.” Smitty nodded, then turned and jogged away.  
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    Two other vehicles were parked at the pumps in the fuel station as Darren turned off the minibus’s engine. The others were already climbing out. Charlie gave Tammy an ominous look as he followed them. Tammy was expecting the worst. But even if Shane took some of them with him, she would still have Darren and the minibus. Hopefully Charlie too. The three of them could make it to Port Arthur. Still, surely he wasn’t crazy enough to leave the group. There was always strength in numbers. 
 
    There were eight pumps in total and not an infected in sight. Again, like most of the fuel stations near a town of any size, it was owned by one of the multi-national oil companies and adorned in their green, white, and yellow colours with a large BP sign. The sliding glass doors had been opened and some people were stocking up on supplies inside the store. Others were checking their loads, filling their vehicles with water or putting air in their tyres. 
 
    A man with greying hair and jowls under his chin approached, leaving behind a station wagon with a trailer and a wire cage stuffed to capacity. 
 
    “Howdy.” The man wore long brown shorts, a plain polo shirt and a worn blue peaked cap. 
 
    “G’day,” Darren said. 
 
    The man looked at Tammy. “Aren’t you—” 
 
    “Yes. Well, I was, anyway.” She smiled. “Where are you headed?” She was hoping he’d say south to Port Arthur. Another person to reinforce their decision wouldn’t go astray. 
 
    “Northeast. To Mole Creek. You?” 
 
    She glanced at Darren. “We’re going to check out Port Arthur.” Shane had wandered closer to listen in on the conversation. 
 
    “Port Arthur? Haven’t heard of that one yet. That’s a good drive. We heard the military made a huge quarantine area at Mole Creek. They got tents and food and most importantly, big fences.” 
 
    “The north is where the virus came to Tasmania. I—”    
 
    “Not all of us think like that, mister.” Shane stepped forward. “I agree with you. Mole Creek is the place to go.”  
 
    The man looked uncomfortable. “Well, each to their own, I guess.” He glanced at Tammy. “Maybe Port Arthur is the hidden gem.” 
 
    “Nah, I don’t believe that for a second. This silly bitch,” he waved a hand at Tammy, “has brainwashed the group. Same as she did when she wasn’t a commoner.” 
 
    “Hey,” Darren pointed a finger at him.  “Watch your goddamn mouth.” 
 
    Shane made a pained face. “Or what? You’re just a sheep, mate. Doing whatever she says. Looking for some post-apocalyptic action, are we?” The friendly man who had come over for some polite conversation stepped away. Darren leapt forward and made a long looping punch. Shane stepped sideways easily, and the fist missed its mark. “Siddown, you old git.” 
 
    With clenched teeth, Darren turned around awkwardly and fired another fist at Shane. The younger man caught it and pushed Darren away. 
 
    Charlie, who was much taller than either man, stepped in between the two, using his bulk to separate them. “That’s enough.” 
 
    “We’re stronger in numbers,” Tammy said. “Strength in unity. You look like a union man, Shane. Surely you could understand that?” 
 
    For the first time, a glimmer of recognition flashed over Shane’s face. “Look, I get that part, but why would you want to go to Port Arthur when the army place is north and an hour closer. That makes no sense.” 
 
    It was time for Tammy to lay her cards out. “The thing started in the north, okay? People in Devonport were getting infected before people in Hobart. And I know Hobart has forty percent of the population, but we can avoid it, and Port Arthur is much further to the south and isolated. We run as far south as possible and try to get way from these bloody things.” The sting had gone out of the confrontation, despite Shane’s comment. 
 
    Shane said, “Well, we can’t go with you.” He turned and indicated a group of people in his general vicinity, including one or two Tammy had not expected. “We’re going north, to Mole Creek. We all agree that’s our best bet.” 
 
    “With what?” Momentarily, Tammy wondered if he might suggest they take the minibus. “Plenty of cars in the lot over there at the hardware store.” Shane began to walk away. “Come on,” he said to the others. 
 
    “Please,” Tammy said, reaching out to the girl who had earlier suggested Port Arthur. “Don’t—” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Shane said, his face twisted with annoyance. “Let her make her own choice.” 
 
    The group of six left the fuel station awning and walked across the concrete to the parking lot of the hardware store. Tammy turned away. Darren unhitched one of the fuel pumps and started filling the minibus. 
 
    “Let them go,” he said.  
 
    “They can do whatever they want. It’s a free country.” 
 
    But Tammy was disappointed. Even though Shane was a troublemaker, it hurt that they had decided to part ways. In Tammy’s eyes, they had no trust in her. It was a lack of faith in her leadership. This, on the back of her failures as a politician and the dysfunction of her marriage, eroded her confidence.  
 
    Darren said, “Can you grab a plastic jerry can from inside the shop? I want to keep a spare.” 
 
    Tammy left Darren and walked towards the fuel station store. She feigned a smile at another couple filling their black sedan with supplies. Two kids peered out the back window with mouthfuls of candy. The store was generally in good condition, despite one of the front window panels having been smashed in. But there were no plastic containers for fuel left, no water, batteries, and only a small flashlight. She took a handful of snacks and wandered back to the minibus, peering beyond the wide fuel station undercover area and saw Shane and the others had found two cars already. 
 
    She reached Darren, who had just finished filling the minibus. He glanced at her, saying, “That should get us to Port Arthur. No containers?” 
 
    Tammy shook her head. “I don’t get that guy. Have I convinced myself Port Arthur is the only place to go? Tell me honestly, what do you think?”   
 
    “I’m easy-going. I don’t have a preference, and I think anywhere we go, these things are going to exist.” He looked out from underneath the awning to the hardware carpark. “Port Arthur makes sense for two reasons. One, it’s quite remote; there isn’t a lot of people down there. Two, you have that narrow neck of land from the upper part of Tasmania. That might be a real advantage.” 
 
    “When you say it like that… perhaps you should have tried to convince them.” 
 
    The two cars circled around and parked at fuel pumps. The younger girl got out of one of the cars and walked around to the bowser. Shane was hidden on the other side of the second vehicle. Tammy had to try one more time. When the girl saw Tammy approach, she looked uncomfortable.  
 
    “Listen, Deb, are you sure you won’t stay with us?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tammy. I get along well with Paul, and he wants to go with Shane and the others.”  
 
    “Paul is the reason?” Debra nodded. “Nothing else?” 
 
    “I promise if he wasn’t here I’d be sticking with you.” She glanced across at the other car. “Shane gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Tammy read her expression. Deb didn’t divert her eyes, and she no longer seemed uncomfortable. That was something. Deb hadn’t lost faith in Tammy.  
 
    There were other cars pulling into the fuel station now, including a huge Ford Bronco with a caravan on the back.   
 
    “I wish you all the best.” She gave Deb a hug. “Take care and travel safe. Don’t let the others make you do anything too dangerous.” Deb smiled.  “You never know, we might catch up later on.” 
 
    Darren waved her over. They were ready to pull out. Now, there were only five of them, including Darren and Charlie. Tammy hated the smaller numbers but there was nothing she could do about it now.    
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    Mac left the group and ran, stooped, towards the perimeter fence. He planned to take the same approach they had used to reach the second tent, allowing them to avoid contact with the infected by hugging the outer fence. Mac estimated the number of infected on this side of the site had increased significantly due to their exposure. And they were more restless, now moving in lines and clusters in and out of the tents and between the army supply trucks parked randomly across the field. As Mac stopped beside the massive front wheel of one, he squatted and peered underneath the carriage back towards Smitty and the others. Some of the infected had broken away and pursued his friend.  
 
    “Keep them movin’, mate.” 
 
    There was nobody Mac thought better to be helping them escape. Smitty would lay down his life before letting anything happen to them. Mac silently wished them well and stepped around the front of the big truck then crossed to a series of small supply boxes, which he used as cover. His plan was to check the other tent both David and the man with glasses had mentioned, and conclude if Jess was there or not. He didn’t expect to find her, either, but if he left now without knowing, it would eat away at him until he discovered her fate, or it drove him mad. 
 
    Mac zigzagged between objects before reaching the tent without confrontation and slipped along the front until he arrived at the entrance. The canvas opening flapped in the breeze. He poked his head into the darkness and waited for his eyes to adjust.  
 
    The smell hit first. Then the images materialized, showing total carnage. Bodies lay strewn across the floor. Two infected fed on the dead with their backs turned to the door. A combination of anger and terror filled Mac. He hoped Jess wasn’t among them, but he had to find out. From the doorway, he couldn’t be sure. He would need to kill the infected to take a proper look.  
 
    Mac slipped inside the entrance, careful not to make a noise, and moved through the butchery towards the closest feeder, scanning the faces and bodies of the dead for signs of Jess. He needed to make it silent and quick, so as not to alert the other infected. He took his knife from its sheath and dispatched the first infected with a thrust to the side of the head. The thing crumpled to the floor. Mac leapt over bodies to the second, which had noticed him, and he drove the knife into its neck. It fell backwards over another body and lay still. Mac wiped the knife on the thing’s trousers and re-sheathed it. 
 
    He stepped through the dead, a gap between an arm and a torso, another amid an ankle and a head. He examined their faces, looking for Jess, his internal clock racing, knowing if he took too long, there would be an army of them waiting for him. 
 
    She wasn’t there. None of the sad faces were his wife’s. Mac stopped in the centre of the room, breathing hard, a white knuckled fist gripping the gun barrel. He did a quick check for any ammo for the M4, but the place was empty. He had to go. 
 
    Mac headed for the door, not even checking the situation beyond the tent before he stepped outside into the pale sunlight, the glare momentarily overwhelming as his eyes adjusted to the brighter light. He peered into the distance and saw the third and final tent of the three still standing with the sides torn down and the infected wandering within. There was little point checking it and engaging the infected without ammo in the M4.  
 
    Gun in hand, Mac jogged right, confident he could outrun the slow infected all the way to the entrance gate. It had been another fruitless search, and he buried the emerging feelings of failure and abandonment. As for what had happened to Jess, Mac simply couldn’t consider that right now. Once he was back with the kids and going someplace else, he could think about how next to look for her. His fresh failure was too raw.  
 
    The infected were all around, but Mac moved between the cover of tents and parked trucks, and when there was nothing for cover, he ran through their broken lines and small gatherings with speed and efficiency, and by the time they realised, Mac had passed. He tried the doors of one truck and found half a dozen .223 shells that he feed into the M4’s magazine. Better than nothing. 
 
    Reaching the first tent where he had left Smitty and the others, Mac reconnected on the same path they had likely taken. The distant sound of a shotgun sounded. One, two.   
 
    Mac sprinted alongside the canvas structure, shoving aside several infected he could not avoid, and reached a small clearing at the back of tent three that gave him a view across a wide expanse of field towards and beyond, to the site entrance. It was here Mac spotted commotion ahead, a cluster of the people Mac had left with Smitty, and within them, the infected, breaking up the group as they groped and grabbed for flesh. The shrill sound of screaming floated to Mac. Several people were on the ground either on all fours or lying motionless.  
 
    His heart began to race. Where was Smitty? Mac did a recount of those he could see, but Smitty wasn’t among them. At the rear of the group, something moved with the speed and fluidity that put fear into Mac. It was one of them. The fast ones. Mac knew it. Where the fuck was Smitty? 
 
    Mac ran, setting the M4 to single-round shots and reminding himself he now had six rounds in it. He would need them all to go head-to-head with this thing. By the time he drew within twenty yards, the group had begun to disperse, those who hadn’t been attacked running towards the entrance. It still looked like a big melee in a football match. Several people lay dead on the ground with the infected fighting over their fresh bodies.  
 
    Mac spotted the dangerous one at the back on all fours with several others but could not see what was happening. Closest to him, a woman had managed to climb to her feet with a grisly-faced infected man clinging onto her pink t-shirt. She screamed and tried to break the grip with a wild swinging backward fist. A second infected came at her from the front, and she tried to retreat, but went straight into the grip of the first. Mac approached, turning the shotgun around and slamming the butt of it into the head of the infected. It lost hold and fell away. The front one turned at him, and he did the same and suddenly the woman was free. 
 
    “Go,” Mac said. She staggered away. 
 
    He thrust the hard, angled end of the M4 repeatedly as he worked his way through the brawl, conscious that he was moving closer to the aggressive type. Others needed his help, and as he freed them, they climbed to their feet when they could and staggered clear of the fight. One of the infected wouldn’t let go and Mac was forced to shoot it in the back of the head. The man underneath was bitten, though, and Mac couldn’t do anything for him. 
 
    The shot had alerted the other infected. Some abandoned their task and came for him, as though directed by some unseen force. Mac retreated, unable to handle the remaining infected at once, and fired his second round, blowing the guts out of the closest, a gangly teenage boy with curly hair tied back in a bushy ponytail.  
 
    Mac ran wide of the group and spotted the aggressive one as it stood up from its feast. This revealed his prey, and Mac recognised Smitty lying on the ground, unmoving. The coldest terror struck him. Eyes locked on Smitty’s body, Mac staggered a step, disbelief washing over him as he came to a stop.   
 
     He knew in that moment Smitty was dead. Rage filled Mac’s every fibre. He let out a primal scream and sprinted towards the pack from twenty yards, knocking the infected clear with his elbows and shoulders. He raised the gun as the thing that had killed Smitty started towards him, its bald head gleaming, sunken eyes dark like the pits of hell. It opened its mouth wider than Mac thought possible, like the old footage of the last Tasmanian Tiger, revealing sharp teeth, and it roared, the sounds chilling Mac’s skin. 
 
    He pulled the trigger.  
 
    Despite its lightning speed, the thing had no time to avoid the round at five yards. The shot struck it in the chest, opening up a bloody wound and knocking it down. The thing hit the grass on its back, and Mac kept going, adjusting his aim towards its head. With the other infected clawing at his shirt, he reached the monster and put the muzzle to its face. It knew Mac had its measure, cheeks rising and falling as it sucked in air, those burning black eyes taking it all in, as if sizing up Mac to see if he would do it.  
 
    But Mac wasn’t there for an assessment. He pressed the gun hard into its nose, forcing the infected to turn its head, and pulled the trigger, putting a red hole in the centre of its forehead. The body twitched and jerked. Breathing hard, Mac turned to face the other infected, swinging the gun around with the practiced efficiency of a man who has handled weapons the way most people handle their car keys. Two infected confronted him and now Mac shot them both in the neck, severing their existence, and they crumpled into the yellowing grass with the other dead.         
 
    Several more remained feeding on the fallen with no interest in Mac. Food was abundant. Others were swarming from a distance, and as Mac surveyed them, he spotted one in particular moving quickly towards him, long, black hair trailing behind. It wore tight denim shorts and the muscles in its legs bunched and popped.   
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    It was another of the aggressive type, and Mac was reminded of the two at Jim’s school. They run in pairs.  
 
    He backed away, forcing himself to look down at Smitty as he passed. The glassy eyes of his friend stared at the sky, and Mac choked down a lump in his throat. He thought about taking Smitty’s body, but the thing was getting closer, and Mac had no ammunition left. Every instinct told him to stay and fight for the respect of his mate, but his kids were outside waiting, and if Mac ended up beaten, they would be alone in the world with only Shelli to take care of them. He couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    “I’m sorry, old mate. Sorry I couldn’t save you.” He reached down and closed Smitty’s eyes forevermore. As he stood, he noticed Smitty’s shotgun and scooped it up.   
 
    As he had done so effectively before, Mac ran, weaving through the wandering infected with ease, reaching those people who had survived the attack quickly and leading them the fifty or so remaining yards to the entrance. Only four people had survived, which for Mac, was a tragedy. Including Smitty, they had lost half. He wondered what the hell had happened, how it had gone from eight to four in a matter of minutes. But it was not over yet. 
 
    At the entrance, a small gathering of infected remained. Mac would need to do some work with the unloaded M4. He handed Smitty’s shotgun to the most able-looking person, a teenage girl who had the strong legs and shoulders of an athlete. 
 
    “You know how to swing a bat?” Mac asked. 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow. “I play cricket, mate. You bet.”  
 
    Behind, a slow trail of the sick had started after them. Mac intended the survivors being on the other side of that fence before they arrived. He ran ahead and slugged the first infected. It fell on its knees, and he gave it another one across the back of the head, feeling the skin and bone sink under the force. Then the girl was at his side, and she wasn’t kidding about her ability to swing a bat, striking a man whose belly stuck from the bottom of his short t-shirt across the head in one swift motion. 
 
    “Nice one.”  
 
    They made quick work of the others, and David opened the gates so they could slip through before securing the steel barriers with the chain again. The older man looked around, remembering Smitty, and gave Mac a questioning look. Mac shook his head and looked away.  
 
    “I’m sorry to see,” David said. 
 
    Mac went to the kids and hugged them both tightly, supressing the picture of Smitty lying on the grass. He couldn’t deal with that yet. But he knew what was coming next.  
 
    “Where’s Smitty?” Tyler asked. 
 
    Mac explained, his voice gravelly and tired. Ashleigh cried. Tyler scratched the corner of his eyes but did not shed a tear. Then he squeezed his arms around Mac’s waist with surprising intensity. 
 
    “Me too, mate,” he said, tousling Tyler’s hair. “Me too.” 
 
    It was almost fully dark now, the last of the sun’s glow behind the mountains providing light. It was the kind of light that follows a summer barbecue, where lamb chop bones and leftover ketchup and a dirty barbecue sit as people kick back in cane chairs and reminisce; a time Mac and so many others had taken for granted.  
 
    The infected had gathered at the fence again. In the distance, down the road they had used to reach the site, where overhanging trees cast more shadows, Mac watched two more shapes strolling towards them between the abandoned vehicles. He knew from the way they moved they were not human. Soon, as sure as the sun would come up tomorrow, there would be more, and they’d never, ever stop coming for them. Mac looked back into the site for the aggressive infected but could not find it. 
 
     “We have to go,” Mac said. David, Meryl and Mac stood together as the kids climbed back into the car. “We’ve got space for one. I can take the girl who helped me clear the infected.” 
 
    “We can fit the other three,” David said. “But I’m not sure they want to come.” 
 
    Turned out only the girl wanted anything to do with them. She joined David and Meryl, who were happy to follow Mac for now. His plan was to find a lodge out of Mole Creek, where Shelli and Ken had once stayed, and work out their next move from there. But Mac couldn’t shake the thought of the other aggressive type and where it might be.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    25 
 
      
 
    January 11, 2014  
 
    6:40 pm 
 
    Latrobe, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Leroy and Bill rode double on the motorbike all the way into the main street of Latrobe. It was the first time Leroy had been on the back of a bike, and it was exhilarating. He felt split by his decision to go with Bill—on one hand, he had wanted to get back to his house with fresh supplies and hide away from the world. This, Leroy knew, would limit his chances of getting killed, or worse, infected and turning into one of those things. But he had lost his supplies—had lost them, and almost his life. That had been the impetus for his decision to join with Bill. Maybe it had also been that, for once in his life, he wanted to do something for someone else. Be more like Bill, who was selfless towards helping his friends.    
 
    The first task on Bill’s plan was to find a store that sold guns and load up on weapons and ammo so either of the two situations they had found themselves in earlier that afternoon would not happen again. Through his motorcycle connections, Bill knew a number of black-market gun contacts. But the last he heard, they were out of town, and Bill said he didn’t want to waste time checking if they were available. 
 
    By the time they found a hunting and camping store on Gilbert Street—Wells & Co.—that suggested they had firearms, it was past normal dinner time and darkness had begun its foray across the world. Out front, a pack of infected wandered, so Bill took the motorbike around the back and parked it underneath a small awning that was also protected by a chain link fence.  
 
    “Perfect,” Bill said as he looped a small chain through the links to secure the gate. 
 
    The back door to the store was locked, so they were forced to kick it in. After a handful of attempts using the heels of their boots, they managed to break the lock and ruin the door jam.  
 
    The store was a mess. The place had been ransacked, with boxes and racks pushed onto the floor. Sleeping bags, stretcher beds, and other camping gear were piled about. Leroy was ashamed his fellow Tasmanians would leave the place in such a state.  
 
    “Why can’t people take what they need and leave the place in the same condition?” Bill asked. “Idiots.” 
 
    A number of infected hovered in a cluster around the front window. Leroy walked to the front of the store, hiding behind one of the point-of-sale display signs, and watched them walking in circles, up and down the pavement. One in particular would walk to a bin, stand over it for a few moments, then turn around and walk back to the window. It would stare inside for a few seconds and then do the same thing again, as if expecting a different result or finding. They must be insane, Leroy thought. Worse, what if they knew? This was what scared him the most. What if they knew what had happened and were powerless to stop it? Being trapped inside one of those bodies and mind was terrifying for Leroy. At least now, he had choices. He could alter his life for the better. As he sat there watching the infected with the insanity, Leroy had a kind of epiphany. He had taken some control of his life by following Bill. And from now on, he would be judged by his decisions. But at least Leroy would make them.  
 
    He returned to Bill, who had assembled a scant collection of the store’s last few guns.   
 
    “Not much, but they’ll do.” 
 
    Leroy had no idea about guns. He’d never even shot one. “I’m not a gun person. You pick what we need,” he said to Bill. 
 
    “Take one,” Bill said, handing Leroy a long weapon that looked like a shotgun. 
 
    “I’ve never even held a gun before.” 
 
    Bill shoved a tattooed arm at him. “You need to get used to them.” 
 
    “I’ll probably just shoot myself.” 
 
    Bill put the weapon down on the bench and straightened up. Leroy was reminded that if he saw Bill on the street, he’d probably cross it to avoid him. The man had a mean face, a broad, powerful body, and the tattoos were intimidating.  
 
    “Okay,” Bill said. “We’ve established that. Good start. Now I want you to think of this. We’re out on the street somewhere. The zombies are about. We—”   
 
    “Would we really be on the street, knowing what we know now?” 
 
    Bill’s eyes went wide. “Just pretend for now, okay?” Leroy gave a slight nod. “We’re out on the street. I’m in trouble. I’ve lost my gun. I—” 
 
    “I don’t think you’d be in trouble. I think—” 
 
    “Would you shut the fuck up?” Bill’s mean face looked meaner. “Just let me finish the scenario, okay? It’s not a real scenario. Hopefully it won’t happen. I wanna make a point that you will need this fucking gun sooner or later so it’s in your best interests to know how to handle it.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine.” 
 
    “You have the gun. I’m in deep shit. Instead of falling on your ass and getting attacked and me having to save you again, you can shoot them easily and finish them off quickly. It’s easier than a knife; you can do it from a distance, and it kills them in one hit.” 
 
    “But I might miss.” 
 
    “So we practice. Start by holding the fucking thing.” 
 
    Leroy took the shotgun from Bill. It was heavier than he thought.  
 
    “Is it loaded?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Leroy lifted it up the way he had seen people do in movies and pretended to use the sight to shoot something in the distance. He moved his hands up and down, feeling the weight again. “Does it kick a lot when you fire it?”  
 
    “A bit. You’ll be ready for it though.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give it a go.” 
 
    “Good man. That’s a start.” 
 
    They collected a shotgun each and a small Ruger pistol. Bill organised the ammunition in a fabric zip-up bag. Leroy had no idea how long it would last.  
 
    Bill looked around the store again then peered out the front window, onto the main street. It was almost totally dark; the light in the sky created a silhouette. Bill stood in thought for a moment, as if making a consideration.  
 
    “We got two choices, here,” Bill said. “One, we go find the president of my club. See if he’s made it through so far, if anybody else from the club has, and if they can help us.” 
 
    “You think they made it?” 
 
    Bill thought about it for a moment. “I dunno. I hope so.” 
 
    “What’s the other option?” 
 
    “Look around.” Bill motioned with his hand. “We’ve got everything we need to settle down for the night. Sleeping bags, stretchers, even a gas stove. If we can get some canned food from the IGA next store, we’ll be set. I don’t fancy going out now, anyway.” 
 
    Planning wasn’t one of Leroy’s strengths. He had a habit of just rolling from one day to the next. He hadn’t put options together the way Bill had. Now, he looked around and spotted amongst the trashed store the possibility Bill had suggested. The man was right. They could camp there for the night and start afresh in the morning. 
 
    “I gotta say I like that idea,” Leroy said. “I’m not keen on venturing out too far again tonight after what we’ve been through today.” 
 
    “Settled then. Let’s clean this place a bit and see what we can find next door.”   
 
     Next to the gun shop was a super IGA grocery store. It appeared to be owned by the same people who owned the hunting store. Above the IGA sign was the same name—Wells & Co. Despite the earlier record of failures, their luck improved because the IGA fridges and freezers were still cold, as though someone had kept the power or back up generator running until recently. A small amount of meat that hadn’t yet expired and a host of other foods that would perish in another day or so awaited them. Leroy loaded up a trolley and started to collect for a second when Bill stopped him. 
 
    “We don’t need all that. We only need enough for tonight.” 
 
    “We’re going to need supplies beyond tomorrow,” Leroy said.  
 
    “If we end up back here after getting the girls out, we can get some more.”  
 
    That didn’t make a whole lot of sense to Leroy. In his experience, you took it when you had the chance. “What if someone else takes it all?” 
 
    Bill shrugged. “Maybe they will. Maybe they won’t. Others are gonna need it as much as us.”  
 
    Leroy reluctantly conceded.  
 
    The main grocery store connected with a small liquor shop. The fridges were not cold and, while Bill considered putting a carton of beer in the cooler grocery store fridge, Leroy instead collected two bags of melted ice from the IGA freezer.   
 
    Using the back door of the IGA, they rolled the trolley over the bumpy concrete driveway. In the distance, two infected wandered in the car park. They did not see Leroy pushing the trolley nor Bill walking behind him, carrying the shotgun. Leroy considered their luck was still steady. 
 
    They cleared the floor and erected a small gas cooker and bottle near the open back door. Leroy made two stretchers and unfurled a couple of sleeping bags. He used a bunch of soft jackets for pillows.  
 
    As fat sausages popped and sizzled on the cooker, Bill turned them with a brand new set of cooking tongs while they both drank a Great Northern beer, which had spent about fifteen minutes embedded in the icy water. It wasn’t as cold as Leroy normally liked his beer, but it was liquid gold in the context. Bill disappeared behind one of the display racks for a moment. 
 
    When he returned, tucking in his t-shirt, Leroy said, “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Fine. I used to watch you on television,” Bill said. “Shit, you could hit a cricket ball.”  
 
    Leroy used to love hearing such things. It would stroke his ego; remind him of what a good player he was, even years after he retired. Even a month ago he might have felt that way. But now, it didn’t do much for him.  
 
    “You seemed like a bit of a dick, though.” 
 
    “I was.”  
 
    Bill laughed. “You make the Aussie team?” Leroy nodded. “That must have been a thrill.” 
 
    “Looking back, I really didn’t appreciate it. I thought I was owed something for all the effort I’d put in. All the training. Truth is, every other player had done the same, if not more.” He took a swallow of beer. “Played a couple of tour matches in England. Didn’t make the Ashes squad, but those beautiful grounds in the country were something to remember.”    
 
    “Saw you hit a hundred at the MCG one day. Sheffield Shield match.” He waved a hand. “Or whatever they call it these days. Man, you couldn’t miss.” 
 
    Leroy remembered. He remembered all his good innings. “You know I didn’t even want to play cricket growing up?” Bill’s forehead flexed. “Yeah. I wanted to play golf. But my father hated it.” 
 
    The first sausages were ready. Bill opened a loaf of frozen bread that had partly defrosted and laid several slices on the hot stove for a moment. When they had softened up, he took two and slapped a thick layer of butter on both pieces. Leroy didn’t usually eat butter on his bread but didn’t complain. Bill laid the sausages diagonally and they both heaped tomato ketchup on them, then ate in silence. 
 
    When he was done, Bill said, “I know I’m hungry, but those things are just food of the gods.” He screwed the top of another beer and swallowed. “When did you finish cricket?” 
 
    “About five years ago.” 
 
    “How old?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven.” The look on Bill’s face showed surprise. “Young, I know. And I say this with more humility than I’ve ever had in my life, but I don’t think it was because I wasn’t good enough.”  
 
    Bill settled into one of the camping chairs. It creaked under his weight. “What then?” 
 
    “I was probably selfish. Not really a team player. I was in it for myself rather than the team. If I didn’t get a score I’d be shitty, that sort of thing. I think they knew I could play, but I unbalanced the team.” He made another sausage in bread as he talked. “I was just so desperate to succeed, I could only focus on that. I had some good mates in the team, but I drove them away. Story of my life, really.”  
 
    He drank more beer and enjoyed the taste almost as much as the sausage in bread. Bill watched him, waiting. “I found after cricket finished, I had nothing. I was angry and resentful. Probably became even more selfish. My wife ended up leaving me. Didn’t really have many friends. Those I had were really from cricket and they drifted away. That’s why when the world ended, I’m here all alone.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear.” 
 
    “As I said, probably self-inflicted.” 
 
    “All I know—it’s what my mother and father taught me when I was a kid, and I’ve never forgotten it—is to treat people the way you want to be treated. Treat them well, even when it’s hard to do so, and it’ll come back to you.” 
 
    “Sort of like karma?” 
 
    “I guess. In a way.”  
 
    “Good advice, I think. If I had done that, I don’t think I’d be in this situation now.” And Leroy believed that. He had not treated people well. Of that, Leroy was sure. “What about you, Bill? You look like you’ve been around.” 
 
    “I have, believe me.” 
 
    “Family?” 
 
    “Got a brother. But I don’t see him or his family.”  
 
    This struck Leroy. “That’s… sad.” 
 
    “I wasn’t a good brother when he was young. Or husband. Got into some pretty bad shit. My wife put up with a lot, but it got too much. I don’t blame her for leaving.” 
 
    “Why don’t you see your brother?” 
 
    “I just don’t contact him.” 
 
    “You don’t want to?” 
 
    “Shit, no. Of course I do. I’m just…” Leroy raised his eyebrows. Bill sunk his head and took another swig. When he looked up at Leroy, there was a resolve in his eyes. “I can’t believe I’m gonna say this, but I’m afraid, mate.” 
 
    Bill didn’t strike Leroy as someone who was often afraid. It did not make any sense to him. “Afraid?” 
 
    “Afraid he won’t want me. Afraid his wife and kids will reject me.” 
 
    “But you don’t know that will happen. Isn’t it worse to worry about it? Maybe they’ll want to see you. Maybe you’ve been worrying about nothing.” 
 
    Bill thought about this and took two mouthfuls of beer before he responded. “Maybe. When you put it like that.” 
 
    Leroy did something he hadn’t done for a long time. He raised his bottle of beer towards Bill. “Here’s to us making better decisions from now on.” 
 
    Bill gave a slight smile. “To us.” They clinked the bottles and both took a long swallow. 
 
    “What’s the plan for tomorrow?” 
 
    “We get moving early. Go over to see the pres and find out what they’re doing. Recruit as many of the boys as we can.” 
 
    “Are they really going to help, though? They don’t know these women. You think they’re going to risk their lives for people they don’t even know?” 
 
    “You’re helping.” Leroy nodded, and Bill continued. “And they will, too. I’ll stake my life on it. They’re mostly good people, you know. It’s like any group. There’s good and bad in all. They do heaps of charity work for the kids and disabled people. The president is a great bloke. He’ll help anyone, even if you don’t wear a club jacket, but if you do, he’ll give his life for you.” 
 
    “Sounds like a stand-up guy.” 
 
    “Once he finds out about what’s happened to these ladies, he’ll call everyone who can to help. We’ll stitch up these fuckers, and once we get them free we can decide what to do next.” 
 
    Leroy didn’t want to think about what might happen after they’d helped the ladies. For the first time, he felt a part of something that wasn’t all about him. It felt good. He just hoped things wouldn’t change too much afterwards. 
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    The latch on the rusty tank door squealed as the bolt withdrew. For Juliet, it felt like déjà vu; another day, another visitor who wouldn’t help them. This time, though, Sam’s face appeared in the opening. 
 
    “Sam?” Juliet said. The others were up on their feet. “What are you doing here?” She expected by now he might not be in such good physical condition. 
 
    His face was still bruised and puffy, but he managed a slender smile. He stepped inside the tank, and his features were swallowed by the dimness. Juliet looked out to see if anybody was with him. At first she thought he was alone, and then she noticed another man standing over near the tree, looking towards the tank. 
 
    In a whisper, Sam said, “There’s been a huge row. The whole lot of them have split in two groups. Those supporting Johnny—the one you call Red Bandana, and those for Todd—or Ponytail.” 
 
    “Which side are you on?” Meg asked. 
 
    “I didn’t want to choose, but I had to go with Red Bandana.” 
 
    Juliet said, “Good choice.”     
 
    “I came to tell you Red and the guys with him have a plan. Just be ready to go.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I can’t say yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I can’t. Just trust me.” 
 
    “Trust you?” 
 
    “Please. Just trust me. I’ve been with them, and they’re not so bad when it comes down to it.” 
 
    Juliet was speechless. Had Sam forgotten everything that had happened? Had he forgotten the fact they were being imprisoned. She found her words again. “I’m shocked you’d say that, Sam. I thought more of you. All the things they’ve done to us—to you.”  
 
    “Yeah, but Red Bandana didn’t actually do it.” 
 
    “He let it happen.” Juliet’s voice had a rough edge now. “He watched you get beaten. He threw us in here. He could let us out if he really wanted.” 
 
    “No. Not now. Ponytail would kill you.” 
 
    “Then why doesn’t he come and do it?” 
 
    “Because Red Bandana’s crew has the back half of the lot—this half, where the tank is. And I can tell you he orchestrated it so we would have this section specifically to keep you lot safe.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You said we, Sam, as though you’re one of them.” 
 
    “We?” He took a moment to consider this. “I just meant we as in the group of people fighting against the other side.” 
 
    “Tell us the plan, Sam, or we’re not going to follow anything when whatever time comes.” 
 
    “Bloody hell. I don’t know the fucking plan, all right? I only know we’re about to attack. He hasn’t told me anything else.” Even in the dimness they could see him looking across all their faces, imploring them to listen.  “I have to trust him. I’m doing that. Now you have to trust me. Just be ready. Something will happen soon.” A whistle sounded from outside the tank. Sam looked back. “I have to go.” 
 
    “Can you at least take us to the bathroom?” Meg asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t. We only have a few minutes. We’re about to make an attack. After that, hopefully you’ll be free.”   
 
    He turned and left the tank, giving them one last hopeful look as he closed the door and latched it shut. All of them went to the edge of the tank to get a look out through the pinholes. 
 
    “You see him? Juliet asked. 
 
    The others did. Sam walked over to the man waiting by the tree, who clapped him on the shoulder as though they were good friends. They hurried off. 
 
    Juliet turned away. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “I do,” Meg said.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “What else have we got? We don’t follow him, and we probably die, or worse, get raped and left to die. We follow him, at least we have half a chance.” 
 
    “Jess?” Juliet trusted her judgement. She had said nothing in Sam’s presence. 
 
    “I’m not sure what to believe anymore. All we’ve seen from most of these people are lies. We should be prepared for something. We have the tool you stole. We need to use it.” 
 
    Juliet had never felt so unsure. While the old world had been bad enough, this new world was even more fraught with lies and deception. Sam had seemed like one of the good guys. He’d certainly taken a beating, partly because of them. But she didn’t know who to trust anymore. 
 
    “Let’s keep a look out, then.” 
 
    She took the wire cutters from her pocket and began to pace the holding tank. Whatever happened, they’d be ready when Sam gave them the signal. 
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    It had been a subdued, south-easterly drive from the BP service station just outside Derwent Bridge to Hamilton over the last ninety minutes. They had passed through the lakes section of central Tasmania; Bronte Lagoon, London Lakes, Brady’s Lake, and Lake Binney, where fly fishermen from all over the world came in an attempt to catch one of Tasmania’s famous wild trout. The road had been relatively clear, with only the occasional abandoned police roadblock or a traffic accident blocking the way, forcing them to leave the Lyell Highway, briefly, down a weathered dirt track in order to drive on.  
 
    It wasn’t long after darkness fell that Tammy suggested they get off the road for the night. Darren agreed, and having stayed in the area before, knew of a camping ground about a mile before they reached the town centre.  
 
    “It’s quiet. Not the most popular one in the town. Who knows what condition it’s going to be in now,” he said as he pulled the van off the main highway and onto a thinner strip of faded bitumen hugged on either side by long grass, shadows, and the odd white roadside post. 
 
    “We’ll take our chances,” Tammy said. “I’m not sure we’ll find anywhere that’s totally safe now.”  
 
    She rubbed her eyes. It had been a long day—the longest so far. They could shut down for a while and get some rest now. Her days had been long as a politician, often catching up on sleep as she flew from one destination to another. But this, being out on the road, was different. There was no certainty—not for Tammy or anyone else in the group. From one moment to the next, things could change. The stress was incomparable.   
 
    Darren edged the van off the sealed road and down the rocky trail to the campground. Outside the range of the headlight beams, blackness filled the spaces; what might lurk there terrified Tammy.  
 
    “Did you expect to see anybody?” she asked. 
 
    “I suspect there’s people, but they’ll be hiding.” 
 
    “Even down here?” 
 
    “It’s everywhere.” 
 
    Tammy began to wonder if the caravan park was still occupied by the living, given the lack of infected wandering about and the amount of trash accumulated neatly at the front of certain caravan sites. In other sections, the bags had been torn apart, the butter tubs, soft drink bottles, candy wrappers, and tissues spread over the grass and road as if wild animals had been foraging for a meal. 
 
    Darren selected two vans in the corner of the park beneath a series of willow trees, their branches and leaves looping low to the grass. Under normal circumstances, the park would have been a welcome retreat, Tammy thought. 
 
    “We’ll need more fuel tomorrow,” Darren said. “About a third of a tank left. Won’t get us a quarter of the way to Port Arthur.”  
 
    They exited the minibus and then split into two groups in pursuit of separate caravans—one of four, including Charlie, the other with only Darren and Tammy. Tammy was surprised and a little shocked. She had intermittently watched the others talking in the mirror of the passenger seat sun visor while Darren drove. As they went their separate ways, Charlie gave Tammy a sympathetic look. 
 
    “I want to check out the surrounding area,” Darren said as he broke the lock on the caravan door with a screwdriver seconded from the minivan’s toolbox. 
 
    “Define ‘check out’?” Tammy said, using the small torch they had taken from the gas station to illuminate the gloom inside the van. It was clear. 
 
    “I just want to make sure there are no infected waiting in the bushes before we go to sleep. Make sure we don’t get any surprise attacks in the night.”  
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “No.” He smiled.  “No. You stay here for now.” 
 
    Tammy didn’t like the idea of Darren going out alone. They split the supplies between the two caravans, enough to feed them for the night and a for snack in the morning before they got back on the road again for Port Arthur. The other four seemed quiet, as though they just wanted to get the supplies and disappear, engaging only when it came to the division of food. Tammy was about to propose they all eat together in one of the vans, but they scuttled away before she had the chance.  
 
    The gas bottle in the van was still functioning, and she boiled water for packet noodles on the stove and covered them in salty chicken flavour seasoning.    
 
    “Don’t worry,” Darren said as they sat around the unstable pull-down table with the torch casting its beam towards the roof.  
 
    “I’ve lost them.” 
 
    “No you haven’t.” 
 
    But she knew people. They would follow for a time, and if your intentions did not suit theirs, they would move onto other options more suited to their own needs. Tammy wondered how much influence Shane’s objections had had over them. Perhaps it was her insistence to go south, when the consensus suggested north to Mole Creek was the more popular choice. 
 
    Tammy swallowed the last mouthful of noodles. “You still want to go outside and look around?” 
 
    Darren nodded. “You bet. For everyone’s sake. I can just imagine a mob of these things attacking one of the vans in the night and trapping us. We don’t know what’s lurking in the shadows. I won’t go far and won’t get too close if I do see anything.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t see the point of it. What are you going to do if you see a mob of them?”  
 
    Darren shrugged. “We can always leave.” 
 
    “It’s your call. Do you have a weapon?” 
 
    “Golf club. Did the trick earlier.” 
 
    They cleaned up, as little as there was to clean, but it gave Tammy a flash of normalcy. They might have been a couple travelling around the island, camped at one of the thousands of caravan parks, finishing up a nice meal before sitting outside by the campfire light, drinking wine, and reminiscing about their younger days. It was a nice thought, and she could glimpse herself with Darren, if she considered it. He was handsome, considerate, caring, and chivalrous without being sexist. Standing at the door, Darren cleared his throat. 
 
    Tammy could insist on going; he couldn’t stop her. But if she was honest, she’d had enough of the damn things today, and any chance to avoid them, she’d take. “Sure you have to go?” 
 
    “I won’t be long.”  
 
    “Be careful.”   
 
    In the edges of the torchlight, the look between them lingered several moments longer than she had expected. Then Darren’s smile grew wider before he turned and left. 
 
    Tammy sat down on one of the single beds and adjusted the square pillow so she could lie back and rest her head. She let out a long breath as she kicked off her shoes and laid her feet on the end of the narrow bed. It was so soft, her body relaxed as it sank into the old foam. How long since she slept? They had run into trouble most of last night, and there had only been four of them then. The night before she had been alone and had managed several hours in her vehicle in the car park of the council offices in Latrobe. Before that, she had fled from…    
 
    A shout woke her—a man’s—and it sounded like he needed help. Darren. Shaking free from the deep sleep, she stuffed her shoes on, then leapt off the bed, grabbed the torch off the table, and unlatched the door, crashing into the side and causing the entire van to shake as she misjudged the step due to her sleepiness. The screwdriver. She might need it. Back she went into the van and took it from the sink where Darren had left it.  
 
    Pushing the light ahead, she navigated the steps and ran back behind the van in the direction from which she thought the shout had come, not even bothering to shut the van door. Small shrubs blocked her way, but she ran through them, ignoring the spindly leaves scratching her face and neck. She resisted the urge to call out, worried it might alert other things in the vicinity. She worried her heartbeat might alert them, too, the way it was beating. She pried the flashlight through the darkness, bobbing it over long and short vans, canvas and aluminium annexes. The call came again, painful, desperate, but certainly closer. She ran across the sandy gravel road, between two more sites, and then her flashlight fell on them.      
 
    Two bodies lay on the ground. One had the pale, crusty look of an infected. Its legs twitched, its mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, as if trying to inhale air. It had a steel peg sicking out of its neck.  The other form was Darren, and he wasn’t moving. A cry escaped Tammy’s mouth, and a sickly feeling dropped over her like a veil. 
 
    She went to the other side of Darren and fell onto her knees, keeping the light back from his eyes.  
 
    “No, no, no,” she stammered, recognising the wound on his neck. A mess of veins and flesh stared back from the deep bite, and he was losing blood at a rapid rate. 
 
    She reached out to try to plug the bleeding, then snatched her hand back. He’s infected. His chest rose and fell rapidly. His breathing was raspy. He didn’t move, but his eyes found hers. A tear fell in a line from the left one down the side of his face. Tammy was struck by sadness and terror. What could she do? But there was nothing to do. No medical help could treat such a wound; the thing next to him, with its bloody mouth and lips, had done its work.  
 
    Darren tried to speak, but the sound dissolved in a rasp. Tammy took his hand in hers. He closed his eyes and swallowed, the bulging wound pulsing more blood from his dying body. Her own tears began to fall. She hadn’t imagined things could get any worse.  
 
    The infected thing’s arms and legs twitched, as if it was trying to get up, despite the steel peg protruding from its neck. It wasn’t finished. Tammy would have to kill it.   
 
    Tammy tightened her right hand around the screwdriver then moved to the other side of the infected and squatted beside it. She did not look into its eyes or register the expression on its face. Instead, she looked over at Darren as he suffered in his final moments, taking the last breaths of his life.  
 
    She hovered the screwdriver over its face. Her hand shook. She moaned, summoning the strength to finish it. The squishy sound almost made Tammy puke as she drove the long body of her weapon as far as it would go, piercing the infected’s eye and sliding through into its brain. It twitched. Tammy released the screwdriver, scrambled to her feet, and dry-retched. 
 
    Darren had stopped moving. She knelt beside him again and placed his hands on his chest by holding his wrists, wiping the tears from her eyes with her forearm. She looked at his face. Even in death, it was kind.   
 
    After a few minutes, she stood, took the flashlight, and removed the screwdriver from the infected thing’s head. With fresh tears running down her cheeks, she stumbled away. Tammy barely recognised her surroundings and wasn’t sure she was headed in the right direction back to the van they had been using.  
 
    After turning the corner of one van, a shadow came at her from the right. She swung the screwdriver around—more so to defend herself than attack—and leapt backwards out of reach with a cry. The thing was slow, but Tammy found herself forced into a corner in front of a shrub and a wooden pergola attached to the next caravan. 
 
    Then, like a flash, a figure appeared from within the shadows, striking out at the infected. It took a hit to the neck and promptly dropped to the ground. Another infected appeared off the pathway. Without looking back, Tammy ran.  
 
    She broke through a cluster of bushes and hit the narrow road dividing the park. She paused, ascertaining her location, and realised she was about thirty yards from where she wanted to be. She sprinted along the gravel towards the van, puffing, then leapt through the open door. Once inside, she latched it shut—double-checked it twice—then fell onto the kitchen seating and began to weep. 
 
    It had all caught up with her. Her husband leaving. Her family and friends dying around her. The group abandoning her. Now Darren, her last supporter, dead. She lay in a curled-up position on the long seat, hugging her knees to her chest, willing the pain to go away.  
 
    After a time, she got up and turned on the torchlight. She took an open bottle of water and drank the entire half that remained. Then she took an old tube of dishwashing liquid from underneath the sink and scrubbed her hands and arms, using water from the caravan’s storage tank. While doing this, she thought about going next door and telling the others what happened to Darren. Would they care? Why hadn’t they come out and investigated the shouting? Maybe they hadn’t heard. In the end, Tammy decided to wait until the morning, when she’d recovered some of her emotions and had time to process what had happened.  
 
    She peered through each set of curtains around the perimeter of the van to check for anything lurking outside. Nothing that Tammy could see moved in the darkness. In one of the high cupboards, she found an old battery-powered oscillating fan and set it up on the bench near the bed. It took some of the edge off the heat, and she was able to crawl closer to sleep. But she couldn’t get the images of Darren and what had occurred out of her mind. She must have tossed on the bed a hundred times, searching for the right spot. Sleep took so long to come, she was considering just waking the others and asking if they wanted to take off for Port Arthur. But her sleep cycle finally kicked in. Her eyes grew heavy, her breathing deeper, and then she was asleep, the images and memory of horror gone for a time. 
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    January 11, 2014 
 
    9:58 pm 
 
    Near Deloraine, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Mac led them back to the junction of Mole Creek Road, where he turned right and headed east. They passed through Chudleigh, where more wandering souls searched for the lifeblood of human flesh. Mac refused to think about Jess or Smitty or where they might head next. He just wanted to find safety for the kids, and then he could think more clearly. They must have been going out of their minds without their mother, jumping from one place to another, their father disappearing for periods of time, and the people they were travelling with dying.  
 
    After Chudleigh, they drove a little way then turned right onto Montana Road, a few miles before they reached Deloraine. Shelli had told Mac about a place she and Ken had stayed some years before. It had a number of cabins nestled in the bush, and Mac agreed it might be clear of infected. As they drove down the narrow road with blackberries on either side, they saw in the edges of the headlights, fields of yellow grass rolling away into thick scrub. They crossed a narrow bridge with a thin trickle of dark water etching its way through more blackberries. The paddocks disappeared, and skinny trees filled the road on both sides. Finally, they came to a small break in the scrub where a narrow driveway beckoned, along with a sign that read Deep River Luxury Accommodation. 
 
    Mac took them down the dirt track with caution, scanning for the dead. His gut feeling told him that this area was less likely to have as many infected roaming about because of the lower population density. He’d heard through someone—he couldn’t recall—that many people had fled to the more remote parts of the state where populations were smaller and the chances of finding the infected were less. The dead needed humans, infected or not, to nourish their sickness. If there was nobody about, he suspected they would simply go looking elsewhere. 
 
    The place consisted of several cabins spread out from a central larger building with a reception area. Armed with the loaded shotgun, Mac ordered the others to stay in the car as he scouted the outside of the building, looking for targets. Smitty’s face kept appearing in his mind, and he had to work to push it away until he could find some time to spend with it alone. There were no infected, so he tried the reception area but found it locked. Both the staff and patrons were in hiding or gone. Mac broke the window of the reception area and entered the modest room, where he found a small wooden board with hooks on it and the keys to four cabins. He took keys one and two, assuming they would be close together, and left. 
 
    The first cabin had a queen-sized bed, which Mac took, and a second adjoining room with two sets of bunk beds. Tyler and Ashleigh took one, while the cricketing girl they had found, whose name was Chloe, took the other. Ashleigh insisted the teenager sleep in the same room as her, and the girl was kind enough to oblige. But Mac made sure he had a view to the bunk beds. After the day they’d had, he wasn’t letting the kids be more than five yards away. David and Meryl, along with Shelli, took the second cabin. Using the gas stove, Mac cooked a feast with the supplies he’d taken from his own home, along with a small selection of food found in the pantry. He suspected the lodge owners had been expecting guests at some point and had made sure the place was moderately stocked. After a feed of fried eggs, mushrooms, tinned spaghetti, and pancakes, the kids and Chloe went to bed, along with David and Meryl. That left Mac and Shelli to share a couple of warm beers around a shiny amber-coloured wooden table. A single small candle burned between them.  
 
    “Where to next, Shell?” Mac asked after a long swallow of warm Cascade lager. 
 
    “I don’t know, Mac. You?” 
 
    “Smitty… said one of the ladies in the first tent at Mole Creek had mentioned a group had gone south to Port Arthur.” 
 
    “Port Arthur?” Shelli considered this. “Not a bad idea when you think about it.” 
 
    Mac was about to take a swig of beer. He placed his bottle down onto the table. “I’m not sure. I don’t know how much longer we can keep traipsing all over the place. We keep losing good people. And what if Jess has headed home?” 
 
    “Maybe she joined that group that went to Port Arthur.” 
 
    “You really want to go all the way down there?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’ve got nothing better to do.” 
 
    “There’s a military facility on the way to Port Arthur. Small place called Blackwood Creek. We could stop there and see if anyone has any intel to share, then head south if there’s nothing.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.”  
 
    “Tomorrow then.” Shelli nodded and Mac said, “How are you? Hanging in there?” 
 
    “You know… I’m numb most of the time.” She sipped her beer and continued in her slow Australian accent. “And I won’t tell you I haven’t thought about letting those things get me once or twice.” She cleared her throat. “But then I think of Ken, and he just would have said to give it a go, you know? Keep on keeping on like we always did, and I can’t let him down. If I don’t keep on keeping on, he’d be frowning at me, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint him.” 
 
    “Sounds like Ken,” Mac said. “And I think that’s a perfect way to look at it. Exactly what I need to do.” He nodded at her. “Thanks, Shell.”  
 
    She smiled, but the sadness in it only reminded Mac of everything they had lost. 
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    Outside Tea Tree, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    Jim woke to the first cracks of light from the east and a tint of blue daybreak. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d had unbroken sleep. Dan wasn’t in the passenger seat. Jim sat up and snapped his head around, feeling a moment of panic. Then he spotted Dan standing in the bushes with his back facing the car. Jim relaxed. He had grown fond of Dan. The kid was reliable and they shared the experience of loss. And Jim hated being alone, as he had been prior to the others arriving at the school. Having companions around was a far better position to be in.     
 
    The horrors of the previous day returned. Jim fell back against the lowered seat. His ex-wife was probably dead now and his two daughters were somewhere ahead of them and, hopefully, by now had reached the safety of whichever place they had gone. All Jim could do was push on to find them. He felt guilty about not keeping on going the previous night, but he had been so tired, and he knew the risks of fatigue. He was keen to get moving now though.    
 
    They found their way around the roadblock and drove from the C321 to the C350, the Sorell Highway, southeast through Orielton, down past Penna and through Sorell and over the Iron Creek inlet, a wide neck of estuary water that eventually led out into the bay. They went southwest again on the A9, the Arthur Highway, in a fairly long line east until they hit Copping, where it turned southward towards Port Arthur. This was the most logical path they might have taken going southeast from Hamilton.  
 
    All the while, Jim felt a growing eagerness to find his girls. Knowing they had left their mother in good health, he wasn’t in panic mode yet, but he had to stop his mind drifting to a worst-case scenario. Dan remained silent, occasionally offering a word of directional support. They passed Boomer Bay, until eventually they reached a small town called Dunalley, on the edge of the mainland where the bottom of Tasmania broke into a series of smaller pieces of land. 
 
    Originally named East Bay Neck, Dunalley was renamed after Henry Prittie, 3rd Baron Dunalley, who came out from Kilboy, Ireland, in the nineteenth century. Dunalley was a small fishing village located on the narrow isthmus separating the Forestier and Tasman Peninsulas from the rest of Tasmania. Jim recalled it had suffered terribly from the bushfires in January 2013, losing the police station and school amongst other structures.  
 
    As they entered the township of Dunalley, they passed a Shell fuel station with three empty bowsers, which Jim took as a good sign. The yellow awning was flat, the small shop behind looked in good condition. Maybe the world hadn’t gone so crazy this far south. Jim pulled up to one of the bowsers. 
 
    “Fingers crossed there’s fuel here. We’re not low, but you never know when and where we might get it.” 
 
     It didn’t look like there was any fuel left though. Jim tried three bowsers and couldn’t get a drop, before moving the Territory a third time, where he struck gold. 
 
    “See if you can find a plastic jerry can in there, will you?” 
 
    Dan found two five-litre round tins and Jim filled them. It would barely get them sixty miles, but if they needed it in a pinch, they had it.     
 
    They left the fuel station on a course towards East Bay, then turned into a long main street, where a general store with a big white-and-red sign that read Australia Post and Bait and Tackle beckoned. Jim counted six infected hanging around outside the flat white structure, peering in the windows as though something inside was worth their time. Generally, the infected wandered about and did not show such interest unless it was food. Behind them, a car had been parked up on the curb near the entrance to the store, as if hastily left. A voice in Jim’s head told him to stop, that there was something wrong here. It was the first time they’d seen anything out of the ordinary—in the context of the world’s current situation—on their journey south, and Jim was acutely aware that things out of the ordinary might be related to his girls. He pulled the Territory in behind the other car.  
 
    “What’s up?” Dan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    Two of the infected turned, their grubby hands banging on the window panes of the store. The rest had their faces pressed against the glass, making that soft, salivating sound Jim had come to hate. Although the blinds were down and there was no view into the store, Jim felt certain somebody was inside, attracting the infected. Was it the girls? Jim didn’t know if it was his intuition telling him so, or if he was desperate for it to be. 
 
    “I’m going to check it out. Wait in the car if you want.” 
 
    Dan grunted. “Nah mate, I’ve got your back, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, you bet.” He recalled selling Dan’s help to find the girls as a way to help the young man leave the school. 
 
    Jim parked the car fifty yards from the building and clear of any infected. He reloaded the shotgun and placed a small number of shells in his pockets. Dan was already making practice swings with the golf club. 
 
    “Let’s clear the front and check out the inside. They seem particularly interested in something.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    The first infected left the window when Dan called out to them. It took a golf club in the face and dropped to its knees. Dan thumped the back of its head several times until a pool of black blood formed underneath the thing. The second came at them and Dan did the same, his hair flopping around his reddening face. Let it out, Jim thought. The kid had grief to expunge after the girl’s and his grandmother’s death. 
 
    A voice called out from inside the general store. It sounded female. Jim decided he couldn’t wait. As Dan started on the third infected, Jim went for the door, dispatching a shortish man wearing blue overalls in the side of the skull with the butt of the shotgun. The other two came at him quicker than those before. He went for the first one as he had done moments before but realised he wasn’t able to handle them both at once. He shoved them away and stepped back, taking aim with the shotgun. With a sharp thunderclap, Jim blew a male into the wall with a heavy thud. He turned on the second and took aim. It hadn’t yet taken on the hard, chiselled look of one feeding on flesh for days, but its dirty, matted hair, yellow eyes and black mouth were still gruesome. Jim squeezed the trigger and the gun jerked. The infected toppled back and joined the other.      
 
    The door was locked. Jim thought about blowing the handle lock barrel off, but chose to rap on the glass. 
 
    “Open up, we’re here to help.” 
 
    A voice came from behind the door. “Who is it?” 
 
    “Open up,” Jim said. “We’ve killed all the infected. We’re not sick.” A long silence. Finally, Jim added, “I’m looking for my daughters. I need to know if they’re here.” 
 
    A young man with a narrow face, lank brown hair, and a thin moustache appeared at the window. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen. Jim motioned for him to open the door. The man stared a moment and then disappeared. Jim’s heart pounded. Somehow, he felt this was it; they were inside the store.  
 
    There was a click and clunk of metal as the latch turned, then the door opened with a creak. The young man appeared, stepping out of the doorway and underneath the awning. He looked at the six dead, then beyond to the empty street, and whistled. 
 
    “Thank you. We’ve been stuck in there all night.” 
 
     Jim pushed past him and strode into the darkness. The smell was mould and must and not as bad as some he’d confronted of late. He stood in the middle of the room with shelves lining the walls and racks of food and supplies in the centre around two long deep freezers. A curved counter sat in another corner, topped with a register and a waist-high glass cabinet that ran the length of the counter full of old baked goods now covered in mould. A set of dark refrigerators on the right looked bare, except for a container of spilt milk and several disregarded bottles of unusual soda.  
 
    Jim was almost too afraid to speak; too afraid that he had made up the sound of the female voice, and when it came down to it, the place would be empty. Then, a person stood up from behind the counter. It was Lana, his youngest daughter.  
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    A surge of relief washed over Jim unlike any he had felt before. He laid the shotgun on the floor and raced towards her as she came around the other side of the counter. She leapt into his arms and Jim wrapped himself around her as if he would never let her go. She squeezed him hard enough for it to hurt, but he didn’t mind. Jim kissed her cheek and head. 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you.” 
 
    Lana cried into his arm. He rubbed her back. “Shhh. It’s all right now.” Her sobs rocked him, and he felt wetness on his bicep. When she let go and looked at him with tears in her eyes, Jim asked, “Where’s your sister?” 
 
    Lana shook her head. “I don’t know. We got separated when we pulled up outside. Glen and I ran in here and she ran down the street with Craig. I thought she was following.” 
 
    Jim pulled her back into a hug. “It’s all right. We’ll find her.” But that knot of worry settled in his stomach again. 
 
    They made the introductions with Glen and Dan as they filled up on non-perishable supplies from the general store—tins of Campbell’s tomato soup, baked beans, and spaghetti. Glen was able to offer some more information on where he thought the others had gone. 
 
    “There’s a double-storey place just down the road. It’s like an old post office or something they converted into a bed & breakfast. I saw Cindy running for that. I called out to her,” he insisted. 
 
    Jim put a hand on his shoulder. “Okay, good.” He loaded two more shells into the shotgun. He had six left after that. “I want you two to follow Dan to the car and wait with him.” He turned to Dan. “Keep it idling. Be ready to swing by this B&B place and collect us.”  
 
    Dan nodded.  
 
    Jim turned to Lana. “I’ll get your sister and the other fella, and we’ll get the hell out of here.” 
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    The stretcher Bill had assembled in the hunting and camping store for Leroy to sleep on had done the job nicely. Leroy could not recall waking at all during the night, but he’d had terrible nightmares causing him to sweat. In them, Bill wasn’t there to help. Leroy was alone, and his wife and some of his old teammates were the infected. They screamed insults at him for being selfish and irresponsible. He couldn’t hold them off. The nightmares reinforced the conversation he had with Bill the previous night about the fact that he had been wrong all these years and couldn’t go at it alone and reminded him that he needed others around him to lean on. 
 
    Once the sun had finally set, they had drunk a few more beers in the darkness, deciding that even a small camping light might attract the infected, or more men of the kind they had both encountered that day. Eventually, Leroy had found himself dozing, and politely suggested they get some shut-eye. He was, after the day he’d had, grateful to be in such a position. And for the first time in a long time, enjoying someone’s company.      
 
    They cooked more sausages for breakfast and even found a couple of slices of bacon. Leroy realised a few weeks ago he’d taken such simple pleasures for granted. The fresh milk had curdled, but they found some of the long-life stuff from the IGA and opened a packet of coffee bags that were better than the instant stuff.   
 
    Bill’s ankle was a little better—still tender, but he could walk on it with limited pressure. Leroy’s body ached all over. The beers had supressed the pain for a while, but he suspected he’d be feeling it for a few days yet. The thought reminded him of what lay ahead for the day.  
 
    “Did you ever think about not going back to help them?” Leroy asked while they were packing up the beds and sleeping bags and filling a black rubbish bag with the paper plates and cutlery. 
 
    Bill shook his head. “Never. Not once. I gave them my word and that was that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t suggesting I would have, if I was you. I just wondered if you had any doubts.”  
 
    “I’d never break my word. My credibility is based on what I say, and that’s everything to me. It’s served me well all my life.” He thought about something, and then asked, “You ever break your word?”  
 
    Leroy said nothing. The answer to that was not something he had ever admitted to anyone. Or said aloud to himself. “Yeah. Heaps. And probably more than I remember.”   
 
    “You wanna change that?” 
 
    “Sure.” He sat forward. “Badly.” 
 
    Bill nodded as he stacked the ammo and several knives into a backpack. “I believe you.” 
 
    That gave Leroy hope. If someone else believed in him, maybe he had a chance. “I wish I’d known you when I played professional cricket, Bill.”  
 
    “Don’t look back. You can’t change it now.” 
 
    Leroy thought back to the moment he was sitting behind the steering wheel of his Rav4, contemplating helping the guy hobbling around on his ankle getting attacked by zombies. Why had he hesitated? He knew why. Before he could stop himself, he said, “I feel like since I met you—even though it’s only been less than twenty-four hours—I’ve got purpose. I want to do something positive now, make up for all the shit decisions and bad things I’ve done in the past.” 
 
    “Now’s your first chance to test yourself. You’ve given your word. You’ve said it. Don’t break that.” Leroy nodded. “By the way, my mates call me Skoota.” 
 
    Skoota loaded the weapons, and Leroy felt comfortable holding one of the Stevens shotguns. The store also had a map of the area, and using it, Skoota was able to pinpoint the field he had hobbled across, which backed onto the junkyard where the women were being held. He folded it up and stuffed it into the pocket of his jeans for later.  
 
    “Sling this bag over your back so we can ride tandem,” Skoota said. 
 
    “Where to first?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “Our president’s house.” 
 
    “Are there a lot of people in your club?” 
 
    “It ain’t a big club. But we’re close.” 
 
    They left through the rear door of the hunting and camping store. Skoota had parked his motorbike inside the small fenced area. They strapped on the packs containing the little gear they had and climbed onto the bike. The moment they turned from the rear of the store, a group of twenty or so infected were there, congregating at the corner as though waiting for a bus. Skoota guided them past, the bike providing the flexibility to avoid any that showed interest. Most stood motionless, their faces registering only morbid curiosity.    
 
    The president’s house was on the southern side of Latrobe, past Relbey Street, where it backed onto clear fields and beyond, bushland. They rode at speed through the streets, avoiding the scattering of infected, and Leroy was surprised there weren’t more. But that changed when Skoota steered the motorbike into the street on which the house was located. Leroy flinched at the sight. The infected milled along both sides of the road, hovering in the driveways and houses as though waiting for their owners. Skoota maneuvered the motorbike at low speed between the crowds. They weren’t fast, or particularly interested, despite the noise of the Harley.  
 
    Near the end of the street, Skoota slowed the bike and pulled into a driveway. A wide property greeted them with a five-foot-high black metal fence protecting the yard from the sidewalk. A set of metal gates covered the driveway, which continued down the length of the property for fifty metres to a tall double garage. Beyond the fence, a wide, single-storey brick house peered back. Nothing special or out of context. In the yard, an Australian flag hung from a pole. 
 
    Two infected—a man and a woman—stood at the base of the stairs leading to the front door. Skoota sat with the bike idling and watched them. They did not look around. Something appeared to be holding their attention inside the house. 
 
    “Do you know them?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Skoota shook his head. “Nope.” 
 
    Skoota climbed off the bike and opened the gates. Leroy did the same and walked across the cracked concrete sidewalk and onto the driveway. Skoota returned to the bike and drove it onto the property. By the time Leroy had shut the gates, Skoota had turned off the bike and was already on his way to the infected with a long-handled knife he had taken from the hunting store. He launched at the closest one and used the knife like a tomahawk, jamming the silver blade into its head. The thing collapsed into the long grass at the base of the stairs. This stirred the interest of the other infected, a man, wearing a denim jacket and blue jeans. He reached out for Skoota, who simply stepped aside and, using his powerful arms, cut the infected man’s throat. 
 
      “Load up,” Skoota said. “There’s more of that coming. We’ll take the pistols.” 
 
     “You don’t think there’s anybody alive inside?” 
 
    “I’m not saying that. But we should be prepared.” 
 
    Skoota handed him one of the Ruger pistols and, again, he was surprised by the weight. Leroy hadn’t shot any sort of gun yet, and the concept still made him feel uneasy.  
 
    “This is the safety,” Skoota said, indicating a small switch on the side of the gun. 
 
    “How many shots?” 
 
    “Ten.”  
 
    Jesus, Leroy thought. He’d be surprised if he fired one.   
 
    They walked down the driveway along the side of the house towards the rear of the property. They passed several bedroom windows, which Skoota peered into but couldn’t see beyond the drawn blinds. At the rear of the house, just in front of the driveway, a small gate beckoned. Beyond, was a circular grass area cut short, with plastic seating stacked at the edges and a huge rectangle barbecue with a rotisserie on it.  
 
    “This lawn’s been cut recently. Jace can’t be far away.” 
 
    Beyond the grassed area, perhaps thirty yards away at the bottom end of the block, was the biggest shed Leroy had ever seen on a residential property. It must have been thirty metres wide. 
 
    Skoota carefully opened the gate and held it until Leroy passed through. He closed it with a click and led Leroy across the paved area containing a wide chrome bar fridge, a round barbecue grill, and a wooden outdoor furniture setting. A set of wide double-glass doors greeted them. Now they could see inside. A long room with a green felt billiard table sat centre, flanked by two long couches at the left corner edge of the table. In the right corner, a tall wooden bar with a Harley Davidson placard at the top towered above the room. Leroy imagined many a wild party had taken place in there. 
 
    The glass doors were locked. Skoota walked to a giant ceramic pot plant in the corner beside a window. “Gimme a hand, will ya?” 
 
    Skoota bent his knees, took hold of the edge with thick fingers and leaned the big pot backwards. A gap appeared under one side. Leroy spotted a silver key. He squatted, scooped it up and handed it to Leroy after he eased the pot back down. 
 
    It was muggy inside the house, as though someone had left the heating on for too long. Worse, though, was the stink. It was either rotting food or something worse, Leroy thought. Something that might upset Skoota. 
 
    They walked single file through the billiard room with their pistols ready. Leroy felt like a cop from a movie. They passed into a modest family room, where a small, dark wood kitchen table sat surrounded by six seats. Stacked against the walls were old records—piles of them. Leroy glimpsed the top of a few stacks and saw Led Zeppelin II, Nevermind and something by The Police.      
 
    Skoota stopped and surveyed the scene. Leroy followed his gaze. Beyond the family room was the kitchen. A long countertop ran parallel to the table. All surfaces looked free of papers or trinkets, crumbs and leftover cutlery. The apples and mandarins in the bowl at the centre of the table appeared flat and discoloured.  
 
    “How many people were you expecting to find?” 
 
    “I don’t know. At least two.” It had seemed to Leroy as though Skoota had expected more. 
 
    “Could they be somewhere else?” 
 
    “Maybe. But there’s usually people at Jace’s house. I would have thought more of the club members might be here.” Skoota took another look and then said, “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    They passed through the kitchen and a small powder room until they reached two bedrooms—one on either side of the hallway. Skoota paused and unclicked the safety on his pistol. Leroy’s heart rate was well over a hundred. He couldn’t imagine what Skoota was feeling. These people were his friends.  
 
    Skoota caught Leroy’s eyes, waved the pistol right, then stepped into the first bedroom on the left. Leroy went right with the gun raised. His hands shook. He tightened them around the pistol and held his breath, expecting at any moment to find an infected. The modest bedroom was undisturbed though. A large single bed made neatly. A desk with a lamp on it, bookshelves across the wall. Skoota called out. Leroy backed out of the room and crossed the hallway to find the other man standing in a similar sized room, but this one was the opposite in terms of cleanliness.    
 
     The bed had been slept in, the covers thrown back. Two glasses, one empty, the other half full of water sat on the nightstand. Clothes were scattered about. Tissues littered the floor. Some had blood on them. Skoota looked at Leroy. There seemed to be more lines of worry across his forehead and around his eyes now. Where had the sick person gone? Skoota left the bedroom and turned along the final section of hallway. Leroy followed. 
 
    The master bedroom was large, bright, and showed no signs that anybody had used it lately. Skoota shook his head in dismay. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Maybe they went to the hospital.”     
 
    “It’d take a lot to get Jace to the hospital.” 
 
    “This probably constitutes a lot.” Leroy couldn’t imagine things getting worse. “Maybe his wife was sick and he took her?” 
 
    They did one more sweep of the house, looking for signs of recent inhabitancy. The kitchen bin had the typical waste, though some of the dried food looked quite old. They left through the back sliding doors. While Leroy was relieved, Skoota was confused and disappointed. 
 
    The clunk! of metal sounded. Both men turned and peered towards the back of the property. The shed.  
 
    Skoota started for it. Leroy wanted to tell him to stop, that whatever was in there wasn’t good. They’d done their checks; nobody was inside the house. But nothing, Leroy knew, would stop the older man from entering that shed.    
 
    They hurried to the end of the yard, the hot sun scorching on their faces when they stepped out from underneath shade. Every tree, bush, or object was the potential for ambush. Both men had their guns pointed and ready.  
 
    At the shed entrance, Skoota turned the silver metal handle and the door came open with a squeal. The last thing Leroy wanted to do was follow Skoota in, but he did so, certain what awaited them was infected.    
 
    It was cooler inside, but only by a degree or two. Part of the front windows had been covered, which made the place darker. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust. Skoota’s did first, and he sucked in a sharp breath. Sitting in the corner of the shed in a fold-out chair was a burly man with a long moustache, blue jeans, and a motorcycle jacket. They had their answer, or half of it at least.  
 
    “Jace?” 
 
    The big man gave a pained, sickly smile. His eyes were already narrow, but now they looked closed. He tried to open them wider. “S… Sk… Skoot?” 
 
    He coughed savagely and sneezed twice. His knees shook and one unsteady hand wiped sweat from his forehead. Skoota hurried forward, then stopped suddenly at the last moment. 
 
    “Jesus, mate.” 
 
    “I know. I don’t look so good.” 
 
    “You get bitten?” 
 
    “Yeah. Fucker. Had the eyes of the devil, too. It got Karen the night before yesterday.” He coughed again, racking his body. He leant forward, and Leroy thought he might fall out of the chair. He finally got it under control and fell back into it. “Haven’t seen her since.” 
 
    “Sorry, mate.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “What about the rest of the crew? You heard from them?” 
 
    Jace shook his head solemnly. “Nobody made it, mate.” 
 
    “None of ’em?” 
 
    “Nup. One by one, they got sick and died. We’re the last.”  
 
    Skoota hung his head in thought. 
 
    Jace looked at Leroy. “What’s your name, son?” Leroy told him. “Listen mate, this man,” he indicated Skoota, “is the best. He’s helped so many people. Always puts others first, never himself.” He coughed once and continued in a raspy voice. “Don’t take him for granted. If he’s let you stay with him, he’s got your back, and you can’t underestimate that in this world, hear me?”  
 
    Skoota looked down, embarrassed. “Jace, mate, don’t talk, it’s—” 
 
    Jace went on. “I’ve learned a shitload from him. He’d never know it, but I based my leadership on his values and actions. In that sense it was as much Skoota’s club as mine. That’s why it’s gone so well.”  
 
    “Jace, please…”  
 
    Jace held up a hand. “Let me finish, Skoot. I might not be able to say much soon.” Skoota frowned. Jace looked back at Leroy. “Look after him, and he’ll look after you. You won’t find a better wingman. I’m proud to call him my mate. And you’re lucky to have him running alongside you.”  
 
    “I know,” Leroy said. “Believe me, I know.”  
 
    Jace coughed again, and flecks of blood shot out onto the floor. 
 
    “No more, Jace. Take it easy, mate.” Skoota stepped in close and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Jace said, controlling the coughing. 
 
    “Whatta we do, mate?” 
 
    Jace lay back in the chair. “Nothing to do mate. Just wait.” 
 
    For Leroy, it was clear what should be done. If it were him sitting in that chair, he’d want only one thing. He tried to catch Skoota’s eyes; Leroy wanted to ask him a question. Part of Leroy screamed for him not to speak, to keep his fat mouth that had gotten him into so much trouble, shut. But if all the talk and intent to do the right thing was really something more than the bullshit he had fed himself for so many years, now was his chance to prove it. Prove to himself that he had changed.  
 
    “Can I talk with you a minute?” Leroy asked Skoota. 
 
    They stepped away from Jace to a brighter space just inside the doorway. He tried to say it but the words wouldn’t come out. 
 
    “What?” Skoota said, glancing back at Jace. 
 
    Leroy didn’t realise it was going to be so difficult to say. Finally, he said in a whisper, “I’ll do it, if you want. I’ll do it for him.”  
 
    Skoota grabbed him by the collar of his t-shirt and shoved him against the corrugated wall. The tin buckled and popped. “Don’t you ever fucking say that again,” Skoota hissed. His eyes were large and fiery. His temples pulsed and his face had darkened. “He’s a good man.”   
 
    “I… I know.” Leroy’s stomach had shrunk. The look in Skoota’s eyes told Leroy he was moments away from getting the beating of his life. 
 
    “Don’t ever say—” 
 
    Jace shifted in his chair. “Skoot?” Still holding Leroy by the neck, Skoota turned. “He’s… “ Jace began. “Right… “ His voice was croaky now.  “He’s right, Skoot.” He closed his eyes, finding the words. “Let him do it. The kid’s got balls.” His gaze moved to Leroy and he nodded.  “Thank you.”  
 
    Leroy felt his body shaking. Could he do this? Killing an infected that wanted to eat him alive was one thing, but a man—even a sick one—was going to be almost impossible. But he latched onto the thought that if it was himself in Jace’s place, he would want someone to finish it.  
 
    He clicked the safety off and held out the gun in the light from the window for Skoota to see. “Is it right to go?” 
 
    Thumbs in pockets, Skoota only sneered at it. Leroy didn’t think he was going to acknowledge the request. Then he nodded, turned his back and went to Jace. 
 
    They took several minutes. Leroy held back, not wanting to intrude on a private moment. He sensed their like and admiration for each other and wished that one day, somebody would feel the same about his sense of worth. Eventually, Skoota stepped away. Leroy joined them. 
 
    “Take the car in the garage,” Jace said.  
 
    Skoota nodded. He reached out and shook Jace’s hand firmly and Leroy imagined the years of friendship in that shake. “Thanks mate. For everything.”  
 
    Jace smiled. “You’re the best, Skoota. Don’t ever forget that.”  
 
    Skoota looked away, then turned and left the shed. 
 
    Leroy approached with the pistol hanging by his side.  
 
    “Give it to me,” Jace said. Leroy’s face widened with surprise. “You’ve never shot a bloody gun, have you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to do this, mate.” 
 
    “You sure?” Jace nodded. Leroy looked at the gun for a long moment, then handed it to Jace.  
 
    “Look out for him.”  
 
    Leroy nodded. “I’ll do my best, I promise.” 
 
    When Leroy left the shed, he closed the door behind him. Skoota was already at the house. He slipped through the glass doors. Leroy jogged to catch up.   
 
    They met just as Skoota reached the kitchen. Skoota whirled. “You do it?” 
 
    “No,” Leroy said, shaking his head.  
 
    “Good. Better that way. For both of you.”  
 
    Skoota took a set of car keys from a hook attached to a wooden plate on the kitchen wall. Leroy wondered if he should say something, but decided against it.  
 
    From the driveway out front, Skoota pushed the bike around back and set it on the stand under the pergola. In the garage, they found a late-2000s model Ford sedan in immaculate condition. Skoota tossed the pack of guns into the back seat but kept his Ruger handgun with him in the front. Leroy used the manual setting to raise the garage door, then climbed into the passenger seat.  
 
    Skoota backed out and turned right until he could rotate the vehicle to face the street. Then he edged it down the driveway until they reached the perimeter. Leroy climbed out without asking and opened the gates. He got back in and Skoota accelerated, knocking several infected aside as he crossed the sidewalk and hit the road. He took off up the street with the wheels screeching.    
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    Near Blackwood Creek, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    In the morning, they cleaned up and cleared out quickly, Mac keen to get on the road early. He didn’t know how they would fare getting information at the Blackwood Creek military facility, but he’d use his special operations background to find out as much as he could about what the personnel knew of the circumstances. Failing that, they’d head south to Port Arthur and hope Jess had gone there. He told the kids they might end up at the historic site, and they grew excited, Tyler having missed out on a school excursion a while back. It still felt like Mac was on a wild goose chase and all the effort and loss could potentially amount to nothing.  
 
    Mac had still not thought about Smitty; whenever his face appeared in Mac’s thoughts, he continued to place it in one of the many “I’ll deal with it later” boxes in his mind he had used throughout his military career. He’d been a master of compartmentalisation, but the truth was, Mac still had boxes he hadn’t opened for many years, and he feared one day, if he ever had to open them all up, he wouldn’t be able to deal with their contents. 
 
    Deloraine was the closest major town, although with a population of just under three thousand, it was barely a town. Primarily a farming settlement, it received plenty of tourists and contained a small hunting and fishing store Mac was keen to check out. 
 
    They saw two vehicles pass in the main street. One had a caravan attached to the rear and the driver, a guy with a beard and a baseball cap, raised his hand to Mac as they crossed. A woman with a blonde ponytail sat in the passenger seat, and Mac saw at least two kids in the back. Good on them, he thought. The other was a battered, old, white pickup driven by an elderly man in an Akubra hat, with the creased, weathered look of a farmer. He also raised his hand to Mac.  
 
    There was inconspicuous parking at the rear of the hunting store, and Mac snuggled the Nissan and the trailer in behind a chain link fence and allowed space for David to follow him. Surprisingly, the back door of the store was open and the contents in good condition.  
 
    “Country folk,” David said. Mac knew what he meant. “Same way we see fruit and vegetable stands on the side of the road all over Tasmania. People take the food and leave their money. Owners probably left the door open, too. People appreciate that. They only take what they need so others can use it too.” 
 
    Mac took only what they needed—another ten boxes of shotgun shells and another thousand rounds of .223 bullets for the M4. He also took two Ruger handguns for good measure. As he packed the guns and ammunition into the back of the Nissan, Mac felt good that they’d been able to secure more weapons and ammo without a confrontation. Feeling the cold steel under his hands, he took the M4 out and would carry it with him jammed between the front seats. The familiarity was soothing, almost cathartic. He’d spent many a day holding one of these babies, saving his own and the lives of his mates. 
 
    The sound of an engine drifted to him—several engines—Mac looked towards the alleyway and watched three tricked-up sedans roll into the rear of the hunting store on the other side of the fence. An uneasy feeling spread into his lower belly. Each vehicle was full of what appeared to be young men, and in many cases, filling the seats to the roof. Twelve to fifteen targets, Mac thought, his military brain kicking into gear.  
 
    Summarising a potentially threatening situation in the first few moments was a habit he would never kick. Mac tightened his grip around the M4 but did not move away from the trunk of the Nissan. He had not yet loaded the magazine after emptying it at Mole Creek.  
 
    The doors of the first vehicle—a blue Ford GT with white racing stripes—swung open, and four young men stepped out. The driver moved swiftly around the front of the car and stood at the fence, the others falling in behind. He wore a white Adidas t-shirt, contrasting his tanned olive skin, black track pants, and had dark, slicked-back hair that glistened in the morning light. He flashed a wide grin, but his eyes never left the M4 in Mac’s hands. They were not carrying, Mac saw. 
 
    “Nice hardware you’ve got there, mate,” the young man said. “You wouldn’t want to trade for that, would you?” 
 
    Trade a fully automatic weapon capable of shooting eight hundred rounds per minute with a young goon like you? Mac thought. Sure. Why not. But Mac said nothing.    
 
    The other young men chuckled, a tall gangly kid with a pimply face laughed particularly hard. Mac suspected this group hadn’t won any friends helping people since the world had gone upside down. They also didn’t appear to be packing any kind of weapons and had probably come to the hunting store to acquire some. 
 
    The young man who had asked the question wore a false expression of hurt. “You sure? I could make it worth your while.” 
 
    “Plenty of weapons in the store” Mac said. 
 
    “None like that,” the young man said. 
 
    “Let me be very clear,” Mac said, adjusting the M4 in his grip, just enough to show them he knew how to handle it. “You can’t have this one.” 
 
    The young man laughed and glanced around his friends.  
 
    Ashleigh poked her head out the window. “Dad, how long to get to Port Arthur?” 
 
    Mac saw the young man’s eyes narrow. “Sit back down and put your belt on, Ash, I won’t be long.” 
 
    The group had grown since several more had arrived from the second and third cars. A few had gathered just behind the young man, as if in show of force, while others leant against one of the vehicles and smoked cigarettes or chewed gum.  
 
    “But you don’t understand.” His voice was condescending. Mac’s caution turned into mild irritation. “I really want it. And,” he looked back at his friends, and added, “there’s a few of us.” 
 
    “There's a few of us, too,” said a voice from behind Mac.  
 
    He turned to see David lift a rifle up into view. Meryl, standing by his side, did the same. Mac’s car door opened and Shelli climbed out and shuffled to the rear of the vehicle. 
 
    “Hand me the Stevens, will you Mac?” Shelli took the shotgun and snapped the barrel open like an old pro, then closed it back up and wrapped her fingers in a comfortable hold. She might have been in her seventies, but Shelli had grown up on a farm outside of Burnie and knew how to handle a weapon as well as anyone, probably more so than the clowns wanting Mac’s M4. Mac gave her a wink and turned to the young men.  
 
    “It’s okay, Shell, we won’t have to shoot anyone today. Will we, boys?” 
 
     The young man at the front wore a stiff expression, his nose twisted slightly. “No. No shooting. Today.” 
 
    “Good,” Mac said. He started for the gate. “We’re going to get into our vehicles now and drive away and never see you guys again, okay?”  
 
    With his mouth twisted, the young man gave a curt nod. Mac unlatched the gate and swung one side open, just enough for the vehicles to slip through. He walked back to the Nissan, part of him expecting one of them to have made a break for the opening, or worse. 
 
    Only when Mac opened his door, did Shelli, David, and Meryl all climb back in, each still holding their weapons. Mac started the 4x4 and waved David out first, accelerating through the gate in tow, taking a last look over his shoulder at the crew. The young man he’d argued with took several steps following the car and then stretched out his arm and pointed his right index finger at them. There was an expression of annoyance on the kid’s face that Mac didn’t like, as though he might not let it go.    
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    They made the Blackwood Creek military facility in about an hour. Several blockages on the roads forced Mac to make detours, but he was able to limit the extra driving with luck and logic. Still, they couldn’t get within a mile of the facility. The army had blocked access leading off Boons Road, and Mac couldn’t get any further than a wide metal gate parked in the middle of the blacktop. They had two army trucks set on either side to reinforce it, and the metal mesh rolled off into the scrub. He’d never been to this facility, but he imagined the government had secured a lot of the surrounding land.  
 
    Standing outside the gate was a kid who couldn’t have been more than nineteen. Mac edged the car up to him and, when he saw the kid’s condition, only rolled the window down a fraction. The kid took off a pair of sunglasses, blinking against the light. His eyes were crusty and dark, his face pale and patchy with red blotches. He looked at Mac for a moment, and in the kid’s eyes Mac knew he knew he was a dead man walking. Mac thought about Jessica and wondered if he would ever have to look into her infected eyes. The idea struck him with such terror he didn’t immediately respond. When he’d gathered himself by burying the thought, he looked at the kid and spoke. 
 
    “Sargent Shane McNamara, Second Commando Regiment. What’s the status of this facility, Private?” 
 
    The kid stepped forward. “Ah, I’m not sure, sir. I’ve been here for two days, waiting for my next orders. I was told not to leave until then.” 
 
    Shit, Mac thought. Poor kid is on death watch. “Can we get into the facility?” The kid shook his head. “What are your standing orders in that regard?” 
 
    “No entry. Shoot to kill.” 
 
    Mac nodded. “Can you call anyone?” 
 
    Again, the kid shook his head. “Nobody answering, sir.”    
 
    There was a good chance, Mac thought, that the facility was compromised. He couldn’t be sure—they may have gone underground to preserve whatever they were working on—but to leave a young soldier at this post like this was not a good sign. He had hoped to get information, but there was nothing here for Mac and the others. 
 
    “All right. Best of luck.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” He saluted Mac, who returned the action. 
 
    They turned around and drove back out to the C514, Blackwood Creek Road, before hitting the B51, Poatina Road in a southerly direction. This would take them past the Great Lake and across the Central Highlands to a town called Hamilton, and from there, to Port Arthur. Mac estimated it would be around a four-hour trip all the way. 
 
    The initial driving was windy and undulating. The kids fell asleep; Shelli stared out the window, thinking the multitude of things she had to deal with. At one point she started crying. Mac reached out, took her hand, and asked her if she wanted to talk about it, but she shook her head and went on staring out the window.  
 
    They drove through Poatina, where just outside, they tackled a hillside and the windiest roads Mac had ever driven in his life. They had three seconds to glimpse Cramps Bay, a small establishment on the eastern edges of the Great Lake, and continued south through the Great Lake conservation area, a wild, tangle of countryside as green and hearty as any in Tasmania. They swung past Flintstone, on the southwest corner of Arthurs Lake, a huge body of water, though not quite as big as Great Lake. They passed the C527 that would take them east and then southeast to Oatlands—another way of getting to Port Arthur. But Mac decided to keep going directly south down through Bothwell. 
 
    This was it then, Mac thought. They would drive to the southern point of Tasmania and hope to God his wife was there. If not, Mac didn’t know what he’d do. Had they come this far only to fail again? Akin to war, he realised there were no rules in a world like this, no clear reasons for things happening.  
 
    Citing safety first, they drove along a narrow expanse of road at a lazy fifty miles an hour, lush green scrub on both sides all shadows and coolness. All it took was a wallaby or an infected to sneak out and things could go pear-shaped. The heat was marginally less than the day before, but still unusually hot for Tasmania. Mac glanced into the rear-view mirror, an unconscious habit he did to keep check on David and the others. A fleck of colour caught his eye on the road behind. Another vehicle in the distance. It appeared to be white, and it was coming fast. 
 
    A sudden uneasy feeling washed over Mac. He looked harder to see if the car had blue stripes on the hood, but it was too far away. He unconsciously slowed and in a few moments, he could make out the stripes. Shit. The little assholes had not let it go. It looked like they were going to have a fight on their hands. No point trying to outrun them. Mac began to scrutinize the terrain on either side of the road for a place to pull in. Last thing he wanted with the kids in the car was a shoot-out. 
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    It had been an incredibly long night of anticipation that hadn’t so far amounted to anything for Juliet and the others held hostage in the big, rusty, old fuel tank. There had been the odd gunshot, even a small explosion, along with plenty of footsteps on the gravel path outside their cell, but nothing that had directly impacted them. Juliet wished something would happen to create an opportunity.  
 
    There had been no choice but to pee in the corner of the tank where, thankfully, a rusted section had carried their urine into the earth, the modesty of going to the toilet around others forgotten under such dire circumstances. They had slept again in fits and starts. Several of them had woken with nightmares; Jess for the first time, shouting something about Mac not letting anything happen to the kids. The woman had apologised for her outburst. Juliet worried if Jess, the most emotionally strong of them all, was coming closer to breaking point, where did that leave the rest of them? 
 
    The watch on Juliet’s hand read just before ten thirty when the door finally squealed open.  
 
    “Be ready to move,” she said, knees popping as she stood. She had tried to keep mobile in the confined space, but for the last few hours she’d spent sitting. 
 
    “I’m scared,” Lory said. 
 
    “It’s okay. We’ll be fine, just stick close.”  
 
    Sam appeared, wide-eyed and full of energy, hanging off the doorway of the holding tank. “We have to go.” Nobody moved. “Now.”   
 
    “What’s the plan, Sam?” 
 
    “Red’s crew is getting beaten. Ponytail’s got the numbers now. It might go their way, and then you’ll be in danger. He’ll come for you. Red told me to let you out.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Juliet asked.  “He said he’d send someone back last night.” 
 
    “He’s been shot,” Sam said.  
 
    A cold tingle rushed up Juliet’s spine. The thought of Ponytail getting hold of them suddenly became more real. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “No. Shoulder wound.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “We go around the perimeter towards the front of the lot. Sneak in behind Ponytail’s crew and out the front gates.”  
 
    “That’s a stupid idea,” Jess said, standing behind Juliet. 
 
    “It’s all we’ve got right now.” Sam looked disappointed.  
 
    Juliet said, “We’ve got a plan.” 
 
    “A plan?” 
 
    Meg rushed forward. “What about over the back fence like Bill did?” 
 
    “No good,” Sam said, shaking his head. “Ponytail thought of that—let a heap of infected in down that side and then closed it off so they couldn’t get up here. You can’t climb over the fence there anymore.”  
 
    “We’ve got a good plan,” Juliet continued. “And the tools to help with it.” 
 
    “Forget that,” Sam said, growing more frustrated at their resistance to his request. He stepped back out of the doorway. “We have to go. Come on out of there.” 
 
    The women buried their arguments and focused on freedom. They filed through the holding tank door close together, unable to get out quickly enough. Juliet sucked in the fresh air, a big improvement on what they’d had. 
 
    “I don’t believe your story,” Meg said, stopping on the gravel path outside. “Sounds like a set-up.” 
 
    “Meg,” Juliet began. “We’re out. We stick to the plan.” 
 
    “Your plan, his plan. I don’t like either of them.” Meg’s eyes grew wild. “I just want out of this place. I’m sick of it.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Sam asked, looking bewildered.   
 
    “What would you prefer?” Jess said to Meg. 
 
    “I think we should go over the back fence.” 
 
    Sam stepped up between them. “Jesus, lady. I told you it’s covered. You go that way, and you’ll find a bunch of hungry monsters waiting for you.” 
 
    Meg looked at the others. “What if it’s a set-up? What if he’s been promised all sorts of rewards for bringing us to them? I don’t like it.”   
 
    Juliet felt a sudden overwhelming frustration at Meg’s attitude. Jess beat her to the punch, though. She’d been slowly improving since Juliet had joined with her at the hospital. Only the odd sniffle remained from the original virus. 
 
    “Meg.” Jessica pushed a long strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “I’ve had enough of your shit. Just shut the fuck up with negativity, won’t you? Everything’s an issue. Everything’s the opposite of what anyone else wants to do. Jesus Christ, your life must be hard to live.”   
 
    Juliet let Jess’s words sink in. It had been the perfect summary of what they had all wanted to say. In a quiet, non-threatening voice, she added, “Look, Meg, you’re either with us or you can—” 
 
    Footsteps sounded from along the gravel pathway. A grubby-faced man wearing the dirtiest fluorescent green, high-visibility clothing Juliet had ever seen skidded to a halt and scanned the layout. When he spotted them, he shouted something unintelligible and ran at them, waving a long-bladed knife.  
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    Tammy woke to dappled orange light through the window over the kitchen sink. It was later than usual, well after ten, she expected. She sat up with a start, remembering the ordeal from the previous night. Darren. She made a noise crossed between a sob and a grunt. More pain on pain. Just when she felt they had been getting somewhere, it had ended so badly. She was alone again. Always alone lately. It had gone from a growing horde of people to almost nothing. Still, she had the others in the nearby van.  
 
    Eventually, she slid off the thin mattress and went to the front window. Pulling back the blinds, she looked out into the park, peering along the road in both directions, then across the slender black strip to vans on the other side, and beyond, to the trees and shrubs in between sites. It was all silent and empty. The minibus sat parked on the left, under the drooping willow tree. 
 
    With a full kettle and some instant coffee, she boiled water on the gas stove, filled a cup and added some long-life milk. She wondered out of interest how long the battery on the caravan would last. How long could a person live in one of these things? She hoped it wouldn’t come to that. After breakfast she wanted to hit the road again, hopeful that by early afternoon they might reach Port Arthur. As she ate plain toast and sipped the hot coffee, Tammy considered what she would do if on reaching Port Arthur, there was nothing there—nothing in the sense of a safe environment. 
 
    “Stop being so negative,” she said. “You sound like your goddamn mother.” 
 
    She would not whittle away in doubt. Even if she was alone, she’d keep going south, at least until she found out whether the rumours of Port Arthur were a myth. If it turned out to be a false hope, she would turn around and keep going until she found what she needed. 
 
    After breakfast, she did another check of the surrounding area from inside the van to be sure there were no immediate threats. Heart racing and with screwdriver in hand, she did two full circles of the van, checking the exterior and surrounding bushes. The road was empty, too, and she felt confident enough to walk a short way along it to check between the next set of caravans. Still nothing. There had to be someone there. She recalled the person who had helped her escape the infected the previous night. 
 
    She set off for the van where the others were staying. As she approached, she saw the door was open. She slowed down and moved into defence mode with the screwdriver poised, her caution alert kicking up a notch. She did a full circle, checking for infected. Still clear, but something wasn’t right.  
 
    “Charlie?” she said in a loud whisper. “Charlie?” 
 
    No response. She thought her heart might pop out of her chest as she approached the open doorway. Using all the courage she could find, Tammy stepped up onto the edge of the van. She poked her head inside and peered along the central walkway. No sign of them. She went in further, half expecting to find another infected feasting on their dead bodies, but the van was empty.  
 
    On the table sat a small piece of paper folded in half. Tammy snatched it up and read: 
 
    Tammy, 
 
    We have decided to head north to Mole Creek. Nothing personal. 
 
    Best of luck, 
 
         Charlie 
 
    She tossed the note back on the table, annoyed. People, she thought. They always knew best. Well, what could she do? If they didn’t want to go south, it was their choice. Now she really was alone. 
 
    All Tammy had left where the rations that had been divided up between them the night before and a few bits and pieces they had left in the minibus. At least she still had that.  
 
    She left the van and returned to her own. It took only a few minutes to pack her things and, as she loaded up the minibus, a man appeared from the bushes holding a shotgun. A round face that was already sweating in the morning heat greeted her. He was solid, shorter than average, and wore a faded blue baseball cap, a sleeveless t-shirt and long khaki shorts. His boots were thick and dusty, his skin red and brown from too much sun. Tammy pulled the screwdriver out of her pocket and let it dangle at her side. 
 
    “Easy,” he said, pressing his palms down in front of himself. “Easy. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m leaving, anyway.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “Then what can I do for you?” 
 
    He smiled, and automatically, Tammy relaxed. “I just wanted to see if there was anything else you might need. I see you’re heading off now, and we saw those other people you came in with last night leave earlier. Friends of yours?” 
 
    Tammy shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “And, I wanted to offer my condolences about your friend.”  
 
    She pressed her lips into a thin line. “He was a good man.” 
 
    The man took his left hand off the gun and held it in his right. “We’ve lost a lot of good people lately.” Tammy pressed her lips together. “We buried your friend, too.” 
 
    This got her attention. “Thank you. I felt guilty not doing it.” 
 
    “They turn into one of those things if you don’t… better to burn the bodies. Sorry, I know you won’t want to hear that, but you should know.” 
 
    “Thank you. Do you live here?” 
 
    “Temporarily. My wife and I and a couple of others. We were passing through, heading north and we came across this place. Seemed pretty quiet—still a few zombies wandering in and out like last night.” 
 
    “You call them zombies?” 
 
    “They come back from the dead, don’t they?” A silence unfolded as Tammy thought of the word. It seemed too geeky to be real. She preferred the infected. “Where you headed?” the man asked. 
 
    “Port Arthur. You heard anything about it?” He shook his head. “Apparently it’s fenced off and has all sorts of protection.” 
 
    “Sounds ideal. We have no plans to move yet.” 
 
    “I should get going,” Tammy said. “Thanks… for your help last night.” She opened the minibus door. 
 
    “Sorry we couldn’t get there in time for your friend.” Tammy nodded. “Hey, one more thing.” The man came a little closer. “Watch out for the fast ones.” 
 
    The fine hairs on the back of Tammy’s neck stood up. “What fast ones?” 
 
    The man looked off into the distance, his eyes narrowed, jaw tight, as if remembering a bad experience. “Most of them are slow and bumbling and, if you’re quick enough, they won’t get you. Some of those seem to have a little bit more sense. They watch sometimes, as if they are thinking.” He paused and swallowed. “And then there are the fast ones. They’re smart. Damn smart. They think as much as we do. They’re strong and very, very aggressive.” 
 
    Tammy swallowed a dry throat at the thought. He voice came out scratchy. “I haven’t come across one of them yet.” 
 
    “Pray you don’t. Because they run fast, and they generally don’t leave you alone until one of you is dead. Their eyes can glow red in the dark, too.”    
 
    Tammy shivered. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll stay alert.” 
 
    She climbed in, closed the door, and wound the window down with a squeak. There was a moment when she expected the minibus wouldn’t start, but the key turned and the engine whirred into life. She gave the man—whose name she still did not know—a smile, and crept the van forward. He tapped the back window ledge and wished her good luck. 
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    “Stay back,” Sam said.  
 
    He started towards the man and raised his hand. Juliet realised she hadn’t even spotted the metal bar he held. The man lunged at Sam, poking the long-bladed knife towards his chest. Sam darted sideways and swung the bar with two hands, striking the man’s shoulder. He grunted and cursed and leapt at Sam again. This time the blade made contact. Sam staggered backwards holding his left forearm. 
 
    The grubby man in the hi-vis shirt made another thrust for blood. Sam jumped back, narrowly avoiding the hit. He recovered, though, and swung and missed with the pipe, throwing himself off balance. Despite his grubby, derelict appearance, the man was quick, and came at Sam, who had tangled himself up, and he went down trying to avoid the knife. The man dove onto him, but Sam used the bar horizontally to deflect the weapon.  
 
    Screaming, Meg ran at the hi-vis man with a handful of rocks gathered from the path. 
 
    “You get away from him!” 
 
    It startled the man, and he looked up, drawing the knife around in case Meg came too close. She skidded to a stop in the gravel, threatening to lose her footing in a slide. It gave Sam the time to move. He shoved the man aside and crawled away like a crab.  
 
    Meg tossed the rocks at the attacker and retreated. He growled at her and, again, went after Sam, who scrambled to his feet. The man stabbed the knife at him. This time, it deflected off Sam’s hip as he fought to regain balance. Sam twisted the metal bar around, striking the man in the groin. He grunted and dropped to one knee, his free hand reaching for his testicles. Sam was quick, barrelling another strike into the side of the man’s head. He fell onto his face and went limp. Sam stood over his attacker, chest heaving. When it was clear the man wasn’t getting up, he turned to Meg and said, “Thank you.”  
 
    Meg, who always had a word to say, could only manage a nod.        
 
    “Come on,” Sam said, waving them on as he lurched away. 
 
    They were more cautious now, Sam leading and Juliet close behind. They jogged on, hunched over, scanning the road and buildings for movement. A gunshot sounded far ahead. Sam stopped. Juliet hunkered to the ground. She twisted around and saw the others had done the same. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Sam said. “Sounds like the fighting has moved to the front gate.” Another shot sounded as they stood and jogged on.  
 
    Juliet looked ahead for the broken section of fence. “The place is just up here.” 
 
    They veered off the road into the trees. Tangles of brush and vines grew in thick clumps, masking the view to the street. The sounds of movement drifted over, and she hoped the infected were there in numbers, waiting for their chance.   
 
    “What’s your plan then?” Sam asked. 
 
     “We’ve got these,” Juliet said, pulling the wire cutters from her pocket. She pointed along the fence line. “There’s a spot up there, near that little building. The fence is broken. We cut a little more, and the whole section will collapse.” 
 
    “Let the infected in,” Sam said, as though the idea had just popped into his head, and he was pleased with himself.   
 
    “Right. Total chaos. That’s our only way out.” 
 
    For the first time, Sam smiled, and it lit up his face. “Let’s do it then. Give these fuckers a post-Christmas present.” 
 
    On they hurried, ducking under overhanging trees and stepping over clumps of weed. The closer they drew to the damaged section of fence, the more Juliet’s heart rate increased. This was it. They had suffered for days in the dreadful holding tank, not knowing their fate, waiting for an opportunity. Now they had it. She felt the responsibility of the people around her, even Sam, who had tried to help her. She had dragged Jessica and Meg from the hospital with her. As a younger woman, Lory had fallen into her care. 
 
    They reached the damaged area of fence near the small brick supply building. In the distance along the gravel road, Juliet spotted men hiding behind buildings and cars. They appeared to be concentrating on something even further along, towards the main gates.  
 
    “Whose men are they?” Jess asked. 
 
    “Red’s. Ponytails men are up near the front gates where they pulled you all out of the car a few days back. But both sides are spread about the place. That’s the thing, you head off in the wrong direction around here, you’re likely to get shot in the crossfire.” 
 
    Scrub had been cleared so the men could work on repairing the fence. They had left their tools behind, a large box containing the same item Juliet had stolen amongst others they could use. How close had they been to fixing this? she wondered. A few more hours, and the opportunity might have disappeared.   
 
    Juliet took a sweeping look around to make sure none of Ponytail’s men were sneaking up on them. It was clear, for the moment. They had to act now. 
 
    Wire cutters in hand, Juliet moved closer to inspect the damaged section of fence. The wire sheeting had come away from both the post and core wire centre. Several tiny hooks that held the fence to the central wire hung loose. That was good. 
 
    From the toolbox, Sam took an almost identical pair of wire cutters. Beyond the broken fence, a single infected woman watched Juliet from thirty yards away. “Come on,” she said. “Come a little closer.” The infected started towards them.  
 
    “Make some noise,” Juliet told the others. “Walk up and down the fence and get their attention. We need more of them here so when the fence comes down they can get inside.”   
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Meg said.  
 
    “We’ll just have to stay back,” Sam said and turned to Juliet. “Let’s do this. I want to unleash hell on these fuckers.”  
 
    Juliet said, “Ladies, keep a lookout, won’t you?” 
 
    Sam and Juliet stepped up to the barrier and began to cut the wire down the fence in two vertical lines. It would be a simple process—far simpler than Juliet had imagined, but the wire was tough and she was forced to use two hands just to make the first snip. After half a dozen cuts, her fingers and thumb ached, but the fear of not finishing before Ponytail’s men arrived kept her going. If that happened, the plan would be foiled and they’d be shoved back in that holding tank. Or worse, the night in the rec room would recommence, and they might never recover from that. 
 
    The first infected arrived and tried to get through the fence. The wire bumped and buckled, making cutting difficult. Juliet had to stop and step back. A moment later, Sam did too. 
 
    “We have to get it away.” Juliet scanned the rough scrub around the base of the fence and spotted a longish stick. She snatched it up and handed it to Meg. “Use this to keep it back.” 
 
    “No,” Meg said, and handed it off to Jessica. 
 
    The blonde woman did a good job poking and prodding the infected woman so she could not press too close to the fence. When Sam and Juliet had completed two-thirds the cutting, the fence flopped over and touched the ground inside the lot.   
 
    “Out of the way now,” Sam said, scurrying back. Juliet and Jessica followed.   
 
    The first infected pushed the wire down. It wasn’t the free-for-all Juliet had hoped, but they began to step through the gap. The third one tripped and went down. Others pushed their way in, ignoring their fallen comrade, who awkwardly climbed to its feet.  
 
    “Watch out,” Sam said, buffering the others from the growing number of infected.  
 
    The group moved back as though someone had released a venomous snake amongst them. Juliet hit the gravel, unable to believe they had done it; it was happening and now they had to make it work for them. It seemed the diversion the others had undertaken worked. Two streams of infected worked their way towards the opening from the roadway.  
 
    “Jesus,” Sam said, bouncing on his toes as if he was ready to run. “It’s working.”   
 
    “Where do we go?” Meg asked.   
 
    “Just keep moving backwards away from them,” Juliet said. “When they’re all inside, we work our way around to the gap and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    There were enough infected inside the lot to cause trouble now, all rotted faces and dangling flesh, dirty clothes and grubby skin. Men, women, teenagers, even the odd kid. The numbers went from manageable to overwhelming in a matter thirty of seconds. The group scattered, Juliet and Sam running in one direction towards the front entrance, Jess, Meg, and Lory the other.   
 
    “Hey!” a voice commanded. “What the hell are you doing?”  
 
    One of the men Juliet had seen fixing things in the lot appeared on the pathway outside the rec room. He wore a blue trucker singlet, dirty black shorts, and dark safety boots. He caught sight of the infected, and his expression filled with surprise, then terror. “What have you done?” Two more men appeared in the doorway. One sprinted towards the front entrance.   
 
    The man in the blue trucker singlet ran towards Juliet and Sam. For a moment, she thought he was going to attack her, but he ran past. Nimble for a larger man, he darted in and out of the infected, working his way towards the fence. He spotted the open toolbox and swooped down on it, reaching for something in the top shelf. He grabbed the hammer, but before he could turn around into a fighting pose, the infected had attacked. He tumbled forward and fell onto his knees. A skinny man with holes in his cheeks dived on him. The man began to scream and swung the hammer at the thing’s head. Another dropped onto the ground beside him and started to eat his leg.  
 
    Juliet glanced at the other man still standing outside the rec room. His mouth hung open, but he had not moved.  
 
    It was chaos now. There must have been twenty-five infected inside the yard with layers of them on the street pushing to get in. There was no way they could get near the fence, let alone out onto the street. Meg, Jess and Lory ran down the road towards the holding tank.  
 
    “Wait!” Juliet called, but they all kept running. 
 
    The first man was dead. The other man who had sprinted away towards the front entrance had returned with several more. They stood back, shocked at what was happening. Then one of them spotted Sam and ran towards him. 
 
    “You!” he shouted, blue chequered shirt flapping, fists balled at his sides.  
 
    Sam turned to face him. He started to speak, but the man ran straight into him and they tumbled to the ground. A bony infected woman in a dress went for them. Two infected men followed, forming a brawl. 
 
    The dead began to spread about the lot. Juliet thought about rushing in to help Sam, but two sickly faces came for her. She had no choice but to turn and run and hope the numbers cleared soon so they could manage an escape. So far, they had avoided any issues because they’d kept back, but as soon as it cleared, they’d have to make a run for the gap in the fence.  
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    “Sure you don’t want me to come?” Dan asked. 
 
    Jim put a hand on Dan’s shoulder. “You’d sure make the job easier, mate, but I need you to look after Lana now.” 
 
    “No worries,” Dan said, swivelling the golf club like a rotating fan. 
 
    They walked to the car, and Lana climbed in the backseat.  
 
    Glen slipped one leg in. “That’s the building,” he said as he held onto the back door, pointing at an old red-brick place on the other side of the street. Curtains were drawn on every window. It looked ominous. 
 
    “I want to come, Dad,” Lana said, climbing out of the car. “I can help.” 
 
    “No. Stay here with Glen and Dan. Be ready for us. We’ll probably come out of the building running, and I need you all to be ready to go.” 
 
    That settled it. Jim gave her another hug and a kiss on the forehead. When they were all settled in the Territory, he strode across the street, feeling like a gunslinger going to a shootout. His gut was tight, and his legs felt a bit like jelly. He’d had his share of confrontations with these things and it never grew easier. Maybe it was the thought of reuniting with his daughter that gave him the courage to go forward.    
 
    The single infected standing at the front of the building eyed him as he approached. Others further down the street showed no interest, but they were there, and if he created a commotion, they’d come for his flesh. Within ten yards, the sickly-looking man outside the window turned and ambled towards him. Jim swung the shotgun around and gave it one in the head, the same way he’d seen Mac and Smitty do when they ran out of bullets back at the school. It fell and Jim was pleased at his efficiency. Whilst he was nervous about the outcome now, he certainly felt less anxious around the infected.  
 
    He did a final sweep as he reached the building. On testing the ornate black door handle, it squealed with age, but surprisingly, opened. Jim slipped inside and closed it softly, the dusty redwood floorboards creaking. The room was modest; a beautiful set of stairs followed the left wall and curled around at the top with an open, empty door barely visible on the first floor above. Ahead, to the right of the stairs, a small table and mirror hugged the wall, a short hallway leading to a larger, more brightly lit room beyond. Another door beckoned immediately on his left, leading away to what looked like a dining area. Jim walked to the centre of the room and listened for noises to help him decide which way he might go. 
 
    A shadow moved in the room at the end of the hallway ahead. Jim stepped backwards over the creaky floor and raised the gun. A noise sounded from the doorway on the left, and he snapped his head sideways. A large lady in a dress lurched at him. He leapt back and swung the gun around, no choice but to fire. He pulled the trigger, and the woman’s face exploded in a bloody mess. She dropped to the floorboards with a thud.  
 
    From upstairs, feet plodded over the boards and several infected bustled out of the doorway and down the stairs. The shadow at the end of the hallway turned into another infected, all pale skin and lesions amongst tufts of mangy hair. Jim kept moving back until he found himself pressed flat against the front door. There was a shout from the first floor. It sounded like the word help, and it might have been a female voice. Jim convinced himself it was Cindy.  
 
    He ran forward to the base of the stairs, where a delicate man in glasses and eyes the colour of watermelon greeted him. He leapt the last two steps, and Jim blew his face off at point-blank range with a single shot. Another took its place. Jim stepped sideways and struck it flush with his elbow. The thing thumped against the wall and folded like a camp chair onto the bottom step. The shout for help sounded again.  
 
    “Hang on!” 
 
    As he climbed the steps, more stumbled down at him. Six shells left in his pocket; he couldn’t use them all yet. He did the old trick of turning the weapon around and smashed the next infected in the face with the butt of the shotgun. It fell past him and tumbled to floorboards below.    
 
    “Help!” 
 
    Driven by the conviction of it being Cindy, Jim pressed on. She was in the room at the top of the stairs. He bounded up two at a time, dodging those too slow to react, shoving the ones that he couldn’t avoid. They fell in a pile, and he wouldn’t think about how he was going to deal with them on the way back down. 
 
    On the wide, flat landing at the top, Jim found a body. The kid wasn’t infected, but his lifeless eyes and the savage gash around his throat told Jim he was dead. Jim reloaded the gun with two shells, then stepped over the kid and headed straight for the next available doorway. He entered the small bedroom and stopped just inside, frozen with terror at the sight. Cindy sat on the bed, pressed into the corner with her hand stretched out, holding a small knife. Over her stood one of the infected. Cold terror flooded Jim. He stumbled back as the thing’s dark eyes flashed. It was the same kind of infected as the one that had almost killed him at the school. Thick muscles bunched and rippled under the shirt. Its shaven head turned and looked at Jim. If he fired now there was a chance he’d hit Cindy.  
 
    “Get out!” he called to his daughter. 
 
    Jim drew the shotgun into sight as the thing leapt forward at him, ensuring Cindy was still within the blast range. Jim couldn’t get a shot off, and the monster struck him with a powerful hit to the chest. He crashed back against a cupboard then fell forward onto his stomach, the gun clattering onto the floorboards. Cindy scrambled over the bed towards the door. Jim clawed for the shotgun. Strong hands grabbed the back of his shirt, lifted him off the floor, and then slammed him down. He grunted as the wind was knocked from his lungs, but the fall pushed him closer to the shotgun. He reached out but was still half an arm short. 
 
    A foot struck his ribs, and Jim winced as pain speared through his torso. He waited for his breath to return, but it seemed to take forever. Above him, a loud thwack! sounded, and he saw the infected thing stagger backwards and fall to one knee. Cindy stood just inside the door, holding a small black fold-up chair. Jim crawled forward and seized the shotgun. 
 
    Growling, the thing rose to its feet, fingers curled into claws. Jim swung the weapon around, pointed it at the infected and pulled the trigger. At the final moment, the thing twisted sideways and took the shell high on the left side of the chest. Its collarbone exploded, and it fell backwards and landed beside the bed with a heavy thud. Jim wriggled forward on his knees. The thing’s coal eyes burned into him. Its cheeks puffed like a toadfish as it sucked in air. Hands shaking, Jim raised the shotgun, pressed the barrel up to its head and fired.  
 
    “Go!” he screamed, scrambling to his feet quicker than he would have thought possible.  
 
    He ran so hard for the door, he stumbled and almost crashed into the wall. Cindy was already out at the top of the stairs. “Wait there.” 
 
    He took the lead after jamming two more shells into the shotgun. A couple of infected had almost reached the landing. He kicked them hard with the heel of his boot, and they tumbled backwards, knocking a third down. More climbed over the fallen. Jim danced down three steps and shot the closest at point-blank range. Another took its place, and Jim did the same thing again. He had about ten seconds before the numbers were overwhelming. Snapping the shotgun open, he fished out the last two shells and loaded them. Half a dozen infected were all trying to climb the stairs at once, causing a bottleneck that prevented them getting to Jim and Cindy. There were too many in the way for them to get back down the stairs. 
 
    As if reading his mind, Cindy called out. “That other door leads to the backyard.” 
 
    Jim halted. “Quick, over the side.” 
 
    He climbed onto the stairway banister and dropped to the floor below. Daggers of pain shot through both feet, but he didn’t have time to wait for it to subside. He turned around and put an arm up for Cindy. She climbed over the railing as Jim had done, but did it more gracefully, lowering herself over the edge just as the first infected reached them. Jim batted away several grisly souls with his left elbow as Cindy led them across the foyer to the door.  
 
    They entered the dining area, which opened out into a long room with a lavish table and a dozen fabric chairs. Two infected stood at the windows, looking out, as if waiting for somebody to return. Cindy guided Jim around them and through another door on the right at the end of the room and into the kitchen, a small area with a sink beneath a window that showed the backyard.  
 
    Behind them, Jim heard the thump of footsteps through the dining room as the infected closed in on them. The way forward was clear. Cindy tried the wooden door that led out into the backyard, but it was locked. She turned the small clip in the centre of the round door handle then opened it to reveal a wire security door. Several infected thumped into the door arch leading into the kitchen, followed by more that pushed through into the small space. Jim turned the shotgun around and smacked the closest in the face. It fell back onto the others. Cindy fiddled with the lock a moment then it sprang open, and they lunged for the backyard, stumbling down a single step, onto dry grass.  
 
    “Over the fence,” Jim yelled.      
 
    The infected followed, spilling out into the yard, tripping over each other. Jim ran towards the wooden paling fence, dancing between an old wine barrel and several piles of chopped wood. He reached the screen and leapt up onto the first rung, peering over to see what lay beyond. A strip of grass ran alongside the tarred road. It led to the main street, where he hoped Dan and Lana waited. Jim dropped off the fence as Cindy climbed up onto the rung and swung a leg over the top. She balanced herself momentarily then dropped down the other side, landing like a gymnast.  
 
    Jim glanced over his shoulder as the bumbling infected, all slobber and sucking sounds, closed in. He handed the shotgun over to Cindy, then grabbed the thin palings at the top of the fence and heaved himself up on his right leg, feeling the creak and resistance of age. He drew his left leg up and rested it on the middle rung, then pushed off the ground so he was standing halfway up the fence. Did he throw himself over the top, or lower himself down the way Cindy had done?  
 
    Something grabbed the back of his ankle. He tried to shake it off but then another had his leg in a stiff hug. Cindy screamed. Jim felt the pull of multiple hands drawing him backwards. He swung his left hand back with a fist and connected with a rubbery face, followed by a set of teeth that broke like icy pole sticks. That got rid of one, but two more took its place. Cindy had found something to stand on and placed it against the fence, then climbed up onto it until she was almost at his height. Then she raised the shotgun and pointed it past Jim. 
 
    “Dad, get down!” 
 
    Jim grabbed the top of the fence and pressed one side of his head against it, ignoring the broken ends of wood scratching his hands and the fingers clawing at his lower body. He turned away and pressed a hand over his exposed ear as a deafening boom sounded. Pain flashed in his ear. Some of the pressure on his back disappeared. But Cindy had fallen off whatever she was standing on. He peered over the paling and saw her climbing back to her feet. She leapt up onto the plastic block and took aim again. Jim cowered away as a second gunshot rocked the space.  
 
    “Quick,” Cindy screamed.    
 
    She had turned the shotgun around and began to smack the infected over the head. Jim turned back to see one ghoul still clutching at his left ankle. He kicked backwards with his right leg and smashed the face of a woman with bulging eyes and no nose. Blood spread across her features, and she released her grip then fell back into the horde. It gave Jim the foot of space he needed. He didn’t bother climbing—he simply launched himself over the fence, clipped the top paling, and landed in the long grass on his shoulder.  
 
    “Up, Dad!” 
 
    Cindy grabbed him by the arm and Jim scrambled to his feet, his shoulder screaming with pain. The roadway was clear of infected, but there was no time to savour the moment. 
 
    He ran with Cindy at his side helping him gather his balance. They reached the nature strip, a tangle of weeds and longish grass, and then they were on the road, where they ran along the blacktop under the blaring sun. On any other day, it would have been a magnificent summer’s day—it was still magnificent, but only because they had survived.  
 
    The infected began to move from the gardens of the houses. They left their spots at the front doors. Jim and Cindy ran on, Jim feeling like his chest might explode. Wouldn’t it be ironic if he had survived this only to die of a heart attack on the way to the car? Cindy had him, though, one hand on his elbow almost dragging him along. There was a certain satisfaction having his daughter at his side now.  
 
    They reached the main road and turned left. There it was like a fountain in the middle of the desert; Dan and Lana and the other guy, Andrew, waited in Jim’s idling Ford Territory with the windows down, their elbows resting on the edge.   
 
    Jim almost couldn’t manage another breath. Jesus, I am unfit.  
 
    Dan edged the vehicle out from underneath the shade of a gum on the roadside, and then it was at their side. Dan got out and helped Cindy into the Territory, then gave Jim a hand. Jim fell into the back seat with his eyes closed, the pain making him squint. He heard Dan shut the door, followed moments later by hands slapping the outside of the car. Finally, the sound of squealing tires told Jim they were safe.   
 
    A hand rested on his shoulder as he breathed heavily with his head on the seat. When his breathing had improved a little, Jim opened his eyes and found Lana staring at him. He squeezed her hand then looked towards Cindy and gave her his other hand. She had tears in her eyes. He couldn’t believe they were there. He may have lost the school, but at least he had the girls. There were a million moments in which he hadn’t ever expected to see them again. Jim smiled. Whatever lay ahead of them, they would do it together. 
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    As she drove the minivan in first gear along the park road towards the entrance, Tammy spotted a woman standing by one of the vans, watching her. She raised her hand, and Tammy raised hers and gave a smile. She knew there would be pockets of people like this all over Tasmania—probably all over the world, waiting for their governments to solve the problem and set things back to the way they were. Whether in the short or long term, Tammy wasn’t confident it would happen.  
 
    A thick northerly heat blew in through the windows as she drove on down the highway in a south-easterly direction towards Port Arthur. On any other day, the journey would take about two hours, but now, she had to decide whether to head south towards Hobart and then cut east, towards Sorrell, or to travel east early, to Buckland, which would add another hour. Who knew what mechanical condition the vehicle was in, and an hour might make the difference. With the world in its current state, getting stuck out on the highway wouldn’t be advisable. It wasn’t like she could call the RACT, and they’d send a mechanic out to help. 
 
    The red light on the dash began to flash by the time Tammy reached the outskirts of Bothwell, reminding her of the conversation she’d had with Darren the previous night about the low fuel level. Pushing the disheartening thoughts of Darren aside, she focused on the dilemma at hand. Fuel. As she drove deeper into the township of Bothwell, she spotted the ever-familiar green-and-yellow signature of a BP service station. On approach, she slowed the van to a crawl and peered cautiously out, waiting to see if the place was inhabited by the infected.  
 
    A shiny blue Holden Monaro, all chrome wheels and trim, had parked at one of the bowsers and was pumping fuel. Two young guys stood by it—one at the opening to the car’s fuel tank, the other in the middle of the concrete section where the bowsers sat, peering down into a cavity in the concrete. He had a long stick in his hand, poking it into the hole.   
 
    Did she pull in? The place appeared to have fuel. If she drove on any further, she risked running empty and being stranded on the side of the road. She decided she had no choice. 
 
    As she guided the van up the steep driveway and onto the concrete slab, the undercarriage struck the ground with a clunk. Both guys turned with surprised looks on their faces. The one holding the fuel pump nozzle let it go and walked towards her. Tammy steered the minibus to a bowser furthest away from the other car. 
 
    She sat there a moment and watched one of the young men approach in the side mirror, turning his hat backwards to reveal a look of concern. He had tattoos all over his arms and an eyebrow ring. Prejudice leapt into her mind, but Tammy pushed it away. She decided to get out and be ready for anything after what she’d gone through over the last week.  
 
    “Hey,” the young man said with a broad accent. The word sounded like the letter “A.” “There isn’t much fuel left in the big tank. We’re almost done, though.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Tammy said. “Is there enough fuel left for me to fill my van?” 
 
    “How much left, Luke?” he called out over the minibus. 
 
    A shout came back. “Not much. Finish filling it up, and we’ll find out.”  
 
    “Won’t be a minute,” the young man said, smiling. 
 
    He walked back around to the Monaro and Tammy followed. He took the fuel nozzle and started pumping again. He looked up at Tammy and smiled. 
 
    “Where have I seen you before?” 
 
    The other man came over. “Yeah, right. You’ve been on television.” He looked at his mate. “She’s in the government. My mom liked you. Said she wanted you to be State Premier.”  
 
    Tammy smiled. “Thank you. That’s nice of you to say. I was a politician.” 
 
    “You’re not anymore?” 
 
    Tammy shrugged. “I don’t know, to be honest. We’ll see once all of this mess is sorted out.” 
 
    The young man with the hat said, “How long before that happens, you think?” 
 
    “I wish I could say. At this stage, I don’t know a lot.” 
 
    Luke said, “Where you headed?” 
 
    “I’m going down to Port Arthur. I’ve—” 
 
    “We heard that too from a guy in Hobart. But we have to go back to Hamilton where my Nan lives and see if she’s okay.” 
 
    “What did the man say?” 
 
    “Said they’ve built a wall down there to keep the things out.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about Port Arthur,” the guy with the hat said. “There’s no way out once you get down there. You’re trapped.” 
 
    Tammy thought that was a clever observation. Port Arthur was at the lower end of a jutting section on the southeast coast of Tasmania. Once you got in there, there was only one way out—back through Eaglehawk Neck. If anything blocked off that road, you weren’t going anywhere. But Tammy thought that if you could block off Eaglehawk Neck and didn’t let anything in, there might be a way to keep the infected out. 
 
    “I’ll head on down and see what it’s about, anyway.” 
 
    The boys finished filling their car and then hung around while Tammy began to fill the minibus. It reached about halfway full when the fuel stopped flowing. 
 
    “Reckon that’s about it,” Luke said, peering down into the underground tank. He pulled the long metal pole out and laid it on the concrete. The bottom was dry. “Mustn’t have had a fuel delivery for a while.” 
 
    “It should get me to Port Arthur, though.” 
 
    The boy in the hat tipped his head from side to side. “Just about. Don’t use the air conditioning, though; it’ll chew up your juice.” 
 
    Tammy smiled. “I won’t.” Neither boy moved, momentarily. “I’m Tammy Carter, anyway. Thank you for helping me.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know. I’m Gerry,” the boy with the hat said. “This is Luke. There’s some food in there.” He motioned towards the tiny fuel station store. “Just chocolate bars and lollies and chips and stuff.” 
 
    “I’ll stock up on few things.” She started towards the store. “Good luck, boys. I hope you find your Nan safe and well. And take care of each other. Nothing better than good friends.” 
 
    They both nodded. Tammy headed into the store and collected some potato chips, several bags of lollies, and the last two bottles of water. She stuffed them into a plastic bag from behind the counter and left, pushing aside the ingrained need to pay for the goods. 
 
    The boys were waiting at the fuel station exit, the Monaro idling like a purring lion. Tammy climbed into the van, pulled away from the pumps, and stopped beside them. 
 
    “We just wanted to make sure you got back on the road okay,” Gerry said. 
 
     Tammy smiled. It felt like a big smile. A glimmer of her faith in people had been restored. “You know what? When things get back to normal, if you’re ever down in Hobart, you look me up and it’s my shout for lunch at a nice restaurant for the both of you.” Both boys smiled and nodded their thanks. 
 
    They went their separate ways, and Tammy settled onto the highway, hoping the fuel she had managed to scrounge would be enough to get her down to Port Arthur.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    37 
 
      
 
    January 12, 2014 
 
    11:00 am 
 
      
 
    Mac needed to get off the road. He didn’t want these little turds bothering them now. They had the guns, but no good could come of pitching themselves against young hotheads who wanted revenge over a minor dispute. He toyed with the idea that a former commando would stop and fight, but he had nothing to prove to himself, and he didn’t want to murder a dozen kids under the age of twenty, even if they were dickheads. He didn’t think they were out for blood, either, but the ringleader had a point to prove to his mates, and sometimes accidents happened. 
 
    Using the rear-view mirror to gauge the gap, Mac increased his speed until he was doing almost eighty. He was glad to see David did the same in order to keep up. Mac’s plan was to get off the road and hope the kids drove on without knowing where they’d gone. They still had almost a three-hour run to get to Port Arthur and little hope of outrunning them. Still, they had multiple routes by which to get there, so if they could get clear enough in front, and turn off, they should be fine. In the end though, Mac knew the man had heard Ashleigh mention Port Arthur and so eventually, if the young men were that determined, they would catch up. 
 
    The highway sped on, taking them through hills and countryside and under the heavy cover of scrub. The properties out here were large—nothing under five acres. Mac watched as he rolled past them, waiting for the right opportunity to present itself. The first driveway off the highway was too open; Mac couldn’t see anything behind which they might hide, and the property was too far from the road. They might not make it in time, and by the looks of the dry trail, it would have kicked up a plume of dust. He needed a tight driveway or side road hidden by scrub that wasn’t going to give away their plan to hide. 
 
    They passed two more tracks before a fourth presented some hope. He almost skidded, pulling the car to a slower pace so he could turn down the inconspicuous trail. Medium-sized trees hung over the track on either side. It twisted around a wall of rock and disappeared into the forest. Perfect. 
 
    As Mac turned, he hung his arm out the window and signalled for David to follow. A moment later, they were both driving down the bumpy track. Mac checked the mirror and spotted a thin cloud of dust from underneath the wheels. He hoped it wasn’t enough to alert the young men to their attempt to conceal themselves. Their fishhook, Mac heard the boys from his old company say in his mind. 
 
    At the bottom of the driveway, Mac circled the Commodore in a wide arc until it faced back towards the road. The house was hidden from the highway and Mac prayed their plan was successful. David brought his vehicle up beside it. They wound down the windows so they could speak freely. 
 
    “Did you see them?” Mac asked. 
 
    David gave a short nod. “Yep. Not surprised. No doubt they heard Ashleigh mention it.” He glanced around. “This do the trick?” 
 
    “I think so. As long as we stay out of sight.” Mac kept his eyes on the end of the driveway. 
 
    “They’ll realise we’ve turned off eventually. Probably backtrack.” 
 
    “There’s a hundred options. They’d have to be very lucky. But if they wanna make more of it, they’ll eventually catch up at Port Arthur.” 
 
    “Can we stop now, Dad?” Tyler said, stretching his arms in the back seat.  
 
    “Soon, champ. Soon, I promise.” It reminded Mac he needed to find somewhere to settle. Everyone was running out of patience. 
 
    “What happens now?” 
 
    Mac looked at his watch. “How long before they realise we’ve pulled off the road? Maybe ten, fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “How we going to get clear of them?” 
 
    “We get a twenty- or thirty-minute head start and drive back to the C527 and then get on the B31 out of Oatlands. Takes us all the way to Sorell. From there it’s only an hour to Port.” 
 
    Mac checked his watch regularly until the fifteen minutes were up. If they waited too long, the young men might backtrack and they’d lose an advantage going the other way. That was the worry. Finding Jess was his priority. 
 
    They pulled back out onto the road and turned right, getting up to speed quickly. Mac must have checked the rear-view mirror every ten seconds for the first fifteen minutes. A short time later, they reached the C527. It was a dirt road. A white sign indicated Interlaken was sixteen miles and Oatlands thirty-five miles. They wouldn’t be able to drive as quickly, and all up, to reach Port Arthur, it was probably going to take them more than three hours. Just as long as we can avoid any more trouble, Mac thought.   
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    Jessica and the others had already reached the holding tank as Juliet sprinted along the gravel path towards it. When she felt far enough away to be out of danger, she stopped and turned back to see what was happening and moved off the gravel track to stand beside a tree, where the thick trunk offered some protection. They still needed to escape, and going too far from the opening in the fence would just mean further to get back. 
 
    Most of the men who had arrived were fighting with the infected, some facing off with two or more. They had weapons already, and others grabbed whatever was lying around—tools from the fence repairs, gardening instruments, even big sticks.  
 
    Sam had managed to crawl away and now, unsteady, climbed to his feet. The man who’d attacked him lay on the ground with several infected feeding on his body.  
 
    Jess, Meg and Lory joined Juliet.  
 
    “This is mental,” Lory said.  
 
    More men arrived, and Juliet saw that Ponytail and Red Bandana were among them. They were no longer fighting each other. It seemed they had put their differences aside to fight the infected. Ponytail started shooting, and the infected began to drop. You’ll need more bullets than that, Juliet thought.  
 
    Red Bandana hung back, appraising the scene, waiting for his moment. Even he must have been surprised at how frenzied the situation had become. This was what she wanted. She recalled seeing the infected standing outside the gate on the first day, and they had heard their murmurs and slobbering along the fence line every time they passed, waiting to get in. It was chaos now, but if they chose their moment, she was certain they could still get out of the lot. 
 
    The infected were beginning to win. Men from the group—Juliet had no idea which side they were from—were on their knees and backs. Others limped through the congestion.  
 
    Several had guns, and they fired at the sick. Sometimes they struck their heads and ribbons of blood flew. When they didn’t strike true, parts of the zombies disintegrated and the infected kept coming for their flesh.  
 
    “We need to get through to the opening,” Juliet said. “We need to get out while they are occupied. If they start winning, they’ll get control and we’ll lose our chance.” 
 
    Meg said, “I don’t want to go near them.” 
 
    “This is exactly what we wanted,” Jessica said. “We just have to pick our moment when it’s most clear and avoid getting caught.” 
 
    “Easier said than done.” 
 
    “Well, it gives us a better chance than we had an hour ago.” 
 
    Red Bandana had lost his weapon but fought his way through the mob towards the fence in an attempt to pull the flap closed. He had almost made it, with one infected tearing at his arm, another slung over his shoulder, and a third clawing at his leg. Juliet didn’t know if they were trying to bite him or take him down. He may well have been bitten. On his knees, he reached out, but at the last moment, he fell short, face shoved into the dirt, arm slapping into the grass. He rolled away from the infected, and they crawled after him, slow, unwavering in their quest for flesh. She lost sight of him behind all the fighting.  
 
    Shots were still being fired. More infected had begun to drop. A shout distracted Juliet from the carnage, and she switched her gaze to find Sam and Ponytail rolling in the dust near the road. Juliet started forward. The others shouted for her to stop, but she didn’t hear. She spotted a heavy stick on the ground and snatched it up on the run, but a wall of infected barred her way. She tried to find her way around them to Sam and Ponytail. In the back of her mind, she knew it was dangerous, but she wouldn’t stand back and let Sam be killed by that monster.  
 
    They fought to a standing position, Sam trying to shove Ponytail over, Ponytail attempting to drag Sam down. Juliet tried to take a wide berth, but every avenue was blocked by infected. From the corner of her eye, Juliet saw an infected get hold of Ponytail. He went down, and the thing burrowed its fat head into his torso. Sam staggered backwards out of reach. 
 
    “Don’t get too close,” came a cry from behind. She turned and saw the other women had followed her forward. Meg was closest, Jessica and Lory just beyond, eyeing the mayhem warily. 
 
    Juliet spotted a narrow route to the gap in the fence and beyond—the road, where the infected continued to roam. It was still too risky.  
 
    Meg spotted it too. “We can make it through.” She started running. 
 
    “Wait, Meg!” 
 
    Meg didn’t wait. She worked her way into the bloodbath and despite the others calling out for her to stop, she was having none of it. One of the infected fell into her path and knocked her down. She fell onto the grass with a cry. At that moment, Sam shouted, and it drew Juliet’s attention. He stood with his arms outstretched, his fingers locked onto a burly infected man’s shirt. They pushed and shoved, trying to drag each other down. Their feet scratched in the gravel, and finally, Sam got the better of the man and managed to drag him backwards. At the last moment, though, Sam lost balance and the man fell onto him.   
 
    Juliet had to make a choice. Sam or Meg. One of them was probably going to die.  
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    It couldn’t have been any more than fifteen miles before the Port Arthur Historic Site that the minibus ran out of fuel. Tammy steered it off onto the side of the road and sat there, contemplating what to do now. Was the Port Arthur Historic Site the one people had been talking about? Or was it actually the town of Port Arthur, which was more than fifteen miles away? She would find out eventually. 
 
    She had passed a petrol station about five miles back, but both bowsers had been demolished—literally ripped out of their footings. The awning had been battered, and one of the posts holding up the structure had been buckled in by a vehicle, ruining the integrity of the whole building. It was the first she had seen so badly damaged.  She had tried two more stations earlier, but both had been out of fuel.  
 
    Now, there was no more guessing about how long her fuel would last after spotting the red light on the dashboard. She had zero choices but to get out and walk. The distance didn’t faze her. She had taken to running half marathons in her mid-forties. It had been liberating, and she’d gained a level of fitness unlike anything she’d experienced, even more so than when she was doing gymnastics and playing soccer regularly back in her early twenties. She hadn’t run one for two years now, but the running she did over that five-year period when she was active had conditioned her. It was part of the reason she was able to handle the physical demands of political life. 
 
    It was early afternoon; the sun was hot and high, and she’d be sweating in no time. From a pile of leftover clothes in the back of the van, Tammy took a thin cotton shirt. She fashioned it with a sloppy peak so it would sit over her eyes and provide a little shade for her face. She slipped a second cotton shirt over her t-shirt to keep the sun off her arms. If not, she’d be five miles down the road and have sunstroke. 
 
    She went around to the front passenger seat and sifted through the small amount of supplies. She took out the screwdriver and slipped it into her pocket. From the foot well, she took two bottles of water, then locked the minivan and started walking down the long hill.  
 
    A brown sign on the left side of the road read Eaglehawk Neck Historic Site 200m. She remembered being here some years back—maybe ten or twelve—when they had fought for the historic site to remain. Developers had wanted to turn the place into something grander, looking out over both Eaglehawk Bay on one side of the road and Pirates Bay on the other. Tammy had not been an influential politician then but had fought alongside those who were and prevented the development going ahead. In hindsight, it had helped further her ambitions. The whole area meant something to Tammy. She and her husband had spent several nights at the Eaglehawk Rainforest Retreat. It had been the last time they really enjoyed each other’s company.  
 
    A quarter of a mile ahead, the road flattened out and the sea met it on both sides. To her immediate right, several homes were built on the hill. There was a flat-boxed double-storey place that looked out over the water. Tammy imagined it had a nice view. On the left, as the earth sloped down and away from the road, a long, single-storey dwelling sat in the middle of a wide patch of dry grass. There was no sign of the infected yet. Eaglehawk Neck was little more than a drive-through, except for the pub, historical site, and tourist stops. A scattering of houses meant there probably weren’t too many infected to worry about.  
 
    A second roadside sign welcomed her to Eaglehawk Neck. On the right, parallel to the highway, another beckoned with arrows pointing in either direction. Tammy was surprised and gladdened. Only twelve miles to the Port Arthur Historic Site. She could do that easily. Back the other way, Dunalley was the same, while Sorell was thirty-two and Hobart was forty-eight miles. 
 
    She kept walking and unscrewed the top off her bottle of water. It was warm but tasted good. She only took two mouthfuls and screwed the lid back on. She reached the bottom of the slope with the sea on both sides. The smell of salt and seaweed was refreshing. Tammy never thought she’d say it, but with all the death and sickness, it was a welcome change.  
 
    On the right sat Pirates Bay, a large flat expanse that led out into the open ocean. On the left, Eaglehawk Bay, where the water lapped right up onto a lick of white sand running parallel to the edge of the road for another hundred and fifty yards. It was a pleasant view as she walked, the hot sun glinting off the gentle waves. In another life, such a stroll would have been taken for pleasure, where she would have removed her shoes and walked along the sand in her bare feet. 
 
    As Tammy crossed the neck of land separating the two masses, she thought about all the people she’d come across of late. Darren had been one of the good ones. His death filled her with sadness. She felt partly responsible, letting him go and search the park. But he was a grown man and capable of making his own decisions. He would have stood by you. Of that, Tammy was certain. They had made a connection, whether plutonic or not. They trusted each other.  
 
    When she thought of the decent people, the list was short. She’d thought Charlie was one of them, but in the end, he had left her too.  Shane was on the other end of the spectrum. Not the worst person she had ever come across, but narrow-minded and almost obsessed with his own view. People like Shane didn’t often ascend into positions of leadership or responsibility, though there were exceptions. She had seen a few in politics over the years.  
 
    Her husband had been another level above Shane. The thing was, he could be as charming as a prince. To outward appearances, nobody would have believed he’d delivered the physical and verbal abuse Tammy had taken over the years. He was an average-looking man, but inside, was different. He had tried to make up for it after every occurrence, but there are some things that can never be rescinded. Would she ever forgive him? She wondered whether he had survived. She was pleased to think it didn’t bother her either way.    
 
    Tammy reached the other side of the neck where the road forked. She stopped and looked at the width of land here. This is the spot, she thought. This is where they could block off the road so no more infected could move further south. If they put up barriers here, they would be blocked off from the larger part of the island. She filed the idea away for later.  
 
    Off to the left and following the contour of Pirates Bay was Blowhole Road, which led eventually to Devil’s Kitchen, Tasman Arch, and the Blowhole itself. If Tammy were there to see the sights, it would be perfect. But she was not. Instead, she followed Arthur Road around to the west and alongside Eaglehawk Bay on her right. Here, more tender waves lapped against the sand. There was no wind, and the silence, even in the heat, was tranquil. 
 
    Far behind, Tammy heard the muted whine of a car engine. The last ones she had seen were five miles back when she’d stopped to get the bottled water at a roadside store. She turned back and listened, peering far up the hill. But her view was obstructed by trees on both sides of the road leading to the mountains.  
 
    She kept walking backwards, looking up at the slope. Her heart began to beat faster. There was no guarantee these were good people. She tried to reassure herself, but decided she’d be cautious and watch from out of sight.  
 
    As the noise grew louder, Tammy turned back in the direction of Port Arthur and scanned both sides of the road. To the right was rippling water and a strip of beach that offered no concealment. On the left, houses sat at wide intervals, set thirty yards back from the road. Most were either ceramic sheeting or weatherboard. They looked forlorn, almost creepy with their weedy front gardens and blinds drawn down. Still, if it came to it, Tammy thought she could use one of them to hide. 
 
    She kept her gaze distant, watching the furthest position on the road at the top of the hill. The moment the car came through, she felt a glimmer of hope, but it was quickly replaced by a sense of foreboding.  It must have been doing a hundred miles per hour. A second car quickly followed at similar speed. Tammy stepped off the blacktop and onto the gravel edge. She studied the closest house. The building was wide, with shrubs at both corners that provided camouflage if she needed it. There were no vehicles and, like most of the places, the curtains were pulled across. It looked as though they had gone on holidays. 
 
    Both vehicles had disappeared from view, but the sound of the engines was prominent. A gunshot cracked. The sound rolled across the land with a dose of terror that struck Tammy in the gut. These were not the people to ask for a ride. Tammy hurried across the front lawn. The grass was yellow and thick, the clippings having been left after the last cut, and the uneven ground buckled Tammy’s ankle twice. She slowed to avoid falling, and had almost reached the corner of the house when the roar of the engines approached. She glanced back and saw they had passed over the neck and were headed right for Tammy. She quickened her step as she passed beside the house and around the back of the shrub. Beyond, further along the edge of the house, a small shed with its open door and darkness beckoned. She wasn’t going in there. The shrub would do. She squatted down, heart hammering. 
 
    Several more gunshots sounded, and glass exploded in one of the houses further along the road. They were shooting into the properties. Tammy crouched lower and then decided it wasn’t low enough. She hunkered down flat, pressing her hands into the grass and stretching her legs out behind. The roar of the engines was loud now. Another boom of gunfire, and a panel of the house by which she was hiding disintegrated.       
 
    And then the cars had passed, the roar of their engines diminishing. They fired again. Tammy lay there a few more moments then looked up to where the bullets had struck the panel. Wood splinters lay on the grass and a chunk of the weatherboard was missing.  
 
    She let out a long breath and dragged herself onto all fours. A noise sounded from behind, and she jerked her head around to find the tottering form of an infected standing there. Panic flooded her. She scrambled to her feet and snatched the screwdriver from her pocket. She spun to face the thing, as it was almost open her, an elderly man with a wisp of grey hair and bloodshot eyes. He didn’t look as bad as many she had seen but the unmistakable thirst in his expression was undeniable. Tammy backtracked but walked right into the shrub. It bounced her off, and she came forward to meet the infected. At the last moment, she lifted the screwdriver and stabbed it towards the man’s neck. She missed. He grabbed her by the arm and tried to pull her towards him. She shrugged him off and punched the weapon again. This time, it dug a shallow wound into his neck and blood spurted out onto his white collared shirt. It was not fatal, though. Tammy twisted away, and as the man lurched after her, he tripped and went down on one knee. 
 
    This allowed her to pass by easily. She scurried by him as he tried to stand, then she was moving across the front lawn to the road, glancing back over her shoulder. He’d found his feet and was ambling after her. Tammy hit the blacktop at pace and kept going. She’d lost her water bottles but still had her life. She checked her bare arms for scratches where he’d grabbed at her. They looked clear. She slotted the screwdriver through the buckle in her jeans and walked on. The infected man followed, as though she had taken something, and he wanted it back.  
 
    Another sign on the side of the road said Port Arthur—11 miles. She prayed the next eleven miles weren’t as dangerous as the first.     
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    Skoota did not speak for some time after they left Jace’s house and neither did Leroy. It had been a deeply moving moment, with the older man saying goodbye to one of his best mates. Leroy recognised it without really understanding it because it had been many years since he had a mate as good as Jace—if ever. The more time he spent with Skoota, the more he realised such a mate was what Leroy wanted. 
 
    Skoota sped around the streets, taking out his frustration and anger on the accelerator and steering wheel. He couldn’t pinpoint the exact location of the junkyard, but he knew the general direction from which he’d come. He found the fields he’d run across and explained to Leroy what had happened in the final few moments when he’d left the women and promised to return. It gave Leroy a greater insight into why Skoota was so hell-bent on saving them. 
 
    When they finally found the junkyard’s location, Skoota slowed the car to a walking pace along the road that formed a loop around the site. The fence was chain wire and about eight feet high. Undergrowth hugged the base, and a sea of ivy clung to the links of it, covering their view into the yard except for the odd thin patch. The infected were spread out along its two-hundred-yard length, clustering in small sections as they sought to get inside. 
 
    “Can’t see a bloody thing,” Skoota said, driving down the white line in the middle of the road. 
 
    Leroy watched the infected. Some fixated on the ivy growing on the fence, others wandered back and forth in a kind of circuit. One or two fed on bodies lying on the littered sidewalk. 
 
    When the lot ceased and turned into a transport business, Skoota pulled into the next driveway then drove back the other way. This time, one infected caught sight of the vehicle and watched them drive by. After a few moments, it began to follow. 
 
    Skoota went past the edge of the property to the point the road began to curve away from the lot. He stopped the car and pulled on the handbrake, then got out.  
 
    “What’re you doing?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “I wanna show you something.” 
 
    They stood in the long grass on the side of the road. Ahead, a wide field greeted them, and in the distance, wire fences surrounded broad properties. Skoota began walking towards the field. Leroy hesitated and then followed. 
 
    When Skoota stopped, Leroy looked up to find the big man pointing into the distance. “See that?” He followed the hand. “That’s the yard.” 
 
    Leroy scanned the area beyond one of the fences in the distance. Figures moved behind the fence. “There are infected in there.” 
 
    “Yeah. I thought they might do something like that,” Skoota said, rubbing his beard. “That’s where I jumped the fence. I was hoping we could climb back over there and sneak our way in, but doesn’t look like it’s to be.” They watched a moment longer. “Let’s go,” Skoota said. “I’ve got another idea.” 
 
    They climbed back into the car and drove back along the perimeter of the yard. The single infected that had started following them turned as they drove past and continued its venture. Leroy found it strange that the thing could keep focused on them like that.  
 
    Skoota took them all the way to the other end of the property and around into the street that led to the front gate, where he parked some distance away. “We’re getting out.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “Go for a closer look.” 
 
    Leroy hesitated again, but after a few moments, realised Skoota would not let him sit in the car. He had to admit he was scared to leave its safety. He had come close to death the day before, and he was in no hurry to face it again. But he had to support Skoota if he was going to develop the friendship he craved.   
 
    They armed themselves with a shotgun each and started along the road towards the big main gates. There were fewer infected here, and they weren’t bothering Leroy and Skoota yet. Halfway there, though, Leroy stopped. He just couldn’t shake the feeling of danger.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Skoota asked. 
 
    “I just don’t like this.” He looked ahead towards one of the infected. “We’re out in the open.” 
 
    “My friend,” Skoota said, “you better get used to being exposed. It’s a daily occurrence and part of life now.” 
 
    “I know, but…” 
 
    “Think of those ladies over that fence. They’re being held in the dark in a bloody rusty old fuel tank. They probably haven’t been fed in days. Who knows what else has happened to them?” 
 
    Leroy hated saying it, but the words came out before he could stop them. “Exactly. What if they’re dead? And we’re wasting our time?” 
 
    Skoota came back towards him. “I get that you’ve got no real connection to them. You haven’t met them, and you don’t know what a good bunch they are. But this is where the whole mateship thing comes in. You’re doing this for me. You’re here because I need your help. Understand?” 
 
    Leroy did. More than ever now.  
 
    The main entrance gates to the junkyard were thick, rusted steel that looked like something out of a Mad Max movie. The flat panels had no holes where you might loop a chain through, and the locking mechanism was on the other side. There were no infected there, but several loitered nearby, so the pair hid behind a vacant car until the dead wandered further away. Leroy was happy to stay hidden, but Skoota waved him on and approached the entrance.  
 
    Skoota placed a flat palm against the left gate and pushed, using his legs. The thing didn’t even groan or flex.  
 
    “No use,” Skoota said, turning to face the street. “And now I’m here, I don’t like this narrow end, anyway. If we broke in through here, getting out might become an issue.” 
 
    They drove back past the lot for the third time, both men focused on the road ahead as Skoota spoke. “We go to the back of the lot again and see if we can find a way in without getting caught by those infected. Maybe we’ll just have to shoot our way in.” 
 
    It was Leroy, watching the high, scrubby perimeter as the car moved slowly along the street who noticed the infected milling at a particular point. Once they drove past, he saw them now moving back the other way. Something was going on. 
 
    “Wait,” he said, putting a hand on Skoota’s arm. “Go back.” 
 
    Skoota only glanced at him. “I think we’ve established there’s no way in along here.” 
 
    “No, Skoota,” Leroy said, peering into the side mirror. “Something’s not right. They’re moving back that way. Something’s drawing them.” 
 
    Leroy glanced up at the rear-view mirror. He slowed the car. “They’re going back?” Leroy nodded. “You think something’s there?” 
 
    “I think there’s something happening at that spot on the other side of that fence.” Skoota spun the car in a wide arc, climbing carefully up onto the curb and then rolling off it with a thump. “Go slow,” Leroy added. “There.” He pointed about seventy yards ahead. “Just near that thing lying in the gutter.” 
 
      Skoota judged the safest distance without alerting the zombies, pulled the car against the curb, and let it idle. There was definitely a congregation of infected at a point along the fence where the brush grew thicker. Zombies from both ends of the street ambled towards it. 
 
    “I’m telling you,” Leroy said, “Something is happening on the other side of that fence.” 
 
    Two infected passed the car on the opposite sidewalk. They had no interest in the men or their vehicle. They lurched along where the grass grew between wide cracks. “You might be on to something.” Skoota pulled on the brake again and turned off the car. “Let’s check it out.” 
 
    Hunched over, shotguns in hand, they jogged along the far side of the street, using parked vehicles and business signage as cover. Skoota led the way and Leroy tried to keep up, watching for tripping hazards, as broken chunks of concrete lined their path and tufts of litter had blown in from down the street. 
 
    From behind the wire, a gunshot sounded.   
 
    Skoota pulled up behind the tireless wreck of another vehicle, hunkering down and peering through a grimy front passenger window. From there, they had a good observation point at the spot along the fence where the zombies had congregated. Vines and small brush covered the wire, but in patches, light shone through from the other side.    
 
    “What now?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “We watch and listen.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before the fence started shaking.  
 
    “They’re cutting it,” Skoota said. “See that?” 
 
    There were two people on the other side of the fence, where the infected had congregated. They started getting agitated, pushing forth to get inside. The fence began to ripple and shake again and then a long, vertical slice opened up. A woman’s face appeared. One of the zombies lurched forward and slammed into the fence. 
 
    “Is that them?” Leroy asked. “Your friends?” 
 
    “I think so. It looks like Juliet.” 
 
    The cutting started again, and someone held a stick over the fence, prodding the zombie and managing to keep it back a yard or so. Then the fence fell forward like a big flap. A man and a woman leapt away with cutters in hand. 
 
    The people inside had disappeared, and the infected moved in like patrons at a football finals match, jostling to get to the front of the queue. The third one tripped and went down—the others trampled over it.  
 
    “Move,” Skoota said. They jogged along the street closer and took shelter behind the next car.  
 
    Through the gaps in the ivy, shapes and colours moved on the other side of the barrier. Someone shouted. 
 
    “Do we go?” Leroy asked. His senses buzzed and his stomach was turning. He knew what was coming.   
 
    Zombies poured into the lot through the opening. Others came from both directions along the street. “Not yet.” 
 
    A man began to scream. A dozen infected had walked into the lot now, but there were still thirty or so pushing to get through the opening. The frantic shouts of voices inside floated to them. Leroy and Skoota could see men fighting the zombies with sticks and tools.  
 
    “They’re a bunch of kidnapping pricks,” Skoota said. “I can’t see any of the girls.” He took several steps to the left. “No, wait. There’s Sam. He’s fighting with one of the bad guys.” 
 
    “What do we do, then?” 
 
    “We’d run out of ammo before getting through half of them. We wait until they clear a few of them out and then get inside, see if we can rescue the ladies.” 
 
    Both men watched from the other side of the street, holding their shotguns tight. They moved a few steps until Leroy gained a better view of the fighting, men using hammers and garden tools to attack and defend themselves. Each man appeared to be overwhelmed, having to fight off more than one zombie at a time. 
 
    “Part of me wants to help them,” Leroy said. “They’re getting slaughtered.” 
 
    “I know. But they’re the scum of the earth and don’t deserve our help.” 
 
    Skoota shuffled to the faded white line in the middle of the road, and Leroy followed. Here the view was even better, and they could see further into the lot. The man Skoota called Sam was on his feet again and fighting.  
 
    “Those two,” Skoota said, pointing the gun through the gap, “are the ring leaders.” A man wearing black jeans with a ponytail and another with a red bandana arrived on the safe side of the attack. “I hope those two pricks get eaten alive.”  
 
    The one with the Ponytail began shooting the infected, and they collapsed to the dirt. But it would take much more than a shot here or there, Leroy thought. The infected appeared to be winning the battle. Many of the men were in submission, either lying on the ground wresting, limping clear of the ruckus, or wriggling away for safety. The guy with the red bandana dashed for the opening in the fence.  
 
    Leroy raised his shotgun and took several steps forward. “If this prick closes the fence, I’ll shoot him.” 
 
    “You won’t have to. He’s not gonnna make it.”      
 
    The infected dragged the man onto his knees; a gruesome-looking thing that Leroy couldn’t tell was a woman or man hung off his arm. The man reached out, fell short of the fence and went down face first. Skoota lowered his weapon. More gunfire sounded. He lifted it again. One of the blonde women came into view. Skoota took two more steps and reached the gutter. 
 
    “We going in?” Leroy asked.     
 
    “Be ready.” 
 
    Another woman appeared, older, with dark hair and glasses. She ran for the opening. Beyond, one of the infected got hold of the man with the ponytail and burrowed into his chest. The one Skoota had called Sam went down, and the blonde woman was caught in the middle of the battle. 
 
    “Lock and load,” Skoota said. 
 
    Leroy’s guts tightened as he clamped his hands around the shotgun and stood straight. “Just promise me one thing,” Skoota grunted. “Finish me off so I don’t turn into one of them if I get bitten.” 
 
    “Same for me, mate.” 
 
    They ran for the opening. 
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    Before she could consciously decide, Juliet’s actions had unconsciously taken her towards Sam. She stepped around the bodies on the dusty earth, leapt over others and ran with desperation to assist Sam in his fight.  
 
    The infected man lay on Sam, its scabby hands around his throat, both arms bent at the elbows and fighting to get closer to Sam’s neck. Red-faced, with spittle around his mouth, Sam was doing all he could with both arms outstretched to stop the thing from reaching its goal.  
 
    The infected was in perfect position for Juliet to attack. She skidded to a stop beside it and slammed the chunk of branch into the side of its head. The weapon jarred in her hands, and the sickly man slumped aside. Sam scrambled backwards on his palms, boots kicking and scratching for purchase in the dust. The infected turned on her, bulging eyes wide, as though it had just identified the finest meal it could imagine. Juliet felt rage boil up, and she leapt forward, slamming the wood into its face with an anguished cry.  
 
    It fell back with a fresh, bloody gash on its mouldy cheek, and Juliet followed it to the ground, hitting it across the back of the head. Every ounce of anger she had felt the last few days seemed to converge into this moment. She thought of Deidre and Tara, and all the others who had lost their lives. Her arms moved up and down like a piston, clubbing the face and head of the infected. But Juliet didn’t see it; she didn’t see anything outside of the pain and loss in her mind’s eye. She didn’t feel the ache in her arm or her back, and she didn’t hear Sam calling for her to stop. The thing that drew her out of the trance was Meg screaming.    
 
    Juliet’s arms fell aside, and she was suddenly aware of the fatigue in her lungs and arms. Turning, she found Meg under attack about fifteen yards away. 
 
    As she ran towards Meg with Sam following, she avoided gored and beaten bodies that lay scattered about like empty beer bottles after a festival. Streaks of blood and entrails splattered over the dusty ground. One man hobbled away, holding a bloody arm. The numbers on both sides had diminished, but the infected still outnumbered the men two-to-one. She passed Red Bandana lying still. His glassy eyes stared up at the hot sky as three zombies feasted on different parts of his body. Probably what he deserved.  
 
    Meg lay tangled in a hug with an infected woman who looked eerily similar, except for the lesions covering her pale skin. Meg kept screaming, blaring for someone to help. They rolled twice as Meg beat her fists on the back of the woman’s head, but the thing did not loosen its grip.   
 
    Juliet took to Meg’s attacker, clobbering the zombie on the back of the head with the stumpy length of tree branch. But this time, it had no impact. With competing efforts, Meg and the infected had twisted together as one, Meg working to keep it away from her face, the zombie biting and missing her skin. Sam gave it a kick with the heel of his boot. Juliet followed it with a big swing that struck the thing underneath the chin, and it finally lost its grip. Meg pushed it off and crawled free.  
 
    Sam’s cry drew her attention. Juliet turned and saw Ponytail take him down with a rugby tackle. Meg screamed again. The thing they had beaten off her moments ago had locked onto her ankle. A second female voice cried out. Jess and Lory fought their own battles. Jess was in the greatest trouble, so Juliet ran for her. She danced around one body, then another, but as she leapt over the third, it sat up, taking her legs out and knocking her sideways. She crashed to the ground on her shoulder and struck the side of her head. The world spun momentarily. She pushed onto her knees and started to crawl away, but something grabbed at her leg. She kicked out and her foot came free, but the thing was faster than she expected and locked a bony hand around her calf. Ahead, a large infected man had crawled on top of Lory.  
 
    “Lory! Get out of there!” 
 
    Juliet kicked again, but the thing wouldn’t shake loose. The last thing she saw of Lory was the infected man with a hand around her throat. 
 
    She turned to face her own attacker, who had climbed up her legs and was almost on top of her. Juliet pushed both hands out, feeling the thin cavity of its chest. The smell made her gag.  A skeletal face looked back at her, eyes bulging, sullied mouth chomping. There was nothing behind those eyes, no hint of humanity. Whatever the virus had done, it had obliterated every last ounce of the person’s soul. But their strength was equal. Holding the thing back, Juliet turned her head. Lory was dead. Jess was still fighting to keep from being bitten. She saw Meg’s dormant arm at the edge of her vision. And there was no sign of Sam. For all she knew, Ponytail had killed him. It might have been the end for all of them. 
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    The idea of getting into the lot sounded easier than actually doing it. A number of infected still lingered around the cut in the fence, blocking the path as they sought to get access to the smorgasbord inside. Clearing the way by fire was the only way Leroy and Skoota were going to gain entry.  
 
    “Here’s your test of fate,” Skoota said, edging Leroy forward. 
 
    This was it, his moment to finally pull the trigger. His hands were shaking again, and he wondered if he could muster the courage. Leroy reminded himself these things were no longer people, that he despised their existence, and the only way he’d ever ensure he didn’t turn into one was to be ruthless and kill them all. 
 
    He locked his hands around the shotgun and took aim at the back of the closest zombie. His finger feathered the trigger momentarily, and with the scared voice inside his head edging him on, he squeezed it. The gun exploded, jerking violently in his grasp and shocking him, even though Leroy had been expecting it. The zombie took the shot in the lower part of the back and fell forward onto a shirtless man with skin the colour of old paper. Leroy let out a few jagged breaths.  
 
    “In the head,” Skoota said. Other infected turned around, and Skoota shot one in the face. It fell back, knocking the one Leroy had hit to the ground. “Let’s move. Only shoot what you have to.” 
 
    Skoota hobbled forward and, using the butt of the gun, whacked a grisly-faced man across the jaw. He sidestepped the man then rammed a female standing in his way. She fell onto her rump and Skoota skipped around her with Leroy in tow. As they groped for Leroy, he used the gun the way he had used the cricket bat all those years ago, swinging it left like a pull shot, right like a cut shot, and straight like a cover drive. And though they didn’t fall to the ground, he cleared the way. Leroy looked over his shoulder saw the zombies were following, closing off the path backwards. Now, there was only one way. Leroy felt panic creep over him. 
 
    But Skoota had created a thin trail into the lot. He still hadn’t shot another zombie and continued using the shotgun as a baseball bat, fending them off or striking them down where needed. Leroy found himself leaping over the fallen bodies, careful not to trip on their floundering hands as he went. 
 
    They stepped through the gap in the fence and into the killing zone. The entirety of the scene caught Leroy’s breath. It was bedlam. Two dozen or more infected filled the area immediately inside the opening, fighting the humans, feeding on the deceased, or attacking each other. Leroy spotted countless dead, while those still breathing fought for their lives.  
 
    Skoota fired his gun. Leroy didn’t know where to begin. His eyes skirted around again, and a scattering of bloody entrails caught his eye, the infected cradling them in their gory hands as they feasted. Leroy felt his stomach contents rise. Thinking he wasn’t able to hold it down, Skoota smacked his arm with the butt of his shotgun and shocked him out of his trance.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake, help that woman over there.” 
 
    A blonde woman had both hands pressed to a zombie’s rancid face as it leant in for a mouthful of her arm. With gritted teeth, Leroy ran to them and put the hard sole of his boot into its ribs. There was no weight to it. The bones-in-clothes fell away slobbering, and the woman twisted free, crying for her freedom. With a new interest, the thing climbed to its feet and came at Leroy. 
 
    “Move back,” he said to the woman, and she scampered behind him, mumbling her thanks. 
 
    Tensing, Leroy fired the shotgun and struck the zombie in the pale, bony flesh just above the collarbone. Its flesh disintegrated, and it collapsed to the ground, sending up a puff of dust.  
 
    He spun, looking for others he could help, and spotted a young fair-haired girl beneath two zombies. Leroy hurried to her, reloading the chamber as he went, and put the barrel to the closest zombie’s skull then pulled the trigger. The thing’s head exploded, sending blood and gore into the air and covering his shoes in a splatter. He kicked the other infected in the guts, and it rolled away screeching. But it was too late for the girl. Her wide eyes stared at the sky as blood pasted down her throat.  Leroy pumped the chamber and shot the thing in the forehead.  
 
    The eyes of the first blonde woman he’d saved were full of tears. Leroy placed a hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”  
 
    The woman nodded. She turned away, and he followed her gaze to Skoota, who had his hands full trying to save the second blonde woman, shooting and reloading as a queue of infected came at them.  
 
    “Follow me,” Leroy said to her.  
 
    He ran towards his friend, reloading a fifth shot into the chamber and reminding himself he still had another half dozen in his pocket. Leroy turned the shotgun into a cricket bat again, and it felt good. He whacked several heads backwards as the infected went down. By the time he reached the final obstacle, his anger had peaked, and he smacked the thing in the teeth, knocking it flat. He drew the shotgun up into position the way he’d seen a thousand gunmen do in movies. It felt right, and he was surprised that his confidence in firing a weapon had happened so quickly.  
 
    Two infected homed in on Skoota. Leroy took aim at the closest one and stepped forward to narrow the distance, still unsure if he could make a longer shot. He fired and the gun rocked in his hands. The zombie took the shell in the side of the head and crumpled to the dust. With only one remaining, Skoota laid out the thing by blasting a shell into its neck. The four of them stood in a shabby circle at the centre of the mayhem.    
 
    “Well done, mate,” Skoota gasped, his barrel chest heaving. “How much ammo you got left?” 
 
    “Six in my pocket. You?” 
 
    “I’m out. Now let’s get—”   
 
    “Where’s Sam?” the woman with cropped blonde hair said as she surveyed the turmoil. “I can’t see him.” 
 
    “He’s gone,” the other woman said.  
 
    The shorter-haired woman pointed out something on the fringes of the fight, beyond another dozen or so infected that had still not been killed. Her gaze locked on a man lying on the gravel road. She started for him. Skoota threw a strong arm around her waist and she halted.  
 
    “Leave it, Juliet,” he said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “No,” she sobbed. “We’ve got to try.” 
 
    Zombies looking to feed started for them from all directions. Leroy fumbled the first shell from his pocket and began to reload the shotgun the way Skoota had showed him back at the hunting store. But even with six more in the chamber, it wouldn’t kill them all.  
 
    “We have to go,” the blonde woman with longer hair said. 
 
    “Righto,” Skoota said. He guided Juliet by the elbow as she reluctantly turned away from Sam. “Lead the way,” he said to Leroy. 
 
    The fence lay twenty yards from them, with countless infected in their path. Leroy jogged ahead with the shotgun raised, choosing to preserve his ammunition by using it as a cricket bat again. They passed between countless massacred bodies, and Juliet staggered to a stop at a dark-haired woman lying twisted and beaten. Skoota reached out for her, but she pulled away. One of the infected fed from the woman’s chest. Juliet began to scream and punched at its back with an awkward fist. The other blonde lady grabbed hold around her waist and dragged her away.  
 
    Revulsion rose up in Leroy’s throat. He stood watching the scene, frozen in time momentarily. The starkness of what had happened hit him; even amongst the butchery, this was another level altogether. He leant over and shot the thing through the back of the head. Blood and matter splattered over the dead woman’s face.  
 
    The others stumbled on and Leroy followed. Juliet still fought the hands of her friends to return to the dark-haired woman.  
 
    “We can’t leave her,” Juliet screamed. “And what about Sam, and Lory?” 
 
    “We go back, we die,” Skoota said. “Keep movin’.” 
 
    They had about ten yards to go. Leroy was relieved to see most of the zombies had walked into the middle of the lot, leaving the entrance clear. Beyond, a handful wandered about the street. For the first time, Leroy saw a glimmer of hope. 
 
    A guttural cry sounded from behind them. The blonde woman turned, and Leroy followed her stare to the man with the ponytail running for them, knocking the infected aside as he sprinted across the bloodied battleground. Gashes covered his face, and he had a chest wound that would surely be fatal. Leroy glanced at Skoota, who had pushed the woman behind him. 
 
    “I’m empty,” Skoota said.  
 
    Leroy lifted the shotgun. As the man approached at a run, he took cover behind the infected, darting from one to the other in a zigzag pattern. 
 
    “Retreat,” Skoota said. 
 
    Leroy stepped backwards, his eyes never leaving the ponytail man. Terror washed over Leroy like a cold breeze. His guts tightened and his muscles tensed. If he didn’t get this right, the man looked like he would tear him apart. 
 
    “Hold tight,” Skoota shouted.  
 
    Leroy steadied his footing as the thing with the ponytail closed, eyes blazing, hands balled into fists. Leroy couldn’t be sure he was even infected, but the hatred in his eyes was just as powerful. He gave a soaring growl as he drew closer, and Leroy felt his stomach fold. 
 
    “Leroy!” Skoota yelled.  
 
    The ponytail man was on them. Leroy almost forgot to pull the shotgun around. He jumped back, swung the barrel, and the gun boomed. The shot struck Ponytail in the guts. He fell back into the dust with his midsection a bloody mess.   
 
    “Shoot him, he’s infected,” one of the ladies said.  
 
    Leroy loaded another shell and adjusted the shotgun, ready for the man to make another move. Leroy was no longer shaking, his focus laser-sharp for the first time. 
 
    “I’m a… I’m a fucking kill you…”  The man with half his guts missing rose to his feet, swaying. “Kill you all.” He looked at the people beyond Leroy. 
 
    “Keep movin’,” Skoota said, and Leroy started backwards again. They were almost at the fence. “Watch him, Leroy.”  
 
    Leroy watched. He’d had never been more ready. Ponytail dropped his hand and with a menacing growl ran at Leroy. The shotgun cracked and struck Ponytail in the chin. The bottom of his face exploded, and he dropped into the dirt at Leroy’s feet.  
 
    “We gotta move,” Skoota said, pulling Juliet away. 
 
    They were almost at the fence now, but sensing their desire to leave, some of the zombies writhed in the weeds and vines around the entrance, begging for them not to leave.  
 
    Skoota and the blonde woman had cleared a narrow path, and Leroy turned backwards through it just to make sure there was nothing else following them. He felt like one of the Expendables, surpassing any expectation he had of himself in such a situation. He was the last in the line, and when Skoota shouted for them to run, Leroy turned and sprinted after them.  
 
    He caught movement on the left from the corner of his eye. Before Leroy could turn to face it, something struck him, and he went down onto his knees, the breath knocked from his lungs, the shotgun spilling loose. Distantly, he heard Skoota shout his name.  
 
    As he climbed onto one knee, he got a look at the thing and saw the ugliest infected he’d ever seen; its face was bones, eyes bloody, and a black tongue slid out of its mouth between teeth broken and missing in places. A hand clawed at his shoulder. Leroy shrugged it off as he stood. The hand fell away, but at the final moment before he was free, the zombie’s hand scratched his forearm. Ice terror struck Leroy, but he had no time to stop. He stumbled on, gathered his balance, and ran.        
 
    As they raced the last twenty yards for Jace’s car, Leroy could only hope he wasn’t scratched. But a sick worry climbed into his guts; he had used his bare skin to fend off the zombies the whole time and he’d been very lucky. It was the last attack, though, he suspected would be his downfall. He shut away the thought for now. He couldn’t deal with it. 
 
    A trickle of infected walked for them, but the goings on inside the lot were still more appealing, and Leroy thought they had finally made it. They had done what they’d set out to do, and they were still alive. Skoota clapped him on the back. 
 
    “Well done, mate. You did better than I thought.” 
 
    Once upon a time, Leroy would have puffed out his chest and said something like, Of course, mate, what did you expect? but now, Leroy felt himself choking up at what he might be facing. He could only manage a thin smile and a whisper of a thank you. 
 
    Skoota helped the blonde woman into the back seat on the opposite side of the vehicle. The other woman, Juliet, stopped at the door on Skoota’s side and turned back towards the lot. Tears streamed down her cheeks. 
 
    Leroy pulled the door open. “Come on.” He tried to guide her into the back seat, but she kept looking back at the gap in the fence. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Juliet said. “I’m sorry, Meg and Lory. And Sam. I’m sorry I promised you it would be all right. I was wrong.”  
 
    She looked at Leroy, and he was surprised to see her eyes were lovely, despite them being red and teary. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    She bowed her head, and with Leroy’s coaxing, she slid into the back seat. “It is. I made the plan. I cut the fence.” 
 
    Leroy clicked Juliet’s door closed, climbed into the front and pulled his own shut. Skoota turned the key, and the vehicle whirred to life. Three infected reached them and slapped playfully against the windows. 
 
    “Where to?” Skoota asked. 
 
    “Anywhere but here,” Juliet answered. 
 
    Skoota nodded. He pulled on the wheel and circled around until he drove away from the lot. One of the infected didn’t move, and he ran it down, its body thumping against the side of the vehicle. 
 
    “Take me home,” the longer-haired blonde woman said from the backseat. Her face was grimy, her eyes red. She had blood spatters all over her t-shirt. But there was a resolve in her face, and Leroy understood it was no accident she had survived thus far.   
 
    “Where’s home?” Skoota asked. 
 
    “Longford. About fifteen miles from here.” 
 
    He nodded. “First stop, Longford.” 
 
    Leroy lay back against the seat, the faintest tingling in his forearm. He wanted to look, wanted to know if was a scratch, or if his mind was playing tricks on him. Instead, he folded his arms and closed his eyes. Right now, he couldn’t deal with it. That knowledge would be learnt later when he was alone.  
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    Mac had driven them down the beautiful stretch of the Arthur Highway over the last three hours with the kids and Chloe in his car. Their talk was about kid things, which had helped take his mind off other topics. And while he could push aside thoughts of what might have happened to Jess for a while, he couldn’t prevent himself thinking about Smitty’s demise. In some way, Mac suspected Smitty would have wanted to go down fighting, and his old mate’s death had been a heroic one.  
 
    By the time they reached Arthur Road and turned onto Church Street, the kids had had enough of driving. They’d stopped a couple of times to use the public toilets, but they hadn’t lingered long to stretch their legs. What the kids needed was space to run around and be kids—climb, fall over, wrestle, and spread out. Mac felt a growing desire to provide freedom again.  
 
    Driving down Church Street, Mac checked the rear-view mirror as he had done so a thousand times since they left Blackwood Creek to ensure David, Meryl, and Shelli were still following. Mac felt comfort knowing they were with them. 
 
    “Look,” Tyler said, pressing his face to the window. “Someone’s there.” 
 
    Mac slowed the car and peered sideways out the back window. A flood of hope filled him. A cluster of people gathered beyond the line of scrub beside the road with coils of wire, a stack of thick fence posts, and what looked like sheets of corrugated iron surrounding them.  
 
    Mac slowed the car to a stop and surveyed the scene. They were pulling down a section of smaller fence and replacing it with a stronger version. There must have been eight or nine people lifting and carrying, digging and supporting. One of the thick posts towered out of the ground, and Mac estimated a height of at least nine feet with a distance between each of maybe eight. With all the lumberyards in the area, there would be no shortage of posts.  
 
    “Bloody brilliant.”  
 
    He caught David’s eye in the rear-view, stuck a hand out the window, and raised his thumb. It was all true. Port Arthur Historic Site was being built into a fortress. The way these people had organized themselves and leapt into action was impressive.  
 
    Buoyed by the finding, Mac drove on and let his mind wander to Jess and his desperation to find her, the thoughts curling around his insides and squeezing his heart. The feeling was both exquisite in its hope and terrifying in its potential. Mac imagined her sweet smile, long blonde hair and those sky-blue eyes. Just to touch her again, just to tell her he was sorry for leaving her alone was too much to imagine. What if she wasn’t inside the gates of this place? Mac knew there was a strong possibility. He had to be prepared for that. If it turned out she wasn’t in there, he had to go on. For his own sake as much as the kids, and Mac vowed to keep searching the entire state if that’s what it took to find her.  
 
    “Look, Dad!” Ashleigh cried. “Look at those gates!”  
 
    Mac buried the feelings and pried a smile for his children.  
 
    “Wow, they’re cool,” Chloe said with a wide-eyed grin.  
 
    And they were. Erected in the middle of the road were two giant steel gates. They were painted black and met in the middle perfectly as though they’d come out of an engineering shop. Each one stood twelve feet high and six feet wide. Trailing off to either side was a similar looking fence also constructed of metal. They both disappeared into the scrub, where Mac presumed they met up with the fence the people had been working on further along the road. It was a solid defense that, unless confronted by an army of infected, would ensure those inside were kept safe. Standing at the edge of the left gate, inside the perimeter, was a fifteen-foot-high turret. One man stood within and Mac saw he was holding a gun. 
 
    The kids talked loud and giggled. Mac had to smile. Glancing back at David and the others, Mac read the expression of relief on their faces. He felt it too. They were finally going to have some safety; most importantly, his kids would have security. Even if Jess wasn’t there, he knew Shelli would opt to stay and the kids could stay with her. After the devastation of Mole Creek, finding this site was a massive pick-me-up. It could have easily been in as bad a condition as the military site. They had gambled their run down here; they had outsmarted the young hoods and made it before them. Mac felt like he could contribute, too. He had skills, experience, weapons, and ammunition.      
 
    Mac noticed a car parked off to the side and five people standing beside it. One stood with his hands on his hips, talking up to the man in the turret. Mac checked on David again and stopped the car in the middle of the road about twenty yards short of the entrance. Why weren’t they opening the gates for the group? An uneasy feeling awoke in Mac.  
 
    “Let’s stretch our legs.” 
 
    Mac climbed out of the car and the kids did the same, bouncing and shouting with excitement. Mac turned back to the others as David waited for Meryl and Shelli. As they approached, Mac read David’s expression as he looked beyond to the gates. 
 
    “Problem?” David asked. 
 
    “Not sure yet.” 
 
    Mac led them towards the discussion. As he passed the hood of the Nissan, he realized the man standing with his hands on his hips could be Jim. 
 
    “Jim?” 
 
    The man turned with a deep scowl. When he recognized Mac, his face broke into a smile and he started forward. They met and shook hands. Mac did the same with Dan. 
 
    “Glad you guys made it here.” Mac assumed the two young girls were Jim’s daughters. 
 
    “You haven’t found your wife yet?” Jim asked. 
 
    Mac shook his head. “No. But I’m hoping she’s in there.” He pointed towards the gates. “Can you believe this place actually exists?” 
 
    “You might have to wait a while to find out,” Jim said. “They won’t let us in.” 
 
    “What?” The uneasy feeling stirred in Mac’s gut. A second man had arrived in the turret and they both looked down at the group, their guns lowered. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Apparently they’re not letting anyone else in. Too full or some rubbish.” 
 
    Mac started towards the gates, suppressing his growing anxiety. “Let me give it a go.” He stopped a few yards short of the entrance so he wouldn’t have to crane his neck too much looking up at the men. “How goes it?”  
 
    “All right,” one of the men said. He wore a baseball cap and had a dark moustache. 
 
    “What’s the deal with getting inside this place? My friend tells me you won’t let him in.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the man said. “We just follow the rules here. We don’t make ’em.” 
 
    Mac tightened his jaw. “And what are the rules?” 
 
    The second man stepped in front of Baseball Cap. He had thinning blonde hair that was long at the back, like rat tails, and balding on top. “Look, buddy, we can’t let ya in just now. Come back tomorrow, and we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    “What changes tomorrow?” 
 
    He shrugged, spat off the back of the turret into the site. “People leave, you know?” 
 
    Mac turned to Jim whose expression said, Told you so. Mac turned back. “Listen, mate, we’ve been through a hell of a lot just to be standing here right now. We’ve lost people—good people. Our kids need a safe place. Why can’t they use the safety of this place? What gives anyone else more right than them?” 
 
    “We all have, sir,” Baseball Cap said.  “And we’d like nothing more than to open those gates and let you in, but the place is full. Hell, we’ll get kicked out if we go against orders.” 
 
    “Orders? Who’s running the joint?” Neither man said anything.  
 
    Mac cursed himself inwardly for what he was about to say next. He hated telling people about his military background, but in this case, it might help, and they needed it. “I know a bit about orders myself, boys. I was a member of the Special Operations Task Group from the 2nd Commando Regiment with four tours of Afghanistan. We’ve got some nifty weapons in the back that could really help.” 
 
    Baseball Cap considered this. He glanced at Rat Tails and then back at Mac. “I really am sorry.”      
 
    Mac cursed under his breath. He felt himself slipping towards the edge of anger. He was losing control of it. Being full was not a good reason to put all their lives in jeopardy. They were just being stubborn about it. He thought about another approach. 
 
    “Look, my wife is missing. I think she may be inside. Can I take quick look? Just me—I won’t be long.” 
 
    Rat Tails stepped forward and grabbed the railing of the turret. “We can’t let you in today. No matter what you say or do, we’re just not allowed.”  
 
    Mac realized these two men were not going to be able to grant admission. Somebody higher than them was setting the rules. He stepped forward. “Get me someone more senior then. Who’s making these rules? I want to talk to them.”  
 
    Neither man moved. That was it for Mac. “I’ll give you sixty seconds. You can either fetch me someone to talk with about these rules, or I walk to the back of that car,” he pointed a stiff finger at the Nissan, “remove my automatic assault weapon, and unload a few mags into that gate.” He breathed, not realizing he’d been holding his breath. “Now get me someone who can open this gate.”  
 
    The men gave each other a look, and Baseball Cap tipped his head inside the facility. Rat Tails disappeared. “Won’t be a few minutes.”       
 
    Mac walked in a circle, glancing at the others, who had moved back to their vehicles in their separate groups. This was not going well. He hadn’t wanted to use his military experience to coax them or threaten the gates with a weapon. The kids had climbed back into the car. Shelli frowned with concern, and David and Meryl talked quietly. Jim stood near Mac. Dan, Jim’s daughters, and the other man leant against the duco in soft conversation. 
 
    A minute later, a man with dark, slicked-back hair appeared on the turret. He wore a business shirt and stood with his hands behind his back. Mac knew his type immediately. Bossy, pompous, overbearing. He’d met numerous warrant officers like that in the military.  
 
    “Are you in charge of this place?” Mac asked. 
 
    The man hesitated. “Nothing official, but yes, I make decisions.” 
 
    “Are you the one who decided not to let any more people in today?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Yes. I did. We have a process for new entrants. If we let everyone in without any sort of screening process, the place would go to hell.”  
 
    Mac chuckled. If he didn’t, he’d lose his shit. “In case you haven’t noticed, mate, humanity’s gone to pieces. And don’t you think we need to help each other so the human race doesn’t end up extinct?” 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic.” 
 
    Even Jim laughed at that. “Dramatic? So, we’re not fighting for survival?” 
 
    “We’re fighting, but no, I don’t think so. Not for survival.” 
 
    Mac shook his head. He wasn’t giving up, but this clown was probably the reason bureaucracy was so ineffective. Rules and rules and more rules.  
 
    “Won’t you let us in? Please.” He waved a hand towards the Nissan again, and then over at Jim and his kids. “We have children out here. They need the safety of the place you’ve created.”  
 
    The man raised his eyebrows. He liked the sound of that, Mac thought.  
 
    “How do we know you’re not infected?” 
 
    “I give you my word. None of us are bitten or sick.” 
 
    “The infected don’t always show symptoms immediately. We admitted a lady last week, and she didn’t get sick for two days. Six people were killed because of her. I’m not prepared to take that risk again. You come back tomorrow, and we’ll see how you look, and then the next day, and after that we’ll start to talk.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Mac spat. “Can’t you just let us in and lock us in a corner until we’re clear? Better than staying out here.”  
 
    The man seemed to consider this, but then shook his head. Mac walked in a circle, hands on head. He’d just about run out of patience.  
 
    “I suggest you drive up the road a little way and settle into one of the old buildings outside the perimeter. There are others up there doing the same. This sort of thing happens every day.” 
 
     Mac felt his anger stir. He clenched his fists. He was losing control now. He started towards the gate, looking up at the man. 
 
    “Mac?” Jim called out.  
 
    But Mac was too focused on the slick-haired man at the top of the turret. “Sure, mate. I’ll drive up the road with my kids and hope we don’t run into any of the infected. And when one of them gets bitten, I’ll come back down here and make sure you know all about it.” He started banging on the gates with the bottom of his fists. The sound boomed.  “NOW OPEN THE BLOODY DOOR!”  
 
    “Stand down, sir, or we’ll shoot.” 
 
    “You’ll shoot? I’ll fuckin’ shoot.” He slammed the side of his fist against the door once, twice, three times. 
 
    He stormed off towards the Nissan, hearing the faint words of one of the men in the turret suggesting he might be infected after all. Jim said something, but Mac didn’t catch it. The rage he mostly kept buried deep inside had snuck through the walls he usually kept around it. Leaving Jess and not knowing where she was or even if she was alive, having to kill his mother, his father dying, Dutch, Robbo, and Smitty going the same way, the constant fear of losing the kids. It had compounded, day after day, looking for a way out, and now, the crack had appeared, and it rushed forth like a dam bursting.  
 
    Mac passed the kids sitting in the backseat. Both had expressions of fear, their tiny brows furrowed, Ashleigh’s eyes glassy. Mac reached the trunk and yanked it open, knocking his hand on the lip. Pain shot up his arm, but it couldn’t overcome the anger. Instead, he smashed his fist on the underside. The metal clunked. He tossed items aside, looking for the M4.  
 
    Jim had crept closer and said something, but Mac wasn’t listening. He ripped a bag out of the trunk and tossed it on the ground. But still, he couldn’t locate the automatic weapon. He stood there a moment, trying not to let the rage take him to a new level.  
 
    Just as he lifted one of Ashleigh’s soft toys out of the way, he remembered the M4 was between the front seats. He left the trunk and went to the driver’s door and yanked it open. He snatched out the M4 and tightened his grip. A softer noise, somehow familiar, sounded. This one he did hear. He looked into the back seat and saw Ashleigh crying. Shelli was there too, moving towards him. 
 
    “Mac?” The lines in her forehead and eyes made an expression Mac had never seen before. “It’s all right, Mac. We’re not under threat, yet.” His anger stalled. “We’re still kickin’. We can get by from here.” 
 
    Mac felt his grip on the M4 loosen. “What then, Shell? Do we fight? Stay and wait? Leave? I’m all out of rational answers.”  
 
    “We have to be sensible about this. They’re not saying no, we can’t ever come in, but they wanna be sure. I can sort of understand that.”  
 
    Turning toward the gates, Mac saw the three men still standing atop the turret. “So, what? We just wait it out like he said?” 
 
    Shelli shrugged. “You going to shoot down the door and compromise all those people inside? They’ll never let us in. I’m not sure that’s in anyone’s best interests, Mac.” 
 
    His anger still bubbled, but Mac knew Shelli was right. This wasn’t the way. He put the automatic weapon back between the front seats and gently closed the door. He caught Jim’s gaze and saw relief in his eyes. Ashleigh and Tyler leapt out of the backseat and crunched him with hugs.  
 
    “I’m sorry, kids,” he said while Ashleigh sobbed. “Find out where this building is, can you, Jim?”  
 
    Jim nodded.  
 
    “Come on, kids, back in the car. Another five minutes, and we’ll stop for a bit.” He adjusted his grip on expectations. If they could just get through a day or two, they’d be safe. And it didn’t appear to have too many infected about the place.   
 
    Jim finished speaking to the men on the turret and convened with Mac, David, Shelli, and Meryl. 
 
    “Two minutes’ drive up that way,” he said, pointing into heavy scrub.  
 
    Mac looked across all their faces. “I’m sorry about that. I was… out of line. It got the better of me.” 
 
    David waved a hand. “If it were me in your shoes, I’d have lost my shit a long time ago.” 
 
    With a thin smile, Mac said, “It won’t happen again.”  
 
    They climbed in and Mac fell into the driver’s seat. Suddenly, he felt a wave of weariness, as if his explosion had tipped him over the edge. He sat for a moment, gathering himself, then turned the 4x4 on and reversed out onto the road. 
 
    He led the others away from the gate and took the first road about fifty yards from where they had parked. It was a smaller, narrower laneway with trees overhanging the thin layer of bitumen.  
 
    They turned down the road in a mini convoy. Mac followed the winding laneway for a minute or so, and as they turned a particularly sharp curve, a throng of infected appeared in the middle of the road like a herd of cows on a paddock trail. Mac planted the anchors. The kids in the back lurched forward until their belts tightened.   
 
    Mac checked the mirror to see if David driving the sedan, and then Jim, in his trusty Ford Territory, had braked safely. They had, but what Mac saw beyond Jim’s vehicle prickled the fine hairs on the back of his neck. Pulling in behind was a blue sedan with white stripes, a second vehicle following closely. It was the young men from the hunting and camping store. Mac and the others had nowhere to go.  
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    January 12, 2014 
 
    7:29 pm 
 
    Arthur Highway, Port Arthur, Tasmania 
 
      
 
    As Tammy passed the two-mile sign for Port Arthur Historic Site, she pushed herself to go faster. She refused to give up on the hope that the historic site was where people had set up a refuge and not the town of Port Arthur itself. Otherwise, she didn’t know whether she’d make it the extra few miles.  
 
    She glanced back and saw the single infected that had started following her at Eaglehawk Neck had grown into countless. She didn’t know exactly how many but suspected it had to be more than two hundred. And whilst Tammy couldn’t be sure, they appeared to be working in a kind of pack. She had hoped the winds of luck would blow her way and she’d get there without them catching up.  
 
    When the first few had joined the original infected, she had quickened her speed and begun to outpace them, but the miles had diminished at the pace of a sloth and despite her base fitness, her legs had grown weary.  So, Tammy had slowed down until she was just out of reach.  
 
    At first, she had thought that if this place was widely known, somebody would drive on by and pick her up, but there had been no passing cars. There had been a single parked car at a place called Mason’s Cottages, but it had been locked. Tammy had considered breaking a window but couldn’t see any keys. She’d found a second at the Norfolk Bay Convict Bed & Breakfast. This one was open but no keys. Each time she stopped, she was conscious of the time she spent fossicking around as the number of infected continued to grow. Each time she finished, she forced herself to jog for a bit, just to increase the gap again. 
 
    She had come to the tiny town of Taranna facing a swarm of infected all over the road and a dozen more planted outside the general store. It forced Tammy to divert her course off the blacktop and walk through the scrub for a time until she had passed them. She spied an old drinking tap hanging off the back of a broken tin shed and, after running the water for over a minute, it cleared from brown and she gulped down clear Tasmanian water. When she reconnected with the road, her breath caught in her throat when she saw the two groups had converged and now a much larger number walked in her footsteps. This had further strengthened her theory that they were working as a pack. 
 
    She hurried then, glancing over her shoulder often as she passed through long stretches of the Arthur Highway with its wide, dry grass paddocks and rolling hills sketching the blue horizon. A distant farmhouse stood on a hill, peering across the valley from its faded brown boards. It looked as though it had seen better days, holes in the roof, part of the front veranda collapsed.  Would anybody be there? Tammy wondered. She doubted it and couldn’t justify going off course for potentially no reward.  
 
    The heat had disappeared and a south-westerly breeze blew, whipping the ends of her grey-blonde hair about. The stench of the infected sullied every breath. She thought about Shane and the others who had left her. Since the breakdown of society had begun, Tammy had consistently tried to support the people around her. It was, after all, her purpose in life to serve the people. Now though, it seemed to have all been in vain. They had all left, including her damn husband. She was completely alone. For most, it would have gotten the better of them, but not Tammy. She prided herself on her resilience and would strive to help people again.  
 
    To ease the burden on her feet, Tammy walked on the highway shoulder in the stumpy shadows of wispy grass, the squelch of her shoes on the fine gravel loud in the countryside silence. Before the sun had almost completed its descent, she had passed two more abandoned gas stations, both inhabited by more than one infected. She had considered using the screwdriver to kill the two that stood outside the gas station store, but her risk-averse character had gotten the better of her. More water would have to wait.  
 
    Tammy felt a burst of hope when she saw the first glistening smile of the sea in the faint light of dusk. It came to a point right up to the edge of the road, but quickly widened. Named Long Bay, it appeared calm and pleasant, and in another eight or so miles it opened out into the Southern Ocean. Next stop was Antarctica. She knew from here, it was probably only about three miles to the Port Arthur Historical Site.  
 
    She walked for a time in the middle of the highway, looking back the way she had come for signs of vehicles via their headlights. The darkening road gave no hope. Either way, she didn’t want a repeat of the earlier experience, and if things kept going the way they had so far, she would reach Port Arthur ahead of the horde.  
 
    Soon after, the mass of infected began to behave strangely. Their instinctive actions had been to follow her, but now, they seemed distracted by each other and some started to veer off course. Their persistence, when she thought about it, was quite impressive. But that changed when she passed Stingaree Bay, and the last of the light finally faded.  
 
    She walked backwards for a while, shining the torch ahead of them. Those in front raised their hands to shield their eyes, but on they walked, with several showing the strange behaviour. A fight began between a long-haired woman and a younger girl. A man tripped and struck his face on the road. The others trampled over him, and he disappeared behind a forest of legs. The ever-present slobbering and hissing were soon replaced by growls and grunts. Tammy turned back to the front and walked on, faster than before, the light bobbing and bouncing from the blacktop to the fields and beyond on either side. She silently pleaded for lights of safety ahead to show her the way.  
 
    But she couldn’t walk for long without turning around to check on her followers. Consequently, she wasn’t watching where she was going. She took a step and, suddenly, the road beneath her foot wasn’t there. Her head jolted and her neck jerked. Pain shot through her foot, up her ankle, and into her leg. She cried out, wincing at the mishap. 
 
    “Oh, bloody shit,” she said, hobbling along, careful not to stop. Tammy shone the torch at a sizeable pothole at least three times her shoe length. She flicked the light at the infected and saw they had crept a few yards closer. She turned and started off, moving as quickly as her new injury would allow. Each time the foot touched the road, she felt pain. Tammy had to adjust her pace to allow herself not to put as much pressure on it but to remain well ahead of the dead.  
 
    On she hobbled. Was she going to die out here and let her husband win? No goddamn way. She thought about the last time she had seen him. They had argued fiercely again over politics. They had both started slightly left, but over the years he had moved to the right and beyond. Admittedly, she had wound him up, twisted his words and launched a tirade at him. With no ability to respond verbally, he had flown into a physical rage and grabbed her by the throat, shoving her against the wall, and then he struck her in the cheek with a semi-clenched fist. She had slid down the wall and sat there, too stunned to move. She had expected him to beg forgiveness, but instead, he stood over her, stony-faced. This was the moment Tammy decided enough was enough. 
 
    A growl shook her from the memory. She turned back and saw the infected were less than thirty yards away. The growl sounded again, and before Tammy could point the flashlight towards them, she saw something that chilled her skin. Near the back of the throng, deep within the hollow faces and straggly hair, she saw a set of red eyes. 
 
    Tammy ran. With every step, she cried out as pain speared from her ankle to her knee, but she did not stop. Scrub passed her on either side of the road. She didn’t know for how long she continued. Those red eyes drove her on like nothing had before. Panting, she spotted a sign on the edge of the highway. As she approached, she saw the words she so desperately wanted. Port Arthur Historic Site: 400m on left.  
 
    “Move,” she yelled at herself.  
 
    It had been so long since she heard a human voice out loud, it sounded strange. But it provided the motivation to get her moving faster. The road dipped, and she felt like she was flying as she ran down the slope. The enclosed scrub gave way to a spacious property and house on the right and a set of buildings on the left. Tammy shone the torch on the Stewarts Bay Lodge and, in another thirty steps, the Tasman Island Cruises. Had she taken a cruise once with her parents? She couldn’t be sure. 
 
    At the bottom of the hill, she turned left off the Arthur Highway onto Church Street. A sob of joy escaped her throat. She was close. Bush hugged the road on both sides. She had been down this far a number of times in her life since early childhood. A curve or two in the road, and she was at the historic site. But her stamina was running low. She hadn’t eaten since the morning and her mouth and throat were parched. As she dragged her feet along the bitumen, the bouncing light caught a fence off to the left. It was wire—chain linked and taller than her. Is that part of the secure place? she wondered.    
 
    The road rose again, and she had to dig deep as the pain in her ankle was surpassed by the strangle of lactic acid in her thighs as she climbed the last slope. She almost stopped. Part of her wanted to look back and check if the infected were any closer, if the thing with the red eyes had crept up to her heels and was ready to tear out her throat. But she refused.  
 
    The last downward gradient had never felt so good. Chest wheezing, she stumbled twice but caught her balance just in time before face planting on the bitumen. As she raised the flashlight, the yellow beam caught two large gates across the road. On either side, steel panels had been erected that ran off into the scrub. Tammy lifted the torch even higher and saw a turret standing above the left side of the fence, and in it, two figures looked down at her. 
 
    She staggered the last few yards and reached the gate. 
 
    “Hello?” she gasped. Her voice did not sound like her own. “Open up. Please.” She stepped back and shone the light up at them, panting. One of the men stepped back. Tammy turned and poked the light back the way she had come. “Hurry. Please. They’ll be here any moment.” Truth was she didn’t even know how far behind they might be. She looked back up at the men, wondering why they had not spoken. 
 
    One of them men finally said, “I’m sorry. We’re not taking any more people in.” 
 
     Cold terror struck Tammy’s heart. She almost couldn’t say another word. But she forced it out. “What? What does that mean?” 
 
    “They’re not our rules.” 
 
    Rage replaced terror, and she said with venom, “They’re always someone else’s rules, aren’t they? Then you don’t have to take any bloody responsibility.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    But her anger did not dissipate. She thought of all the people she had lost along the way. She thought of Darren, who should have been with her now. “Please. I know you don’t have any idea of what I’ve been through. And you probably don’t care. But—”     
 
    The men talked in low voices. One of them gave the impression he wanted to let her in. 
 
    “I’m going to let her in then,” one of the men said. The other glared. “She’s a bloody politician. A senator. If the world ever goes back to the way it was and we didn’t let—” 
 
    “Let me go and ask…” Tammy didn’t hear the name. “He’ll be royally pissed if we let her in without checking with him.” 
 
    “You know he’ll say no.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Till I get back.” The man disappeared. 
 
    The other turned to Tammy. He had a moustache and wore a baseball cap. “I’m sorry. It won’t be long.” 
 
    Tammy looked back up the road and shone the flashlight, looking for those red eyes. The thought made the skin at the back of her neck tingle. 
 
    “Were you running from someone?” the man asked. 
 
    “Some things. Not one of the normal ones though.”  
 
    “They’re out there,” the man said, peering into the distance.  
 
    Tammy waited. At least the place was real. She hoped with all she had left that they would let her in. To come this far on a rumour, to have so many others show doubt, to leave her, and then to have it all come true. There was such a place that provided security from the infected and she had made it. 
 
    “We knocked back a large group earlier,” the man said. He glanced back into the compound.  
 
    Tammy hoped the other man would hurry up, too. She didn’t care about who might be pissed off or how many people they’d knocked back. All she cared was the thing with the red eyes couldn’t get her in there. 
 
    A noise sounded from the darkness behind. Goosebumps appeared on her arms and legs. Tammy fumbled the torch and turned it on, casting a long glow of light off into the scrub. With her hand shaking, she slowly turned it around, until it shone along the road she had run down. 
 
    The horde of infected that had followed Tammy’s trek was almost upon them. The slinking, sliding sound grew louder. Hundreds of dead shuffled and lurched down the road, bumping into each other. Tammy’s entire body froze. When they spotted Tammy in the light, she thought they started walking faster. 
 
    The man in the turret whimpered. “I’m… coming.”  
 
    As the light quivered in her hand, Tammy narrowed her gaze. Within the moving mass of dead, she thought she could recognize those red eyes looking at her.   
 
    “Hurry,” Tammy whispered. “Hurry, please.” 
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    Authors Note 
 
      
 
    I started this book with good momentum after finishing Breakdown, but we all know how that turned out. Writing is a funny business, sometimes you get into a groove and the words spill out of you and it feels like magic. Other times, it’s like digging a hole in rock and no matter what you do, it just doesn’t want to happen. This book had a bit of both. The problem was the time in between either was far too great.    
 
    A lot of the story for the next book and subsequent books with our friends on the pier in Melbourne is fleshed out in my head. I know who lives and dies, who become the heroes and villains, who end up together, or not. But in my experience, the story has a way of taking over and sometimes these things don’t turn out the way you expect. I’ve had several important characters earmarked for death, but for whatever reason, they’ve survived. I like that. It’s a surprise, even for me. 
 
    I took a reader poll on Facebook for the title of the next book and Departure beat out Separation. That should set the tone of what happens. I have the titles for the last three books already selected: Arrival, Divided, and… maybe I’ll leave that one until it’s published.         
 
    Once again, if you are able to leave a review for this book (or any other of mine you’ve read) I’d be sincerely grateful. I can’t understate the importance of a review for an independent author. Click here to leave a review for Resolve. 
 
    If you haven’t signed up to my mailing list, feel free to do so. It generally covers new book releases and every so often, I do a giveaway of paperbacks from the series. Click here to sign up. Your e-mail address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe easily at any time. 
 
    Feel free to drop me a line about what you thought of the story, good or bad, or anything else. You can e-mail me at owen.baillie@bigpond.com. 
 
    Here are some of my links to social media (there are so many these days):  
 
    Facebook: Owen Baillie Author or Owen Baillie 
 
    Website: owenbaillie.com 
 
    With the best of intent, I hope to get the next book out sooner than this one. 
 
    Thanks for reading, 
 
      
 
    Owen 
 
    Melbourne, Australia, December 2019. 
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    It spread fast- no time to understand it- let alone learn how to fight it. 
 
    Once it reached you, it was too late. All you could do is run. 
 
    Rumored safe zones and potential for a cure drifted across the populace, forcing tough decisions to be made. 
 
    They say only the strong survive. Well they forgot about the smart, the inventive and the lucky. 
 
    Follow five different groups from across the U.S.A. as they make their way to what could be America’s last stand in the Lone Star State. 
 
    WJ Lundy ~ Brian Parker ~ Rich Baker ~ Joseph Hansen ~ Allen Gamboa 
 
    Foreword by JL Bourne 
 
      
 
    After The Roads: Sidney’s Way (Five Roads To Texas Book Two) 
 
    The infected rule the world beyond the protective walls of the Texas Safe Zone. 
 
    Fort Bliss, Texas is home to four million refugees, trapped behind the hastily-erected walls of the Army base--too many people and not enough food. 
 
    In a desperate gamble, the soldiers responsible for securing the walls begin searching for pre-outbreak food storage locations. Not everyone will make it home. 
 
    For Sidney Bannister, the Safe Zone's refugee camps have become a nightmare that she can no longer endure. She must find a way to leave before her baby is born, or risk never experiencing freedom again. 
 
    Follow Sidney's story from the Phalanx Press collaborative novel Five Roads to Texas. 
 
    Brian Parker 
 
      
 
    For Which We Stand (Five Roads To Texas Book Three) 
 
    El Paso wasn’t the Promised Land that Ian and his crew had hoped for, but it wasn’t a total bust either. The concept of a safe haven in today’s world was a fool’s errand at best. This was the consensus of their tiny band and to keep moving, their only salvation. While others waited in their pens the four from the private security company moved on taking on as many they could help, in hopes that they too would join the fight. Their journey was long and arduous, but it was worth it… they hope. 
 
    El Paso is where the final evidence that this is more than a simple lab experiment gone wrong. It was too focused with too many players who knew too much too early in the game causing assumptions to be made. Assumptions that gained strength with every step they took until the small troop was convinced that this was not just a simple virus of natural origins, America was under attack. 
 
    Joseph Hansen 
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    SIXTH CYCLE 
 
    Nuclear war has destroyed human civilization. 
 
    Captain Jake Phillips wakes into a dangerous new world, where he finds the remaining fragments of the population living in a series of strongholds, connected across the country. Uneasy alliances have maintained their safety, but things are about to change. -- Discovery leads to danger. -- Skye Reed, a tracker from the Omega stronghold, uncovers a threat that could spell the end for their fragile society. With friends and enemies revealing truths about the past, she will need to decide who to trust. -- Sixth Cycle is a gritty post-apocalyptic story of survival and adventure. 
 
    Darren Wearmouth ~ Carl Sinclair 
 
      
 
    The Invasion Trilogy 
 
    Aliens have planned against us for centuries... And now the attack is ready. 
 
    Charlie Jackson's archaeological team find advanced technology in an undisturbed 16th Century graves. While investigating the discovery, giant sinkholes appear across planet, marking the start of Earth's colonization and the descent of civilization. 
 
    Charlie and the rest of humanity will have to fight for survival, sacrificing the life they’ve known to protect themselves from an ancient and previously dormant enemy. Even that might not be enough as aliens exact a plan that will change the course of history. 
 
    Darren Wearmouth 
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    DEAD ISLAND: Operation Zulu 
 
    Ten years after the world was nearly brought to its knees by a zombie Armageddon, there is a race for the antidote! On a remote Caribbean island, surrounded by a horde of hungry living dead, a team of American and Australian commandos must rescue the Antidotes' scientist. Filled with zombies, guns, Russian bad guys, shady government types, serial killers and elevator muzak. Dead Island is an action packed blood soaked horror adventure. 
 
    Dead Island: Dos and Dead Island: Ravenous are available now! 
 
    Allen Gamboa 
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    INVASION OF THE DEAD SERIES 
 
    This is the first book in a series of nine, about an ordinary bunch of friends, and their plight to survive an apocalypse in Australia. -- Deep beneath defense headquarters in the Australian Capital Territory, the last ranking Army chief and a brilliant scientist struggle with answers to the collapse of the world, and the aftermath of an unprecedented virus. Is it a natural mutation, or does the infection contain -- more sinister roots? -- One hundred and fifty miles away, five friends returning from a month-long camping trip slowly discover that death has swept through the country. What greets them in a gradual revelation is an enemy beyond compare. -- Armed with dwindling ammunition, the friends must overcome their disagreements, utilize their individual skills, and face unimaginable horrors as they battle to reach their hometown... 
 
    Owen Baillie 
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    Torment (The Soldier Book One) 
 
    From the War on Terror a world crippling Bio-Weapon is released. The United States scrambles teams of scientists from the Centers For Disease Control. America's top field agent are tasked with collecting samples and developing a cure. 
 
    Thus, begins the greatest outbreak in the history of human kind. In the wake of the fast spreading pandemic, state and local governments, desperate for answers, rush to provide relief to the devastated and overwhelmed communities. Experts in Bio-Medical Research are desperately summoned to Atlanta and military facilities across the country. 
 
    On a cold morning, the men of India Company, Second Platoon, are alerted and rapid-deployed to Virginia. Their mission: to recover and escort experts in bio-medicine, specifically in the development and production of vaccines. With faulty intelligence and half-truths, Second Platoon moves forward. What they find is worse than anyone could have predicted. What was a rescue mission, turns into a struggle for their own survival. 
 
      
 
    Donovan’s War 
 
    With everything around him gone. Tommy Donovan must return to the war he has been hiding from. When his sister is taken, the Government fails to act. Tommy Donovan will take the law into his own hands. But, this time he isn't a soldier, and there will be no laws to protect evil. This time it's personal and he is making the rules. 
 
      
 
    The Darkness (The Invasion Series Book One) 
 
    While the world falls apart, Jacob Anderson barricades his family behind locked doors. News reports tell of civil unrest in the streets, murders, and disappearances; citizens are warned to remain behind locked doors. When Jacob becomes witness to horrible events and the alarming actions of his neighbors, he and his family realize everything is far worse than being reported. 
 
    Every father's nightmare comes true as Jacob's normal life--and a promise to protect his family--is torn apart. 
 
      
 
    Whiskey Tango Foxtrot 
 
    Alone in a foreign land. The radio goes quiet while on convoy in Afghanistan, a lost patrol alone in the desert. With his unit and his home base destroyed, Staff Sergeant Brad Thompson suddenly finds himself isolated and in command of a small group of men trying to survive in the Afghan wasteland. Every turn leads to danger. 
 
    The local population has been afflicted with an illness that turns them into rabid animals. They pursue him and his men at every corner and stop. Struggling to hold his team together and unite survivors, he must fight and evade his way to safety. A fast paced zombie war story like no other. 
 
    W.J. Lundy 
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    ZOMBIE RUSH SERIES 
 
    New to the Hot Springs PD Lisa Reynolds was not all that welcomed by her coworkers especially those who were passed over for the position. It didn’t matter, her thirty days probation ended on the same day of the Z-poc’s arrival. Overnight the world goes from bad to worse as thousands die in the initial onslaught. National Guard and regular military unit deployed the day before to the north leaves the city in mayhem. All directions lead to death until one unlikely candidate steps forward with a plan. A plan that became an avalanche raging down the mountain culminating in the salvation or destruction of them all. 
 
      
 
    WAYWARD SON 
 
    His perfect life in its late autumn years, Bob Johnson is offered the chance of using a prototype technology to traverse gateways into alternate realities. A chance to change the course of history and possibly the nature of certain people. Bob seizes the opportunity to rescue his soul…and get revenge on those who are trying ruin everything he cherishes. His reality will never be the same again… 
 
      
 
    Joseph Hansen 
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    ZED’S WORLD 
 
    BOOK ONE: THE GATHERING HORDE 
 
    The most ambitious terrorist plot ever undertaken is about to be put into motion, releasing an unstoppable force against humanity. Ordinary people – A group of students celebrating the end of the semester, suburban and rural families – are about to themselves in the center of something that threatens the survival of the human species. As they battle the dead – and the living – it’s going to take every bit of skill, knowledge and luck for them to survive in Zed’s World. 
 
    BOOK TWO: ROADS LESS TRAVELED 
 
    A terrible plague has been loosed upon the earth. In the course of one night, mankind teeters on the brink of extinction. Fighting through gathering hordes of undead, a group of friends brave military checkpoints, armed civilians, and forced allegiances in an attempt to reach loved ones. Thwarted at every turn, they press forward. But taking roads less traveled, could cost them everything. 
 
    BOOK THREE: NO WAY OUT 
 
    For Kyle Puckett, Earth has become a savage place. As the world continues to decay, the survivors of the viral plague have started choosing sides. With each encounter the stakes - and the body count - continue to rise. With the skies growing darker and the dead pressing in, both sides may soon find out that there is No Way Out. 
 
    Rich Baker 
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    Grudge: Operation Highjump 
 
    The United States Navy led an expedition to Antarctica in December 1946, called Operation Highjump. Officially, the men were tasked with evaluating the effect of cold weather on US equipment; secretly their mission was to investigate reports of a hidden Nazi base buried beneath the ice. After engaging unknown forces in aerial combat, weather forced the Navy to abandon operations. Undeterred, the US returned every Antarctic summer until finally the government detonated three nuclear missiles over the atmosphere in 1958. Unfortunately, the desperate gamble to rid the world of the Nazi scourge failed. The enemy burrowed deeper into the ice, using alien technologies for cryogenic freezing to amass a genetically superior army, indoctrinated from birth to hate Americans. Now they’ve returned, intent on exacting revenge for the destruction of their homeland and banishment to the icy wastes. 
 
      
 
    A Path of Ashes 
 
    Evil doesn’t become extinct, it evolves. Our world is a violent place. Murder, terrorism, racism and social inequality, these are some of the forces that attempt to destroy our society while the State is forced to increase its response to these actions. Our own annihilation is barely held at bay by the belief that we’ve somehow evolved beyond our ancestors’ base desires. 
 
    From this cesspool of emotions emerges a madman, intent on leading the world into anarchy. When his group of computer hackers infiltrate the Department of Defense network, they initiate a nuclear war that will irrevocably alter our world. 
 
    Aeric Gaines and his roommate, Tyler, survive the devastation of the war, only to find that the politically correct world where they’d been raised was a lie. All humans have basic needs such as food, water and shelter…but we will fight for what we desire. 
 
    A Path of Ashes is a three-book series about life in post-apocalyptic America, a nation devoid of leadership, electricity and human rights. The world as we know it may have burned, but humanity found a way to survive and this is their story. 
 
    Brian Parker 
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    Human Element 
 
    The Neuroweb began as the greatest invention since written language. A simple brain implant that allowed the user to access information, entertainment, and even pain relief. The Neuroweb was the beginning of a golden age for mankind... 
 
    Until it was compromised. 
 
    Everyone with the implant lost their most important commodity: their free will. The collective human consciousness was hacked, and now directed by artificial intelligence. Only those without the Neuroweb have a chance of resisting...If they dare. 
 
    Aaran has legitimate reason to believe he's the last free-thinking human alive. After his family was killed in the purge, he fled for his life. Now, he aimlessly wanders through the suburbs of Cincinnati alone, desperate to find a reason to live. 
 
    When he meets a girl like him - another free thinker - they search together for a cause worth fighting for. Worth dying for. 
 
      
 
    As the Ash Fell 
 
    Life in the frozen wastelands of Texas is anything but easy, but for Clay Whitaker there is always more at stake than mere survival. 
 
    It's been seven years since the ash billowed into the atmosphere, triggering some of the harshest winters in recorded history. Populations are thinning. Food is scarce. Despair overwhelming. With no way to sustain order, societies collapsed, leaving people to fend for themselves. 
 
    Clay and his sister Megan have taken a handful of orphaned children into their home--a home soaring sixteen stories into the sky. With roughly six short months a year to gather enough food and supplies to last the long, brutal winter, Clay must spend most of his time away from his family to scavenge, hunt, and barter. 
 
    When Clay rescues a young woman named Kelsey from a group of Screamers, his life is catapulted into a new direction, forcing him to make decisions he never thought he would have to make. 
 
    Now, with winter rolling in earlier than ever, Clay's divided attention is putting him, and his family, at risk. 
 
    AJ Powers 
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