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​Chapter 1: The Last Normal Day
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Long before the sun, a different pale light spills across the floor of the world. Lily wakes in this dirty dawn, sweat damp and breath sour, cocooned inside a sleeping bag whose once-vivid stripes have become a pattern of duct-tape scars and mildew blooms. The air tastes metallic, sharp with burnt ozone and some far-off sweetness of rot. Cold settles around her heart like an afterthought.

The ritual begins as it always does. First, she listens. No wind this morning, only the whisper of her own pulse, the ragged rub of sleeping bag on skin, the faint tinkle as she shifts—her alarm system, tuned to the tremors of the damned. She holds her breath, willing the world to speak: a muffled thud, the telltale click of bone against glass, a groan that could be an animal or something crueler. Silence.

She unzips her cocoon and lets herself out, slow as shedding skin. Her knees crack. She sits cross-legged beneath the taut belly of the tarp, the thin shelter stretching from the jagged elbow of a tree to the sawn trunk of a utility pole. Canvas sagged last night, rain pooling in a pale bruise above her head. She’ll have to fix it. She’ll have to fix everything.

Inventory: she lays her tools in the dirt, one at a time, reciting them as she goes. Machete, blade nicked but keen. Pocketknife, still blessed with a working hinge. Whetstone, chipped at the corner but still good for an edge. She runs her thumb along the stone, then sets it aside. Rations: two stale biscuits—oat, flecked with ancient weevils. Half a canteen of water, gone tannic from boiled bark. One battered tin of beans, label gone, contents speculative. Three dog-eared pages in her inventory notebook, the pencil stub like a witch’s bone.

She writes: “0801. Biscuits: 2. Water: 0.5. Beans: 1. No change overnight. Sounds: 0. Sightings: 0. Dreams: 0.”

Dreams are the only metric she doesn’t fake.

She gnaws at a biscuit, teeth breaking it with a satisfaction that feels close to violence. The crumbs turn to paste on her tongue. She savors the memory of butter, trying to conjure even a ghost of the taste, but all she gets is the flavor of ancient oats and the grit of stone dust.

With her tongue she pushes a flake from a bad molar, spits it into the dirt, and turns to the knife. It needs love. She holds the blade up, checks it against the shivery morning. Chips along the belly. A smudge of blood—hers, from yesterday. She props the whetstone in her palm and begins to stroke, heel to tip, patient and hungry. The rasp echoes off the sleeping gums of the city.

Sydney crouches beyond the trees. In better times, there were gulls and car horns, the wet black rib of the Harbour Bridge, and endless neon scribbling the night. Now the skyline huddles behind a fog of ash and cinder, towers bent and broken, windows blown out, smoldering like cigarette burns. On still mornings the city makes no sound but its own slow dying.

She lets herself look, but only in snatches. A thousand times she has imagined what it would be like to walk the bridge again, just to stand and feel the wind scrape her cheeks, to see the city move with its human organs pumping under the skin. There is movement, now—a ripple at the edge of her vision—but it is only smoke, or the memory of it.

She brings the knife to her nose, inhales the new edge. Once her mother told her steel smelled like lightning; she tries to remember if that was ever true.

Satisfied, she slides the knife into her belt and crouches to check the lines. Three tripwires, each strung with detritus: Coke cans, broken compact discs, a tangle of Christmas tinsel. No disturbance, not even a shift in the wire’s bite on the bark. The outer perimeter is mapped in her head, a clockface of threats; at two o’clock, the burnt hulk of a sedan, at six, a ditch bristling with rebar. She pictures herself from above—a dot ringed by garbage, hungry for movement, terrified of its arrival.

Back at camp, she pours the last of her canteen over her hands, rubs them brisk and wipes dry on her pants. She licks a drop from her thumb, because nothing can be wasted. Hunger claws, but it’s the thirst that brings the madness.

She sits, cross-legged, and fingers the edges of her notebook. This was Ethan’s trick, cataloguing the invisible, making lists so the world felt smaller. She scratches another line—“Perimeter check, clear”—and draws a quick sketch of the city as it looks today: wreathed in smoke, ugly and wild and so much more alive now that it’s dead.

In her sleep she’d dreamed nothing, but now that she’s awake, the images come: the time Ethan was lost for hours in the park, how he came back with his face scratched and hands blooded, eyes wide and red as berries. The time her mother poured milk over her cereal in the morning, and for one perfect second, Lily thought the world had already ended and it was just the three of them left. The time she locked herself in the linen closet, refusing to come out until the panic receded, and the way her mother’s shadow fell across the light under the door.

A branch snaps in the underbrush, loud as a rifle shot. Lily freezes, hands closing around the machete handle before she even thinks. Heartbeat climbing her throat. Then—nothing. It was probably the wind, she tells herself. Or a possum. Or some other thing that still knows how to hide.

When she finally exhales, her hands are trembling. She writes, “Sound: snap, NNE, 0820,” in the notebook, because inventory is armor, and words are proof of existence.

She rolls her meager blanket, tucks it under the tarp, and paces the circumference of her camp twice, eyes never resting, every nerve attuned to the absence of sound.

The world is empty, and in its emptiness, every possibility. Every promise.

She sits again, back against the trunk, knees drawn up. Watches the city until her eyes blur and her stomach knots, waiting for the day to give her an excuse to move.

Morning is a rumor that has not reached the forest, but Lily is already at work. Her fingers, pale and restless, unfold the street map in the dirt. Once, it was the City of Sydney Visitor Guide, printed in cheerful pastels; now it is a thin skin of rips and fingerprints, smeared with hand-written notes. The red X’s are sharp and angry—places to avoid, places that already cost her too much. The circles are dreams: bread, water, medicine, Ethan.

She plants her finger at her current camp—an unmarked margin near the park’s southern edge. The nearest circle is less than a kilometer away: “Coles,” in blocky letters, ink blurred by rain. The thought of supermarket shelves makes her lips twitch. She knows what she’ll find: upended aisles, stinking produce, and, if she is lucky, a sealed jar of instant coffee or a can of tuna hiding under plastic detritus. If unlucky—well, she’s learned what unlucky means.

The path is all bad options. Two main roads: one choked by derelict buses and gridlocked SUVs, their mirrors bristling with bird nests; the other a narrow back alley, a “shortcut” that lost her a boot and nearly a toe to something she still can’t name. She weighs the math, not that math ever did her much good. Risk, reward, the drag of tired muscles, the ache in her chest. She sketches a new route with a stubby pencil, triangulating between known threats, and writes: “0843. Try the canal. Avoid Pitt St.”

She refolds the map. The old creases have become guidelines, the paper softer than cloth.

Before she leaves, she reaches into her jacket pocket and takes out the photograph. It’s a deliberate act, and she hates herself a little for needing it. The picture is sun-faded, edges curled from sweat and rain, a deep crack slicing diagonally through the middle. Her family, smiling at the Taronga Zoo, a lifetime ago. Her mother’s eyes, still bright behind tired glasses. Her father, trying and failing to look like he didn’t hate crowds. Ethan, a gap-toothed grin and an arm around her shoulders—an anchor and a shackle.

She taps the photo with her thumb, twice, as if to check for a pulse. Her own face looks alien: all cheek and smile and innocence, like a mask she’s never learned to wear again. She lets her eyes rest on Ethan’s image, wishing for the thousandth time that it would move, blink, speak, anything. But it doesn’t, so she folds the memory away and stows it close to her heart.

Packing is another ritual. Backpack first: battered, two zippers broken, one strap knotted where it frayed to the webbing. Into it goes the canteen, lid triple-checked; the biscuit, wrapped in wax paper; the can of beans, tucked inside a rag so it won’t rattle. She adds two empty takeaway containers scavenged from last week’s raid, in case there’s anything left to collect. The notebook goes into the side pocket, pencil wedged deep in the spiral.

The machete slips into a canvas sheath, tied with a shoelace at the handle. Knife in her boot, blade taped to her thigh. The kit is heavy but familiar, an extension of her own body.

She tightens the straps and cinches the chest buckle until it hurts. Every ounce is a wager against the future. Sometimes she imagines herself as one of the old settlers, packing for a world that’s only darkness and the stories you carry with you.

Before she goes, she sweeps the campsite for signs of her presence. She buries the crumbs, flattens the sleeping bag under the tarp, checks and resets every tripwire. She whispers a little prayer to the circle of dirt and trees, “Keep safe, keep safe,” as if repetition will make it so.

Last step: the perimeter check. She stalks the edge of her claim, moving slow, every muscle set for fight or flight. The city in the distance is veiled by mist, but she watches for shapes, movement, sound. There is always something in the corner of her eye, but she is learning not to flinch. Each time she turns, she expects to see Ethan, or some other piece of the past, waiting for her in the emptiness.

She doesn’t.

The way is clear. Or as clear as it gets.

She shoulders the pack, stretches the ache from her arms, and steps into the uncertain blue of the morning, map folded in her fist, ready to face whatever the day spits out.

The radio is a battered brick, clipped and glued together from the ghosts of better days. Lily keeps it in a dry-bag meant for kayakers, along with three spare batteries and the last hope in the world. She kneels by the weathered trunk, snaps open the zipper with careful hands, and pulls the device free. It is cold and heavy and silent.

This is the last rite. She checks the channel, double-taps the side. Tiny green light, low and flickering, but still alive.

“Mockingbird to Sparrow,” she whispers, pressing the PTT with her thumb. Her voice, hoarse and hushed, dissolves in the static. “Daily check-in. Do you copy?”

She waits, counting to ten, listening to the mechanical hiss of the city’s ruined lungs. Nothing but dead air.

She repeats, “Mockingbird to Sparrow. Ethan, I’m holding at base camp, repeat, holding at base camp. No movement overnight. Weather is clear, perimeter is secure. Respond if able.”

On the third try she lowers the volume, voice flattening into numbness: “Mockingbird to Sparrow. If you’re listening, rendezvous at the red tree. I’ll mark it for you.” She fumbles for her notebook, tears out the page with the fresh route and sets it inside the bag with the radio, like tucking a note into a sleeping child’s pocket.

After, she returns the radio to the bag and sits perfectly still. In the static, she imagines the click of Ethan’s voice breaking through—just one word, the rasp of his breathing, a code or a curse. But nothing comes. She pretends it doesn’t sting.

She pockets the bag, double-checks the zippers, and makes her way back through the muddy ground. Her boots suck at the earth, unwilling to let go.

The plan is simple, which means it will fail in complicated ways. Cut through the canal, skirt the derelict school, circle back to the Coles via the abandoned playground, and, if she survives, leave a marker at the blood-red gum tree for Ethan. She recites each step like a catechism as she moves. It’s easier to trust in order than to admit the chaos.

She is halfway across the clearing when the noise comes: sharp, wet, like something biting through a wet melon. Instinct snaps her low to the ground. She pulls the machete and freezes, every muscle drawn taut. Her heart beats loud enough she thinks it could trigger the tin-can alarms.

The brush stirs. A possum, fur gone patchy, eye white and blind on one side. It twitches across the dirt and disappears behind the log, leaving behind only the memory of fear.

Lily doesn’t relax. She stays crouched, breathing slow and shallow, eyes darting for signs of a second act. It’s how she survived, this refusal to believe in luck.

She pushes off and moves. Her shoulders hunch, steps measured and low, a stalker in hostile land. Every movement is shadowed by the city, the dead skyline growing closer and more malignant with each stride.

At the edge of the trees, she pauses and scans the open ground. From here, the first rows of suburbia are visible, old houses with paint scabbed from their bones, glass teeth missing in every window. The air here is different, charged with something sour. Under the hum of insects and the hush of her own breath, a new sound blooms: the distant, discordant wailing of the dead. Not close, but not far enough.

She advances, every sense stretched thin. Through the park’s back fence, past the playground, over the canal where slick black water burbles around clogged grates. She moves fast but not careless, stopping at each corner to listen, to memorize the emptiness before risking it.

At the playground, a carousel of horses leans at drunken angles, their manes tangled with plastic bags and windblown leaves. She remembers Ethan here, pushing her too fast, laughing until he was sick. The memory aches, a physical pain behind her ribs. She resists the urge to call his name.

She ducks through a hole in a cyclone fence, slices her palm open on a rusted wire. She doesn’t swear, just sucks the blood and keeps moving. The houses are tighter now, blank windows staring her down. The groans are louder here, a tide at the edge of hearing.

She makes the red gum tree just before nine. The trunk is split and oozing sap, vivid against the grayness. She draws a quick X on the bark, presses her hand against it—just for a second, just enough to say I was here—and then doubles back along the side streets.

She never walks in the open. She flows from shadow to shadow, becoming a rumor in the spaces between things.

At the supermarket, the air is thick with the chemical stink of rot. She moves fast, slipping past the gaping mouth of the automatic doors and into the gloom. Shelves stripped bare, floor slick with unidentifiable fluids. Somewhere inside, a can clatters to the ground—a warning, or a trap.

She waits, counting breaths, until she’s sure nothing is coming. Then she ghosts her way through the aisles, scavenging what she can. A can of peaches, dented but intact. Two expired chocolate bars, the wrappers bloated with air. In the pharmacy aisle, a single pack of bandaids, the holy grail.

She moves quick, loads her pack, and is out before the silence remembers her.

Back at the red tree, she hangs the bag with the notebook in its crook. It looks small and stupid against the vastness of the city, but it’s all she can do.

She turns, checks her map, and heads for home, the sound of the undead a hymn behind her.

In the afternoon light, the city is both more dead and more alive, everything sharper and meaner. She walks with purpose, machete ready, listening not just for the monsters but for any echo of Ethan. Each step forward is a negotiation with fate, and with her own need to believe.

She makes it back to camp just before dusk. Nothing disturbed, no alarms tripped. She checks the perimeter twice, then sits with her back to the tree, the radio cradled in her lap.

She clicks the PTT, just once, and speaks not to the static, but to the dark: “Mockingbird to Sparrow. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

She waits, and waits, and lets the night close around her like a second skin.
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​Chapter 2: Breaking Point
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Malls used to have a smell—sugar and sweat, floor polish, hot pretzels cooling in the bloodless light. Now it’s all ammonia and rot, something thick that moves ahead of you like a rumor. Lily glides past the dead food court with the slow grace of a sleepwalker, blade in her left hand, Ethan’s footsteps a silent ghost behind her.

She only half-believes in the boy who follows. At times she can’t tell if he’s a shadow she’s earned, or the real and breathing remainder of someone she promised not to abandon. But there’s Ethan: crouched and lithe in his battered windbreaker, scanning the balconies for movement, holding his empty backpack like an offering. He’d laughed at her earlier, at the little combat crawl she made of every approach, and she wanted to shake him until the fear showed in his eyes. He would not last long without her, but he knew it. That was the compact, unspoken, between them.

They speak in signs, mostly. Index finger to lips, two taps to the breastbone, palm splayed to the floor: Quiet. Me. Stay low. They don’t waste voice, not after what happened on Harris Street when Ethan had called for her in a moment of panic and nearly brought the whole city down on their heads.

The corridor is a throat, choked with abandoned clothes, hair extension packets, duffel bags torn open to spill their bright guts. Lily runs a hand along the security grill that once protected a Sunglass Hut—bent now, the lattice smeared with a dried something she won’t name. Above, fluorescent bulbs flicker in their sockets like dying eyes.

Ethan trails behind, snapping off his own silent running commentary in the twitch of his hands. Lily watches the glass store-fronts for motion, for any break in the pattern. Every surface is a trick, a mirror, a place for something hungry to hide. She wishes she’d taken up smoking, if only so her nerves would have something familiar to chew on.

The mall is a bowl, four levels of decay winding around an empty atrium. The escalators look like bones, every metal tooth chewed clean. Mannequins have fallen into obscene positions, one leg up like a calling card. The domed ceiling is punctured where a helicopter, once, had tried to land and failed spectacularly. Now there’s just a suppurating wound, rain leaching through to pool and then evaporate in sickly puddles on the lower floors. It leaves the tiles warped, sticky, and orange.

They move toward the pharmacy, third shop on the left, neon sign blinking out a useless OPEN in the pre-dawn. Lily gestures, a knife tilt, and Ethan melts to the wall. He is skinnier than she remembers, dark rings around his eyes like bruises from dreams he never talks about. He clutches the zipper of his jacket, a nervous tic she’d tried to break, but it persists.

Lily hunkers by the entrance. No sounds from within—no shuffle, no hiss, not even a gasp. She tests the air. If there’s something living (or almost-living), it would be feasting by now; no patience for pharmacies. She inches the door open and enters first, blade forward, nose wrinkled against the old hospital stench.

Behind her, Ethan is all but invisible, making himself a sliver, scooping pill bottles into the bag with a practiced efficiency that breaks Lily’s heart. She remembers teaching him to read these labels when he was barely six, how he’d made a game of it: “Can you die if you eat this one?” “Is this one for mummies or for daddies?” She hopes he’s already forgotten those games.

Shelves have been swept clean by earlier scavengers, but the floor is a riot of packaging and broken glass. Lily sidesteps the display, keeps her boots light, remembers how fast everything can go wrong. She finds a carton of paracetamol caught in the dust under a shelf, dry but unopened. She pockets it. Next: a box of adhesive bandages, wrappers torn but most still good. It’s enough to make her feel almost lucky, which is always when things start to slip.

Outside, a metallic rattle. Not close, but not far. Lily pulls Ethan behind the pharmacy counter, hand to his mouth before he can squeak. She holds him there, pressed to the linoleum, counting under her breath. She thinks of her mother, of the mornings when she would force them to wait out the cold before letting them into the kitchen for cereal, and how every second was an act of discipline. The memory is sharp, but not painful.

A new sound: gunfire, but faint. Distant enough to be from the barricade, she guesses. There’s been fighting for days now, a slow give-and-take on the old City Circle. The soldiers had laughed when she’d asked if they could hold it, said the “local flavor” would keep the undead away. Last she saw, the uniforms were losing.

She peeks over the countertop. Nothing in the shop. Ethan is shivering, but nods when she signals: Ready? She grabs a fistful of surgical masks from a near-empty box, tucks them into her jacket, and leads Ethan back out.

They navigate the concourse in a tight zigzag, avoiding the gaping wells of the elevators. Below, food wrappers drift in small eddies where the air still circulates. There’s a sound now, a steady drumbeat. Lily realizes, with a thrill of animal clarity, that it’s feet. Many feet.

They reach the upper balcony, overlooking the main entrance. From here the city shows itself: Sydney’s towers licked clean of their glass, arching high and fragile over streets that were once arteries of possibility. At the perimeter of the mall, sandbags still form a horseshoe around the entrance, but inside that shape is a writhing clot of people—no, not people, not anymore. The infected have come. Hundreds, maybe more, pressing forward in a slow-motion avalanche. Soldiers fire into the mass, but the horde flows around bullets, climbs over bodies, slips through gaps in the barrier with a horrible ingenuity.

Ethan stares, mouth open, knuckles white on the handrail. He makes a little sound, high and sharp, then bites down to stifle it. Lily’s pulse thickens. She wants to shield him, but instead, she makes him watch. The world is not a place for mercy. The city, as far as she can see, is an engine for suffering.

She feels nothing—no terror, no real surprise, just a tightening in her chest as if she’s been expecting this for years. She finds herself wondering how many of the dead below used to shop here, if their last living memory was a food court lunch or a final, hopeless sprint up the escalator.

As the barricade collapses, the crowd of uniforms folds in on itself. Shots pop and echo, then go silent. The infected pour in, a tide that cannot be stemmed.

Lily puts a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “We need to get out. Now.”

He nods, still watching, but she can tell the words have broken the spell. She’s already tracing their route in her head: north to the service corridor, then up through the fire stairs to the roof. From there, over the skybridge to the parking structure, out into the suburbs where the herd will thin and the old ways—their ways—still work.

She turns him from the balcony, keeps his face angled away from the massacre below. But the echo of it follows, and she knows there will be more like this, each one carving a little deeper.

They move, swift and silent, hunted by what remains of the world.

The escape plan holds together for all of five heartbeats.

Lily and Ethan sprint along the mezzanine, shadows moving with them, echoing their panic. Ahead, the skybridge promises exit—a catwalk to somewhere less terminal—but then a sound splits the air. Not gunfire. Not even a voice. Something lower and older, the tectonic groan of steel losing its will to stay upright.

There’s no time for “Wait” or “Look out.” The sound is followed by motion, and then by dust: the atrium’s domed ceiling gives way, sheetrock and glass and hunks of wet insulation raining down. Where the main entrance had been, now is a wall of concrete, mangled air ducts, broken arms of display mannequins. The world coughs and spits and then settles into a death rattle.

Ethan yelps, skids to a stop. Lily grabs his sleeve and yanks him backward, just ahead of the spill of debris. The noise goes on forever. It’s only after the last of the rubble has come to rest that she registers a new element in the soundscape: the moaning of the undead, now less muffled, amplified by the stone chamber like monks in a cathedral. The horde has found a new way in.

The air fills with mineral grit. Ethan’s coughing but trying to keep it quiet, stuffing his sleeve to his mouth. Lily moves him sideways, away from the open, toward the gap-toothed grin of a staff corridor marked by a plastic sign: EMPLOYEES ONLY.

“We’ll double back,” Lily hisses, voice a skeleton. Ethan’s eyes are wet and wild, but he nods, swallowing his noise.

The fire doors are locked, as if that matters anymore. Lily wedges the tip of her knife between steel and frame, levers with both hands. The blade flexes, moans against the pressure, but does not break. She hates when tools have personalities, but this knife is stubborn as hell. With a pop, the lock gives way, and the corridor coughs them up into a different flavor of apocalypse.

Here the air is close, breathing them in, breathing them out. Light comes only from sporadic emergency strobes, giving the hallway a stop-motion stutter. They move in bursts: advance, freeze, listen, advance. On every third step, Lily feels the wet grit of a mop bucket’s spill, or something less innocent. The white walls are scabbed with blood-blooms, brown at the edges, recent in the middle. She tries not to think about the handprints; they never come off, not even in memory.

Overhead, the plumbing is alive—pipes rattle and sweat, dripping condensation in steady intervals. Each drop lands with a splat, punctuating their progress. The noise is almost comforting. Rats have claimed this stretch of tunnel; they retreat in a rush from every footfall, dragging tails like filthy punctuation marks. Ethan’s lips twist in disgust, but he keeps moving.

Around the first corner, they almost stumble into it: a worker, blue shirt torn to the waist, lanyard still attached to a meatless neck. It lurches toward them, mouth opening with mechanical hunger. Lily sidesteps, grabs the mop handle left on the floor, and uses it to pin the thing’s throat to the wall. The worker’s arms windmill, scrabbling at air, but its feet never leave the tile.

Ethan’s knees buckle. Lily shoves the knife through the worker’s left eye. It makes a wet pop, then the body folds, collapses to the ground with the simplicity of a dropped sack. She tries to extract the blade with minimal fuss. “Keep moving,” she says, and they do.

Next stretch of tunnel: supply closets, fire extinguishers, boxes marked with instructions no one will ever read. The echo of the moans grows louder, now a chorus. It bounces through the vents, comes from above and below at once. Lily wonders if that’s the whole point of the emergency lights: to illuminate your own doom with the drama of theater.

They pick up speed. Ethan’s sneakers squeal on the wet linoleum; Lily cringes but doesn’t slow him. At the far end, the corridor forks: left to the loading dock, right to the electrical room and its maze of utility stairs. “Which?” Ethan manages, voice a whistle.

“Left,” Lily says, even though she wants the stairs. Out in the open, at least, you can see what’s coming.

Before they reach the dock, another zombie, this one in a rent-a-cop uniform, blocks their way. It lurches, hands out, badge catching the strobe and tossing the light right into Lily’s eyes. She flinches, but only for a beat. The security guard was never tall, but the rot has shrunk him further—still, he’s heavier than he looks, and when he falls against Lily she feels her knees give a little.

The two of them tangle, sliding into a wall. The rent-a-cop’s mouth snaps open and closed, working at her shoulder. Lily jams her forearm into its jaw, feels the teeth close on her jacket sleeve. For a second she sees the cop’s eyes, glazed but still human, still sad. Then she angles the knife, draws it sideways through the thing’s temple. It sags, then slumps to the floor.

“Lily,” Ethan whispers, “your arm—”

She checks: only fabric torn, skin below pink and new. “Not a scratch.” It is almost a point of pride.

They push forward, emerging at the loading dock. The air here is colder, but with it comes a new terror: the moans are right behind them now, amplified by the corrugated steel of the shipping doors. The concrete apron outside is blocked by dumpsters, but the way is clear—for now.

They make it to the dumpsters and climb, using battered handholds and sticky bags of refuse. Ethan loses his footing and for a heartbeat hangs, suspended, his whole body trembling. Lily catches his wrist, pulls him up, feels how light he’s gotten.

At the top, the world is an open sore. Moans travel across the parking lot in long, unbroken lines. In the east, fire stains the sky. In the west, black smoke rises from what was once Darling Harbour. For a moment, Ethan just sits, breath coming in shallow sips, looking at the world like it’s a test he’s about to fail.

“They’re coming,” he says, and for the first time Lily hears something new in his voice: resignation, or maybe awe.

She wants to say something strong, something to fill his ribcage with courage, but all that comes is: “They always are.”

Below them, shapes converge at the dock, slamming into dumpsters, hands grasping, arms raised. The infected will climb, eventually. They always learn. But Lily and Ethan are moving again, scaling down the other side, sprinting for the treeline that rings the mall’s distant edge.

As they run, the sounds chase them—feet on pavement, then hands, then the weight of everything they’ve left behind.

When they reach the perimeter, Lily pulls Ethan into a crouch, checks behind for pursuit. The parking lot is a wound, ringed by shattered glass and abandoned cars, but the horde is still gridlocked at the loading dock. They have a minute, maybe.

Lily draws breath, tries to map the city in her head. “Rail line,” she says. “We cut through the stormwater canal. They won’t follow.”

Ethan looks at her, a tiny grin on his lips, eyes rimmed with tears. “Always with the shortcuts.”

Lily snorts, then covers her mouth to stifle it. “Always.”

They move off, small and silent, trailed by the thin chorus of the dead. In the echoing mall, something gives way and collapses. The dust follows, but it cannot keep up.

They make good time through the suburb’s back alleys. The world is blurred by fatigue, every sense ringed with the aftershocks of violence. Lily checks her brother’s breathing at every interval. Ethan is still upright, but his reserves are running on shadow and fear.

The sun is just a threat at the horizon, flaring orange through the bruised morning. They keep to the edges of chain-link fences and gutted loading bays, the hush of early hour their only camouflage. Once, Lily would have loved the hush—a different hush, the one that belonged to abandoned playgrounds or dawn in their old backyard—but now it’s just a canvas for worse sounds.

A dog barks once, hollow and directionless. They freeze. Nothing follows. They keep moving.

Near the far edge of the mall’s service perimeter, they find the doors that lead into the warren of storerooms. It’s a narrow hallway, painted in thick latex that’s peeled in perfect scabs. Here, the fluorescent lights have all failed, leaving only the end-of-tunnel glow from the exit sign. A last trick of architecture: the way it makes you hope there’s a clean way out.

As they pass the first of the doors, Ethan pulls up short. Lily nearly barrels into him, then grabs his shirt and mouths, “What?”

He points. There’s a noise. Not the slow shamble of infected—more measured, desperate, a repeated thud as of a heel or fist striking metal. A person, or the vestige of one.

Lily gives a curt shake of her head: Don’t. Ethan’s face knots up, some argument brewing, but instead of speaking, he just looks at the door. The sign is a peeling sticker: MAINTENANCE STORAGE B. A fresh streak of something dark on the handle.

“Not worth it,” Lily whispers, and tries to move him past.

The pounding increases, followed by a wet rasp of voice. “Hello? Is anyone—? Please!”

Ethan’s lips press thin. “Lily,” he says, almost pleading. “She’s alive.” He sets his backpack down and edges toward the handle.

Lily wants to throttle him, or herself, but the pounding isn’t going to stop. In a world where most noise is death, silence is not mercy.

She pulls her lock knife from her pocket, works the thin blade under the latch. Her hands tremble. Ethan stands sentry, scanning the hall, eyes gone feral with fear and adrenaline.

The lock gives with a click. The door is stuck, warped by heat or age. Lily puts her shoulder into it, and it pops open with a scream of metal.

A woman spills out, nearly tackling Lily in the process. She’s older, maybe thirty, cheeks burned with fever, lips dusted with old blood. Her left ankle hangs at an ugly angle, but she clutches a photograph in her fist. Lily recoils at the stench: urine, sweat, something sickly sweet beneath. The woman tries to stand, collapses.

“Thank you,” she gasps. She clings to Lily’s leg, voice shredded. “Thank you, oh God—”

Ethan kneels, tears already making a mess of his face. “Are you bitten? Are you—?”

The woman shakes her head, violent and quick. “No. It was... I fell. Running. They were everywhere. I got in there—” she gestures at the closet, “—they couldn’t open doors, not with hands like that. But I ran out of water.”

Lily tries to disengage, but the woman clutches harder, holding up the torn photo. “My daughter. Has anyone—? Please, she was just—she has a blue jacket. With unicorns.”

Ethan takes the picture. “We haven’t seen her. But—” He looks at Lily. “We’ll help. Right?”

Lily says nothing, just looks down the hall, already calculating the added risk. But Ethan is already rummaging in his pack for water. He passes the woman the bottle. She sips, then chokes, then gulps with animal greed.

“I’m Maya,” she says, in the spaces between drinking. “I tried the stairs, but—” She breaks off, not bothering to hide the tears. “They’re everywhere. Every level.” Her eyes swim from Ethan to Lily, like she can’t decide which is more real.

Lily helps her to her feet, mindful of the ruined ankle. “We have to move.” There is no comfort in her tone, just necessity. “You can walk?”

Maya tests her weight, grimaces. “Maybe. With help.”

Ethan shoulders her good side, careful as a nurse. Lily takes the lead, pushing ahead down the corridor. She hates the echo of the third set of footsteps, hates the way the extra person changes every equation.

They make it ten meters before the next surprise: an exit door, left ajar. Light spills in, smeared and grey. Outside, a chorus of groans—close. Lily signals halt, then presses herself to the frosted glass. Three, maybe four, shapes lurching in the service lot. Not a full horde, but enough.

She turns, points to the alternate door at the end of the hall. It’s locked from the inside—stupid design, stupid world. She checks her knife, then braces for another round with stubborn hardware.

Behind her, Maya breathes hard, shuddering on every step. The photo is now tucked in her waistband, but she fingers it like a rosary.

“Hold them here,” Lily tells Ethan, and he nods, puts himself between Maya and the threat.

Lily wedges her knife again, fingers sticky with sweat. The blade slips, skidding off the latch, nearly slices her thumb. She hisses, bites down, tries again. This time the blade sinks, the lock shudders, and the mechanism gives. She kicks the door hard, it opens, and for a moment the world is only siren-light and the screech of zombies behind them.

Ethan hustles Maya through, Lily on their heels. One of the dead had been waiting—just on the other side, as if anticipating them. Lily shoves Maya out of reach, brings her knife up as the thing snaps for her face. The movement is all instinct, years of practice packed into one perfect beat: she jams the blade up through the chin, feels the skull give, twists, and the body drops, still clutching at her sleeve.

Lily jerks her hand back but the blade stays, buried to the hilt. She curses and tugs once, twice, the handle slick. It comes free on the third pull, bringing with it a jelly of brains and bone. She wipes it on her pants, feeling the tremor in her wrist.

They are in the open now, behind the mall, on the edge of the delivery lot. The zombies they saw earlier have circled, drawn by the noise. Ethan and Maya limp toward a dumpster, hunching down behind it. Lily follows, dragging the dead weight of her own exhaustion behind her.

They press their backs to the cold steel and wait, holding breath. The moans come closer, then recede as the infected lose the trail. Only after two full minutes do they dare speak.

Maya starts to weep, soft and ugly. Ethan puts an arm around her shoulders, unsure of the gesture.

“We’ll find her,” Ethan says, even as Lily can see in his face that hope is poison.

Lily doesn’t bother to speak. She glances at Maya’s ankle, then at the sky, already grading the odds.

After a time, Maya looks up. “Thank you,” she says again, voice raw.

Lily wipes the blade on her shirt and holsters it. “Don’t thank me yet.”

She checks the perimeter. For now, the coast is clear. For now, there are only three of them, bruised and breathing, in the eye of the storm.

It will not last. Nothing does. But it’s enough to get them to the next sunrise, and sometimes that is the whole of it.

By noon they reach the edge of everything that was once Sydney. The air is hot and sour, flavored by char and the memory of salt. Here, the land forgets the city and reverts: brittle grass, battered eucalypts, a slope down to the marshy banks of what used to be the Parramatta River. Lily keeps to the trees, always under shade, where shadows break the line of sight and muffle the sound of footsteps. Maya’s limp has grown worse, but she grits her teeth and matches the pace with a kind of savage pride.

Their camp is an indentation in the world, half-hidden by a tangle of lantana and car-battery-sized stones. The perimeter is tripwired with Christmas tinsel and tin cans, just as Lily left it. The blanket is rolled, the tarp pitched tight, every detail preserved as if in amber. She steps through the wire, then crouches and motions Ethan and Maya to follow. Once all are inside, she presses her palms to the dirt and closes her eyes for a two-count: home.

First order: perimeter check. She circles the camp in careful, outward-expanding loops, eyes scanning every patch of brush for new scuffs or burrows. She finds one can knocked over—a rat, probably, but she replaces it anyway. Once, Ethan would have mocked this ritual, called her “Sarge” or “Hannibal” and tried to trip her up. Now he just sits by the tarp, cradling Maya’s ankle and wrapping it with their last stretch of clean gauze.

Maya does not speak. She stares into the heat-shivered distance, breathing shallowly, the photo of her daughter resting in her lap. Her skin has gone the gray of a boiled chicken, and Lily wonders if they should have left her behind. But Ethan would never have forgiven it, and she needs him intact, at least for now.

Lily unfolds the notebook. She ticks off the columns: “Rations: 1.5. Water: 0.75. Medical: -1. Weapon: status. Security: compromised.” She writes: “1022: Horde breach at North Mall entrance. Camp threatened. Guest: Maya. Ankle fracture, non-combatant. Search for dependent ongoing.”

She hesitates, then scribbles a tiny smiley face next to “Guest: Maya.” She wonders if Ethan will notice.

When she looks up, Ethan is watching her with that old, annoying transparency. “What now?” he says.

“Now I climb,” she replies, and hoists herself up the twisted trunk of the dead gum tree at the camp’s northern edge. Every foothold is familiar, her boots slotting into grooves worn by months of repetition. The higher she gets, the more the city reveals itself, smog and smoke thinning with altitude.

From up here, the war is easy to map. Fires burn unchecked along the train line. The CBD is a tumor of black glass, haloed by crawling dots—zombies, or people indistinguishable from them at this range. The smoke plume from the north mall is thick and oily, marching west with the wind. Lily scans for color, movement, anything that’s not destruction.

On the horizon, a ribbon of cars crawls up the motorway, but they’re not moving under their own power. She sees the way they lurch and stop, the chaos at the roundabouts. Lily wonders if the whole continent is folding in on itself, or if this is just a local extinction.

She climbs down. The trunk leaves its papery skin on her shirt, mottling her with dust and ash.

“The city’s lost,” she tells Ethan, voice flat. Maya’s shoulders stiffen; Lily doesn’t bother softening the truth. “The horde will cross the river by tonight. We should go, while the wind’s in our favor.”

Ethan nods, but Maya’s voice catches: “Where?”

“West,” Lily says. “Through the wetlands. They don’t like the water.”

“Even if we make it,” Maya says, “where does it end?” She stares at her knees, fighting to keep her face blank. “I can’t keep up. You should just go.”

Lily shrugs, a motion as casual as it is final. “Then you’ll be a distraction. We’ll use it.”

It’s the kindest lie she can manage.

Packing takes less than three minutes. Lily’s kit is modular: tarp into roll, blanket under straps, water bottles double-checked. She doesn’t let Ethan help, not because he’s incapable, but because she needs the rhythm of it. Ethan splits a biscuit, gives the larger half to Maya. They eat in silence, chewing each bite forty times because the body remembers even if the mind has moved on.

At the camp’s edge, Lily checks the radio. She turns it on, listens to the hiss and static. Nothing. She flicks through channels, once, twice, three times. At last, she finds a scrap of voice: “Evac... five clicks... Redfern... negative... hold perimeter.” Then static. The voice is not Ethan’s. Not anyone she’d recognize.

She powers it down, hands the unit to Maya. “Keep it. In case.”

Maya’s hands shake as she takes it. Her mouth tries to find words, but they get lost on the way out.

When everything is set, Lily rechecks the wires, runs her hands through the dirt, camouflages the site as best she can. In a final act of superstition, she draws a spiral in the earth—a ward against predators, or maybe against guilt.

The moans start as a murmur, then build. At first it’s just one or two, but the sound multiplies, multiplying itself in the heat and the hunger of mid-afternoon. The first of them appear at the treeline: a woman in business slacks, hair still perfect in its lacquered twist; a man with half a traffic sign speared through his chest, walking as if the weight means nothing.
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